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ABSTRACT

Pilgrims Going to Church (1867) was the first and best-know n painting o f  American 

colonial life by the Anglo-American artist George H enry B oughton  (1834-1905). Today 

the painting is o ften  associated w ith the  Colonial Revival m ovem ent and  the Centennial 

Exposition o f  1876; this essay dem onstrates that Pilgrims Going to Church carried a much 

broader, m ore com plex and am biguous range o f  connotations in  the m inds o f  

nineteenth-century viewers. C onsideration o f  the painting’s relationship to popular 

genre and  history paintings o f  the  period  and close reading o f  contem porary  descriptions 

o f  Pilgrims Going to Church and o th e r nineteenth-century works o f  art provides a context 

in w hich to understand  the narrative and com positional openness th a t allowed the image 

to  support a variety o f  meanings and  interpretations over time.

T he continued success o f  Pilgrims Going to Church is rem arkable: The num erous 

o ther depictions o f  colonial history tha t proliferated th roughout the n ineteenth  century 

have long  since been forgotten; indeed, m ost o f  the genre and history paintings o f  the 

period— o f  any subject— are today dismissed as ovedy “sentim ental” o r  melodramatic.

By looking beyond m odem  interpretations o f  Pilgrims Going to Church to  consider 

contem porary  understandings o f  th e  p ainting and the shifting  cultural conditions which 

shaped various readings o f  the im age, this essay explores the causes behind  the  singular 

popularity and lasting appeal o f  B oughton’s iconic representation o f  A m erican colonial 

life and links the success o f  his vision o f  history to American attitudes about the past.
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“A n d fo r the season it was winter, and they that know 
the winters o f that cunlrie know them to be sharp and 
violent, and subjecte to cruell and fem e stormes, deangerous 
to traviU to known places, much more to sercb an unknown 
coast. Besids, what could they see but a bidious and desolate 
wildemes, fu ll o f beasts and wiUd men— and what m ultituds 
thee might be o f them they knew not...and the whole countrie, 

fu ll o f woods and thickets, represented a wilde and savage heiw. ”

W illiam  Bradford, second governor o f the Plymouth
Colony, in “O f Plymouth Plantation,” 1647.'

I t is a fa m il ia r  scene: a purposeful line o f  sturdy, virtuous figures treads a snowy 

path  through the wilderness. Even w ithou t the presence o f  the m inister second in  the 

line o f  marchers, their serious expressions, modest, old-fashioned clothing and the 

prayer books and Bibles many o f  them  carry would make their m ission clean these are 

T he Puritan Forefathers on their wintry trek to church. A tightly assem bled group o f  

thirteen, paired two-by-two along their path , neady spans the entire canvas. In  the far 

right com er a fourteenth pilgrim, his left-side partially cropped a t the edge o f  the 

com position, emerges from  the background to make his way tow ards the procession.
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Figure One: G eorge Henry Boughton, Pilgrims Going to Church, 1867. 28 V* x 51 V2  in.
R obert L. Stuart Collection, N ew  Y ork Public Library, on  perm anent loan 
to  the N ew -Y ork Historical Society.
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Rather than following the path o f  snowy foo tprin ts in the foreground, which curves 

slightly from the right to the left com er o f  die canvas, he approaches a t an angle, m aking 

his way across the em pty landscape behind the  group. Leading the m arch are tw o m en 

arm ed with muskets, each carrying a Bible in his opposite hand. N ext com es the gray- 

bearded minister, dressed in black robes and a skull cap, his gloved hands clasping a 

Bible and prayer book to  his chest. A t his right is a w om an dressed in  brow n. W hile the 

arm ed m en leading the group appear to  be engaged in conversation, the  m inister and his 

com panion m arch in silence; he with a gaze slightly dow ncast towards the path before 

them , she looking into the distance ahead. C lose behind them  are a w om an and a young 

girL, positioned nearly at the center o f  the canvas. T hen  com es an older couple, followed 

by a w om an carrying an infant, a young boy, and  a girl w ho presses her cloak to h e r  face, 

staring agitatedly into the distance. A t the rear o f  the group are two arm ed m en w ho 

look o u t at the viewer, perhaps startled by som e m ovem ent in the woods.

T he story this painting tells is even m ore  familiar than the image itself; the 

colonists o f  N ew  England lived difficult— and o ften  dangerous— lives. They were pious 

and brave, m arching to  church through a “hidious and desolate wilderness, fill o f  beasts 

and wilde m en.” Today our familiarity with this tale o f  Pilgrim virtue and forbearance 

elides many o f  the o the r stories the image m ight telL Com pleted in 1867, Pilgrims Going 

to Church (Fig. 1) was the first painting o f  colonial N ew  England by the A nglo-A m erican 

artist G eorge Henry Boughton (1834-1905). W hile this scene o f  a courageous pilgrimage 

to church has becom e an icon that continues to  b e  reproduced in books and magazines 

and has inspired a range o f  souvenirs from  coffee mugs and  placemats to postcards and  

refrigerator magnets, the artist him self has passed in to  relative obscurity. Also forgo tten

3
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are the original contexts in  w hich the image was pain ted  and exhibited, and the  variety o f  

meanings that it once held for nineteenth-century audiences. I t became B oughton’s 

best-known work, and  did m uch to establish him as w hat one contem porary called “ th e  

interpreter and . . . illum inator o f  New England life in the seventeenth century.”2 W hile 

general f a m ilia r i ty  w ith the Pilgrim story always shaped viewers’ reactions to this 

painting, it once accom m odated a far broader range o f  readings than it does today. T h e  

fact that our m odem  understanding o f  Pilgrims Going to Church sm oothes over m any o f  

the tensions and ambiguities once found in the painting suggests our discom fort w ith the 

idea o f  ambiguity in the  American past.

D espite the fact tha t Pilgim s Going to Church was exhibited in London and  N ew  

Y ork and reproduced in books and periodicals well before being shown at the 

Philadelphia Centennial Exposition in 1876, it is th e  painting’s relationship to  the 

Colonial Revival m ovem ent sparked by the Centennial Exposition that continues to 

shape our understanding o f  the image. Recent scholarship on  Boughton and Pilgim s 

Going to Church persistendy reads the painting as an icon  o f  the Colonial Revival, and the  

image has fxequendv been linked to changes in  the late nineteenth-century N ew  

England social and industrial landscape which gave rise to  the romanticization o f  the 

colonial past.3 A lthough the cultural im pact o f  the Centennial cannot be ignored, it 

should be noted that P ilgim s Going to Church was pain ted  nine years earlier, and was 

already a popular image by the tim e o f  the Exhibition. Additionally, the painting— like 

many o f  B oughton’s later colonial-themed works— was ow ned in New York by a
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collector w ithou t direct ties to colonial N ew  England o r  to the changing New England 

landscape w hich m any Americans found so unsettling.

C ontem porary  reactions to Pilgim s Going to Cburcb can tell us a great deal about 

nineteenth-century attitudes towards history and  art, and about how we understand and 

w ant to envision American history today. W hat made this image appealing to N ew  

Yorkers in the late 1860’s? Why, o f  the many images o f  colonial New England pain ted  in 

the nineteenth century, was Pilgrims Going to Church so popular? How did G eorge Henry 

B oughton, an expatriate painter living in L ondon, create an image which has rem ained 

popular while m o st o ther genre and history paintings o f  the period have long since been 

dismissed as overlv-sentim ental and m elodram atic? W hy have the painting’s Colonial 

Revival associations remained so compelling? I t  is only by looking beyond m odem  

meanings o f  Pilgrims Going to Church to chart changes in contem porary understandings o f  

the painting th a t we can understand the shifting cultural conditions which shaped 

various readings o f  the  image. This essay will explore several o f  these possible readings 

and consider th e  causes behind the singular popularity and lasting success o f  B oughton’s 

iconic representation o f  colonial American life.

Pilgim s Going to Church was painted and  first exhibited in London, appearing at 

the Royal A cadem y Exhibition in 1867 under th e  title “Early Puritans o f  N ew  E n gland 

G oing to  w orship A rm ed, to  protect themselves from Indians and Wild Beasts, etc.” In  

early 1868 the painting was on view in N ew  Y ork City under the title “N ew  E ngland 

Pilgrims G oing  to  C hurch in Winter” at art dealer Samuel P. Avery’s Fifth A venue

5
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gallery.4 It was included in Avery’s annual spring auction that April, w here it was 

purchased by the prom inent collector R obert L. Stuart, whose sugar refining operation 

was the largest in New York City.3 T he  next know n exhibition o f  the painting was in 

1870, w hen Stuart lent it to the second annual exhibition o f  the Yale School o f  Fine Arts, 

where it was one o f  two c o l o n ia l- t h e m e d  works (along with Robert W. W eir’s 

Embarkation o f the Pilgrims).6 Pilgrims Going to Church was not shown publicly again until it 

was included in the loan exhibition o f  A m erican paintings at the C e n te n n ia l ,  bu t the 

painting nevertheless remained in the  public eye. Ju st a few weeks after being  purchased 

by Stuart in April 1868, Pilgrims Going to Church was reproduced in Harper’s W eekly. 

Photographed by Goupil and Co., the  painting filled an entire page o f  the magazine and 

was accom panied by a brief descriptive caption.' I t  quickly became B oughton’s m ost 

visible work. It was frequently m entioned— and often illustrated— w hen B oughton  was 

interviewed in magazines o r  included in books on  contemporary artists and  art 

collections, and it provided a context and  po in t o f  comparison w hen B ough ton’s later 

colonial-them ed paintings were discussed in print.

The fact that Pilgrims Going to Church remains such a familiar image today suggests 

that the general perception o f  Pilgrim s in America has changed little since the  late- 

nineteenth century. The cut, style, and  m aterial o f  the clothing w orn by B oughton’s 

Pilgrims is m ore appropriate for die n ine teen th  century than the seventeenth, and the 

w eapons the m en carry are no t m uskets, bu t nineteenth-centurv rifles. Perhaps m ore 

troubling is that the entire premise o f  the  scene is in fact implausible: Puritan-Pilgrim

6
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settlem ents were com pact developm ents typically enclosed by a palisade fo r defense. 

Surrounding land was o ften  cleared for farming, b u t there was no reason  fo r a church- 

going party to pass through the forest: the m eeting house was at the  center o f  the 

com m unity, so there would have been no  need for a large group such as this one to 

travel a great distance together.8 A nd  yet, Pilgim s Going to Church is a successful image. 

T h en  as now, viewers seem to have overlooked these historical inaccuracies and found 

som ething recognizable in B o u g h to n ’s image o f  the  Pilgrims.9

Pilgim s Going to Church w as inspired by a passage from  William H enry  Bartlett’s 

The Pilgrim Fathers, or the Founders o f N ew  England in the Reign o f James the First, an illustrated 

history first published in L ondon  in 1853. Bartlett’s account o f  the Pilgrims is familiar:

. . . [T]he few villages were alm ost isolated, being connected  only 
by long miles o f  b lind  pathway through the woods; and  helpless 
indeed was the  position  o f  that solitary settler w ho erected  his rude 
hut in the m idst o f  the  acre o r tw o o f  ground tha t he had  cleared.
. . . The cavalcade proceeding to  church, the marriage procession— if 
marriage could indeed  be thought o f  in those frightful days— was often 
interrupted by the  death shot from  some invisible enem y.'0

T he danger and hardship B artlett evokes was in keeping with established ideas about 

colonial history and follows the familiar track laid ou t by works such as William 

B radford’s widely-read account o f  Plym outh Plantation. B ardett was already well-known 

for his picturesque travel books (such as Pictures from  Sicily, Jerusalem Revisited,', and American 

Scenery), and many o f  his sketches o f  landscapes and buildings were used to  illustrate

7
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histories by o th e r authors (like D r. James Taylor’s Pictorial History o f Scotland) .n Billed as 

“ an attractive history o f  a heroic immigra tio n /’ B artlett’s Pilgrim Fathers included twenty- 

eight engravings on steel and  thirty-one w oodcuts afte r Bartlett sketches.12 The 

engravings in th e  second h a lf o f  the book ( in c lu d in g  th e  appendix, from which 

B oughton’s description o f  the Pilgrim m arch to church was taken) are, with one o r  two 

exceptions, em pty landscapes. Many o f the w oodcuts in  this section o f  the book depict 

household  item s o r “m emorials o f  early settlem ent”  such as a fragm ent o f  Plymouth 

Rock, Edw ard W inslow’s chair, and W illiam  B radford’s tom bstone.1’ The only 

representations o f  actual Pilgrims in the 1853 edition are an engraved portrait o f  Edw ard 

W inslow and a small w oodcut o f  cartoon-like Pilgrims m odeling typical “Pilgrim 

costum e.” 14 Boughton seems to have been the first— and  perhaps the only— artist to 

illustrate the Pilgrims in Bartlett’s Pilgrim Fathers.

In his Pilgrims B oughton found a p o p u la r , easily m arketable subject. His unique 

treatm ent o f  colonial scenes in images like Pilgrims Going to Church was the basis o f  his 

long and successful career. As this essay will dem onstrate, the m eaning o f  Pilgrims Going 

to Church was n o t static, and the fact that it could sup p o rt a num ber o f  various readings 

allowed the image to  m aintain lasting appeal. Yet why tu rn  to Pilgrims at all? Boughton 

began his career as a landscape painter. O ne o f  his earliest know n works, Winter Twilight 

(Fig. 2, 1858, his first painting purchased by Stuart), helped  him make a name for h i m s e l f  

during his early years in N ew  York. After going to  study painting in France, Boughton 

seems to  have m oved away from landscapes entirely. H aving  spent eighteen m onths in 

Paris studying figure painting with Edouard May, B oughton  traveled to  Ecouen, a village

8
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eight miles north  o f  the city, to study with E douard  Frere, a genre painter w ho 

specialized in sentim ental images o f  children, peasants, and rural life.15 Ecouen was hom e 

to a well-established group o f  figure painters who, like Frere, focused on  small-scale 

in terior scenes.

In 1874, B oughton explained to  M.D. Conway that his decision to turn to

c o l o n ia l  subject m atter in the late 1860s— b e g i n n i n g  with Pilgim s Going to Church— had

been influenced by the reviews o f  his early work, which insistently associated him  with

the style o f  his teacher E douard  Frere:

T he first few small pictures which I had painted under 
E douard  Frere in rural France, and afterwards in London 
under the same pleasant bu t c l in g in g  influence, had always 
been praised, when noticed, by the kindly critics for just their 
F rere qualities. This was agreeable enough, bu t n o t quite 
satisfying. I go t rather tired o f  the ‘dividends’ tha t I did not 
feel quite entitled to, so I left the pleasant track, and bethought 
m e o f  the Puritans and the sad bu t picturesque episodes in which 
they played parts. To ensure a ‘pilgrimage’ in to  another range o f  
subjects entirely, I chose a larger canvas, and planned a com position 
with a greater num ber o f  figures. T he picture was painted in the depths 
o f  an English winter, and a sufficiendy snowy one.16

In  response to this persistent association o f  his w ork w ith Frere’s, Boughton chose to  

paint som ething that w ould set him apart: he began w ith a larger canvas, created a multi- 

figured com position, and turned  to the Pilgrim story as his subject. In painting a large, 

m ulti-figured group m arching across a wild, som ew hat threatening landscape, B oughton 

decisively distanced him self from  this group. A nd yet even Pilgrims Going to Church, 

despite its scale and (for Boughton) uncom m only com plex figural com position, d id  no t 

escape the association with sentimentality com m on to all his work.

9
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Figure Tw o: G eorge Henry Boughton, W inter Twilight 'Near Albany, New York, 1858. 16 x 
24 in. Robert L. Stuart Collection, N ew  Y ork  Public Library, on  perm anent 
loan to the N ew -York H istorical Society.

10
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Pilgrims Going to Cburcb m arked a significant departure from  B ough ton’s earlier 

w ork, and was representative o f  a new  approach to  history painting th a t was sweeping 

the art worid in the late nineteenth century. Jochen  Wierich, in his recen t w ork on  the 

rejection o f  grand-m anner history painting in  favor o f  more personal historical 

perspective (a shift he calls “ the dom estication o f  history”) during  this period, has argued 

that history painters turned to  the conventions and narrative strategies o f  genre painting 

in order to  make their w ork m ore appealing and accessible.1. The p rim ary effect o f  this 

shift in historical representation was the increased combination o f  dom estic and 

historical narratives. Drawing o n  W endy G reenhouse’s study o f  British history in 

American painting, W ierich argues that scenes o f  British history w ere popu la r “even if  

the audience was u n familiar w ith a particular historical incident and its literary source,” 

because such easily decodable images as “E nglish  Queens in distress” w ere  accessible 

even to those with little o r  no  historical knowledge.18 American history w as less 

theatrical, and scenes o f  American history— while a staple o f  American history painting 

in the eadv nineteenth-century— rem ained less popular than o ther classes o f  painting, 

such as landscape and genre.

It took the appearance o f  historical genre painting*; such as B ough ton’s Pilgrims 

Going to Church, and historical literature such as Longfellow’s The Courtship o f M iles Standish 

(which placed historical figures in an everyday context that viewers could  relate to) 

before scenes from American history gained widespread popularity. Audiences 

connected with genre paintings because they illustrated familiar, everyday experiences, 

easily enriched by the viewer’s personal m em ories and associations. I t d id n ’t  h u rt tha t 

Pilgrims Going to Church and B oughton’s Longfellow-inspired works were associated w ith

11
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popular literature o f  the period. D raw ing historical narratives from  sources w ith which 

were well-known to many viewers likewise allowed diem  to connect with a familiar story. 

Pilgrims Going to Church allowed this connection to  be taken a step further. Because it did 

n o t docum ent a specific historical event, it allowed viewers to engage associatively and 

imaginatively with the life o f  the Pilgrims described by Longfellow and pain ted  by 

Boughton.

The preference for this new approach to  history was shared by viewers and

critics alike. In  an article tided “Art in N ew  York,” published in The New York World in

1868, a critic complained that artists w ho “plunge wildly into the historical muddles o f  a

century past, and give us academically severe glimpses o f  the early days o f  th e  republic,

are the very worst.” H e continued by wishing that:

. - -there had been such an institution as a photograph in the 
days o f  W ashington, so  that one m ight have cheap, though 

honest glimpses o f  the  plain, old fashioned folk o f  a period 
which has been dressed up by m odem  artists to an extent tha t 
may be best illustrated, perhaps, by the idea o f  a French poodle 
made up to  look like a statesman by the aid o f  a bag-wig and  
lace cravat.19

T he reviewer suggested that painters’ attem pts to represent American history had simply 

“ throw n ridicule on w hat was doubtless a very respectable past by investing it w ith airs 

and graces belonging exclusively to old world c l im e s  and times.” W hat t h i s  w riter wanted 

was historical art that related to  contem porary American life. However, the re  were 

clearly many Americans w ho did no t share this po in t o f  view. Mark Thistlethw aite has 

established tha t the two decades before the Civil W ar saw the nation’s greatest 

production o f  history paintings— and o f  scenes from  American history in particular.20
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For manv viewers, the  historical scenes painted and  exhibited in A m erica in  the 1840s 

and “ for several decades thereafter” were thought to elevate the m om ents  they be 

superior examples o f  A m e r ic a n  art which could be referred to  as p ro o f  th a t the U nited 

States had culturally com e o f  age.21

These paintings do n o t seem to have attained widespread popularity , however, 

and a review o f  the art exhibition at the M etropolitan Fair, a benefit held in N ew  York 

City in 1864 in support o f  the U.S. Sanitary Commission, suggests th a t by the mid-1860s 

Americans had begun to  tire o f  the aggressive patriotism and dram atic b luster o f  

“classic” grand m a n n er history paintings such as Leutze’s Washington Crossing the Delaware 

(1851, Fig. 3):

We presum e tha t a desire to  have some striking p ic tu re  w ith 
a subject that should appeal to  our patriotism in the  m o s t 
conspicuous place in the gallery prom pted the A rt C om m ittee 
to  hang  Leutze’s “W ashington Crossing the Delaware”  in  the 
com m anding position it occupies, covering, as it does, the  
entire no rth  end o f  the room . O n several grounds, we should 
have been glad to  see it differently placed. W e dislike, exceedingly, 
the spirit in w hich the subject is treated, the arrangem ent o f  
the figures and the style o f  the painting, and we should  rejoice 
if  the popular verdict, on  seeing the  picture again, afte r its long 
seclusion, should prove that the day is passing away w hen  a 
production  so essentially commonplace, n o t to  say vulgar, can be 
advocated to the rank o f  m asterpiece."

T he critic turns from  a discussion o f  Washington Crossing the Delaware and  Leutze’s o ther

five pictures in the exhibition to  consider Eastm an Johnson, writing “how  gracious is the

contrast, as we turn from  this w ork to  the beautiful art o f  Eastm an Jo h n so n , thus fax

alm ost the only pain ter o f  the  figure in America w ho shows bo th  d ep th  o f  feeling and

skill in execution.” T he  critic seems alm ost giddy as he discusses Jo h n so n ’s painting  o f  a

young girl knitting: “H ow  carefully and firmly painted! how  delicately studied! how
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Figure Three: Em m anuel Leutze, Washington Crossing the Delaware, 1851. 149 x 255 in. 
T he M etropolitan M useum  o f  Art, G ift o f  J o h n  S. Kennedy.
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purely felt and  enjoyed! O ne such conscientious pain ter as Mr. Johnson , we are happy in  

believing, will neutralize the evil influence o f  20 m en w ho  care neither what they paint 

n o r how .” Clearly, there are obvious differences betw een the two images: Johnson’s is a 

genre painting, while the Leutze work discussed is a grand m anner history painting. Y et 

com parison o f  the tw o reviews is telling. W hat the critic objects to in Leutze’s work is 

n o t the historical subject b u t “ the spirit in which the subject is treated, the arrangem ent 

o f  figures and the style o f  painting.” In short, the critic is against the conventions o f  

grand m a n n er history painting. Johnson’s work, on the o the r hand, has the sound o f  a 

typical genre scene, and apparently was treated in a spirit m uch m ore appropriate to the 

times. Jochen W ierich has noted  that during the 1860s and 1870s history painting fell 

under fire from  many prom inent critics, who felt that “ it did n o t speak to the needs o f  

the w ider public” and “ failed to address popular sentim ents w hich revolved around 

nation and  hom e.” B oth com plaints seem to lie behind this negative view o f Leutze’s 

work.23

W ierich takes great pains to  establish a contrast between Leutze and Eastm an 

Johnson , w hose w ork is characterized as central to the “dom estication” o f  history 

p ainting  in  the nineteenth century. He argues that B oughton and Johnson  had m uch in 

com m on, even though the latter did not paint strictly historical subjects. Wierich 

suggests tha t b o th  painters “reduced pictorial n a r r a t iv e  to  a bare anecdotal minimum. 

Johnson  was a painter o f  contem porary life, bu t he chose subject m atter that portrayed a 

present tha t was on the verge o f  becoming the past.”24 Such com m ents suggest a rather 

superficial reading o f  genre paintings. The assertion th a t these artists “reduced” 

narrative in their w ork to a “bare anecdotal m inim um ” partakes o f  the short-sighted
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dismissiveness towards genre painting w hich was unfortunately all too  com m on in 

Bough to n ’s time and continues to  underm ine scholarship today.25 Nevertheless, 

W ierich’s observations about the appearance o f  B oughton’s and Johnson’s w ork in 

contem porary reviews are useful. H e notes that, like B oughton’s images o f  colonial 

history, Johnson ’s work addressed the concerns o f  contem porary society. T he tw o 

artists were am ong the few Americans w hose nam es were regularly included in reviews 

o f  private collections— even those favoring E uropean  art— in the years following the 

Civil War."6 While Leutze and grand m anner h istory  painting, meanwhile, receded to  the 

background, B oughton’s— and Johnson’s— history paintings were able to w ithstand 

com petition from  increasingly popular contem porary landscape painters. In  the review 

o f  the M etropolitan Fair quoted above, the lengthiest com m entary (aside from  that full 

colum n devoted to  Leutze) is given to the  landscape painters A lbert Bierstadt and 

Frederic Church. M uch recent scholarship has been  devoted to  the complex them es and 

cultural concerns addressed in nineteenth-century Am erican landscapes; B oughton’s 

Pilgrims Going to Church supported a s im ila r ly  com plex array o f  meanings, yet it operated  

in an entirely different manner.2' As we shall see, bo th  viewers’ basic fa m ilia r i ty  w ith the 

Pilgrim story, and w hat I will refer to  as the “o p en ” interpretive possibilities the p ainting 

accom m odates (enabled by the fact that Pilgrims Going to Church was not directly linked to  

a specific historical event) allowed w hat m ight appear as a stock, anecdotal image to  bo th  

provoke and support a rich and provocative range o f  readings.
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“M r. Houghton’s paintings are remarkable fo r  fidelity, 
fo r  grace, fo r  tender sentiment, andfor suggesting much 
more than they tellplainly. ”

Reprinted in the N ew Y ork T ribune 
June 12, 1869:*

Between 1867, w hen Pilgrims Going to Church was painted, and 1876, w hen it was 

featured a t the Centennial, the painting was frequendy reproduced in magazines and 

books, and becam e a popular representation  o f  A m erican c o lo n ia l history. Before 

continuing with a discussion o f  the painting, it is worthwhile to explain w hat is m eant by 

references to  the “openness”  o f  narrative in Pilgrims Going to Cburcb, and to  explore the 

cultural role tha t popular imagery may play. David M organ’s recent w ork on  religious 

imagery provides useful insights in to  th e  way images— and popular art in particular— can 

w ork to  bo th  shape and reinforce the view er’s sense o f  reality. M organ argues that 

“material things assert o u r identities an d  m aintain them  in the face o f  an ever-present 

flux o f  sensation and m ental activity.”29 Images in particular are a “unique category o f  

material object. . .characterized by a special ability to  mediate imaginary linguistic, 

intellectual, and  material dom ains.” 30 T h is  idea o f  m ediation is crucial, and gives 

popular art its distinctive character. Im agery o ften  appears at places o f  cultural 

“disjunction and contradiction” : while avant-garde images “ tend to  fom ent th e  rupture at
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such sites,”  popular images often “serve to  m end o r  conceal them .” O ne o f  the m o st

pow erful tools a popular image r a n  engage is familiarity o f  subject. As Morgan explains:

T he cultural work that popular images perform  is often a mediating 
one, serving to bolster one world against another, to  police the 
boundaries o f  the f a m i l ia r , or to  suture gaps that appear as the fabric 
o f  the world wears thin. Popular images are o ften  quotidian; tirelessly 
repeating what has always been know n, as if  the ritual act o f  repetition 
m ight transfigure a belief into a condition o f  nature.31

Law rence Levine’s w ork on early tw entieth-century films and photographs offers a

similarly useful understanding o f  the cultural role o f  popular images. Levine argues that

the  cultural role o f  art is no t limited to  pushing boundaries— it can “just as legitimately

stand  near the center o f  com m on experience and give its audiences a sense o f

recognition and com m unity.”32

B oth Levine and M organ are p roponents o f  the idea tha t the meaning o f  an

im age is generated in part by the viewer’s response to it; while these responses may vary,

they are nonetheless unified by com m on understandings and associations which a related

group  o f  viewers are likely to bring to  them .33 Borrow ing from  literary theory, Levine

dem onstrates the utility o f  considering the relationship betw een images and their

viewers, suggesting tha t “the process o f  popular culture”  be understood “as a process o f

in teraction  between com plex texts tha t harbor m ore than  m onolithic meanings and

audiences w ho em body m ore than m onolithic assemblages o f  com pliant people.” 34

This is a useful context in w hich to  understand Pilgrims Going to Church and the

multiplicity o f  m eanings accom m odated in its familiar story. Like the “ ‘open’ texts”

defined  by literary theorist Umberto E co, Pilgrims Going to Church functions in part because

o f  the  tension between the fa m il ia r , fixed m eaning o f  the  scene it represents and the
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wide variety o f  interpretations w hich nevertheless remain open  to the viewer w ithin that 

clearly-defined narrative. As Eco notes, the ‘open’ text “wants the reader to  m ake a 

series o f  interpretive choices which, though n o t infinite are, however, m ore than  one.”33 

Y et Eco likens the open  text to a maze: while there are many possible directions to take 

in reading an open text, “you cannot use the text as you w ant, but only as the text wants 

you to use it.” The only exit is to  follow the path the text lays out: “An ‘open’ text, 

however open it may be, cannot afford w hatever interpretation.”36

Pilgrims Going to Church offers viewers a range o f  interpretive possibilities, yet they 

all exist beneath the rubric o f  the greater Pilgrim story that the image unquestionably 

represents. W ithin tha t story, the many meanings that may be supported by the  painting 

are a strength and add to  its in terest and appeal. By allowing viewers to  make a series o f  

interpretive choices that shape the  meaning o f  the painting, the image— and th e  Pilgrim 

story it depicts— retains significance (though for changing reasons) even as tim e passes.

Let us return  to  B oughton’s Pilgrims as they continue their snowy m arch, and 

examine the idea o f  openness m ore  closely.

Perhaps due to  the bright contrast o f  their clothing with that o f  the o ther 

m archers, the w om an and  young girl positioned nearly at the center o f  the canvas quickly 

draw the eye. W hat is m ost striking initially is the woman’s dress: her ivory cloak, white 

kerchief, and white lace-trim m ed apron contrast brighdy with the grays, greens, and 

brow ns o f  the o ther pilgrims’ clothing. T he  red ribbon tucked into the bible she carries 

in her right arm is the m ost v ibran t spot o f  color in the com position. A lthough this detail
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is difficult to  see, it  appears tha t her hairstyle may also distinguish h e r  from  the other 

marchers. In con trast to  the simple, som ew hat severe upsw ept hairstyles o f  the other 

w om en, a braided section o f  hair appears to  have been pinned across the crown o f  her 

head, and wisps o f  hair visible below  the edge o f  her kerchief suggest tha t beneath her 

cloak her hair may hang freely over her shoulders. T he young girl a t h e r side also attracts 

attention. Initially, it is her green dress— far brighter than  the costum e o f  any o f  the 

figures behind her— that holds the viewer’s eye. W hat becom es m ost notable, however, 

is the line o f  her gaze: her head is turned sharply to  the left, and looks into the forest at 

her side, her eyes cast back towards a sp o t in the  trees she has just passed.

T he  next tw o Pilgrims are alm ost indistinct com pared to  the previous six in the 

group. They begin a line o f  fou r figures tha t are cast in  shadow  an d  significandy 

obscured from  view by two trees in the foreground. F arthest from  th e  viewer, towards 

the front o f  the shadowy group, is a helm eted man w ho carries a  m usket over his left 

shoulder. A t his side stands the  oldest w om an in the procession. She wears a distinctive 

peaked hat like th o se  w orn by m ost o f  the m en in the group, an d  her face is almost 

entirely shrouded in  shadow. She stoops forw ard slighdy, clutching a prayer book in her 

right hand. Nearly half o f  her body is concealed behind the tree-trunk which is 

positioned betw een her and the  viewer. Tw o m ore w om en follow behind  her; one 

carries an infant tighdy w rapped in her cloak, the o th e r— a m uch younger woman—  

carries a bible in o n e  hand while clutching her cloak to  her face w ith  the  other. T he older 

o f  the two w om en is alm ost entirely gray in  color. H e r brightest feature is the baby she 

carries; its pink cheek  and w hite cap seem to glow in con trast to  h e r som ber dress and 

expression. T here is som ething uneasy about the way the younger w om an behind her
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clutches her bible in front o f  her and holds a cloaked hand to h e r mouth, tugging a t the 

fabric. Like the wom an in white, this young w om an has a red ribbon tucked in  h e r bible, 

yet here it is far less visible. Her head is slighdy turned  towards her right and she appears 

to  be looking at the white-cloaked w om an ahead o f  her. A thin tree trunk is pain ted  

directly between the young woman and  the viewer; while it does no t obscure her in the 

way that the larger tree conceals the eldest w om an, it nonetheless deflects the view er’s 

attention.

Between the trees which block a d e a r view o f  b o th  w om en stands a figure they 

have no t concealed: a young boy wearing a b row n jacket w ith bright brass bu ttons, and a 

brimless cap. H e has the most graceful stance o f  any figure in the picture, standing tall 

w ith his feet lighdy planted, one behind the o ther, and his arms— which hold a prayer 

book— crossed over his waist. His head is held high and  he looks o ff into the distance, 

com pletely unaware o f  anyone around him and oblivious to w hatever disturbance in  the 

forest has attracted the attention o f  the young girl a few paces ahead o f  him.

A t the rear o f  the group are tw o arm ed m en w ho have turned almost com pletely 

to  face the viewer. T he younger o f  the two m en stands nearest the foreground, and he 

puts ou t his right hand as though to  alert the o lder m an behind him to em inent danger. 

B oth m en carry muskets, and each has a bible as well; the elder m an carries it in  his hand 

while the younger m an’s book is strapped to  his belt. Both m en gaze out tow ards the 

viewer, and their attention seems to be directed to  the  same po in t in the forest th a t has 

captured the young girl’s eye. While the girl looks serious, the young man seem s startled. 

H is older com panion, on the other hand, wears an  expression which is som ehow  bo th
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warv and dispassionate. These three are the only members o f  the group w ho seem aware 

o f  anything beyond the param eters o f  their course through the forest.

We expect the Pilgrims to make it to church. We are aware o f  the th rea t o f  

Indians, no t to m ention the animals o f  the forest, and it is reassuring to see tha t the 

Pilgrims are armed. But we expect them  to make it to church. They apparendy share 

this expectation. M ost o f  the figures in the painting are unaware o f  any disturbance at 

all, and even the three w ho eye the forest do n o t seem to have identified any particular 

cause for alarm. N one o f  the armed m en have their muskets ready, and the Bibles in 

their hands would prevent m ost o f  them  from responding quickly. D oes any real threat 

exist in this painting? H ow  dangerous would any viewer w ant the Pilgrims’ iconic 

journey to church to be?

T hat the painting allows questions such as this to r e m a in  unansw ered is likely 

part o f  its appeal. Unlike depictions o f  well-known events such as the E m barkation o r 

the Landing, Pilgrims Going to Church is no t confined by a set sequence o f  actions and 

outcom es. (Fig. 3, 4) W ithin the general confine o f  the Pilgrim story, the painting 

allows— and in fact impels— the viewer to make a series o f  interpretive choices. We can 

take our well-wom preconceptions about the Pilgrims and colonial life and p ro jec t them  

o n to  the image in a range o f  ways. We can focus on  the d a n g e r ,  the piety, and  the virtue 

o f  the group, their diligence and perseverance in routinely m a k in g  a hard trek to  church 

through a snowy wilderness. The Pilgrims’ actions in this scene are still in progress: they 

have n o t arrived at church, bu t perpetually m arch towards their destination. They will 

com plete their journey only in the mind o f  the viewer, who is asked to in terp ret the 

details and conditions along the way.
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O u r interest in the Pilgrims’ fate is heightened bv o u r aw areness o f  their story. 

Any figure painting tempts us to decipher the relationships betw een the people in it and 

determ ine what sort o f  narrative they are engaged in. Pilgrims Going to Church takes the 

iconic “Pilgrims” and represents them  as thirteen everyday figures th a t we can 

understand  as a suggestive assortm ent o f  distinctive types engaged in a com plex 

interaction. The figures interact primarily through contrast, a relationship w hich may 

vary depending upon how the contrasting elements are com pared. T he opposition o f  

two figures, while strongly suggestive o f  a specific relationship, nevertheless leaves room  

for— and  in fact requires— the entrance o f  the viewer into the in terpretation o f  the 

image. As we shall see, o ther contrasts, between suspense and sentimentality, viewer 

(perhaps concealed in the woods) and  vulnerable Pilgrims, o r  past and  present, further 

expand the rich interpretive possibilities presen t in Pilgrims Going to Church.

Pairing the m arching Pilgrims in tw os, an arrangem ent w hich encourages viewers 

to  consider the figures in relationship to  one another, is one o f  m any ways in which the 

viewer is encouraged to consider oppositions and contrasts in the  image. W hen reading 

the painting from left to  right as one  would read a story, an obvious com parison is 

immediately drawn between the arm ed m en who lead the group and the m inister, who, 

accom panied by a woman rather than  a com rade-in-arm s, does n o t carry a musket. 

Unlike th e  m en ahead o f  him w ho appear to converse freely w ith each other, the 

m inister is silent. He is an altogether less vital figure: older, grayer, and  darker in his 

black cloak and silent, serious expression. His black skull cap— distinct from  the
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headgear o f  the o th e r m en— connects him  w ith the singular helm eted m an a few paces 

behind  him , w ho likewise m arches alongside a w om an and shares the dark, serious cast 

o f  the m inister. This visual link between the tw o m en is im portant: In direct contrast to  

the m usket-toting younger m en at the head o f  the g roup , the  m inister m ight seem 

vulnerable, frail, and feminized. Yet there is no th ing  weak, feminine, o r  infirm about the 

helm eted m an at the cen ter o f  the m arch. C onnecting  the tw o m en visually asserts the 

idea that the m inister’s spiritual power, though certainly different than the protection 

offered by the leaders o f  th e  group, need no t be considered weak o r ineffective (it is 

w orth  noting tha t the m inister carries his Bible in his left hand , the side o n  which the 

helm eted m an carries his gun).

A clear visual con trast is immediately suggested by the w om an in white, whose 

clothing contrasts instandy with all o f  the m ore darkly clad figures around  her. Further 

com parisons can be draw n against the w om en she stands closest to. T he minister’s 

com panion, w ho appears to  be o f  a similar age, literally recedes in the background beside 

him; she is no m atch for th e  woman in w hite w ith her fancier clothes, central 

com positional position, and  warmer, m ore open  expression. T he  contrast is even greater 

with the elderly w om an a few steps behind w ho stands beside the helm eted guard; this is 

w hat the m inister’s com panion  is likely to  becom e, and  she is worlds away from the 

w om an in w hite and the young girl w hose hand she holds.

In spite o f  w hatever em otional o r familial connection  the  w om an in white and 

the girl by h e r side may have, they are separated by age, experience, and  interests, and 

m ight as well be part o f  separate processions: while th e  w om an looks o f f  in the distance, 

perhaps thinking o f  the future, the girl’s attention is tu rned  in ano ther direction entirely,
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towards a disturbance in the trees. In  this she is r e m a r k a b le ; neither the boy no r the 

young w om an behind her seem to  have noticed whatever has attracted the atten tion  o f  

both the young girl and  the m en at the back o f  the group. The boy can be linked with 

the w om an in white; with his brass bu ttons and  her lace trim they w ear the m ost highly 

ornam ented c lo th in g ,  and they each look o f f  to  an equally distant po in t in the space 

ahead. T he boy has little in com m on with the younger man at the back o f  the group—  

instead, that m an seems far m ore closely linked to the young girl. They look to a s im i la r  

poin t in the woods, and  they are b o th  turned significantly towards the viewer. T he 

image clearly places the Pilgrims in opposition  to the viewer; positioned in the safe 

concealm ent o f  the w oods beyond the bounds o f  the canvas, the viewer is in a privileged 

position, able to  scrutinize the exposed Pilgrims. T hat we may be the Indians o r  wild 

beasts the Pilgrims fear, watching them  calmly from  a hiding place in the trees, heightens 

the sense o f  danger and suspense already present in m ost popular conceptions o f  

colonial life. This suspense becom es the focus o f  m uch contemporary com m entary and 

creates an animating tension w ith other, m ore sentimentalized readings o f  the  p a i n t in g  

which are frequendy associated with B oughton’s work.

F urther contrasts are invited by the young woman with a cloaked hand  to  her 

m outh, who watches the w om an in w hite, b u t stands next to the older w om an carrying 

the infant. H er kerchief is a com bination o f  their white and black head coverings, and 

she seems to m  betw een the tw o figures. Like the older woman, she stands tow ards the 

rear o f  the group and wears a heavy gray cloak. Perhaps she is m eant to be looking after 

the young boy, just as the old w om an at her side cares for the infant. Yet she can’t  seem
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to  turn away from  the w om an in w hite, and they carry m atching red ribbons in their 

Bibles. T he eldest o f  the arm ed m en a t the rear o f  the march also has an uncertain 

position in the group. He is neither as youthful and vital as the arm ed figures a t the head 

o f  the line— n o t to  mention his young com panion— nor as dark and solitary as the 

m iniste r and his helmeted foil. O f  all the m en with muskets and peaked hats he appears 

to  be the m ost experienced. He is n o t lost in conversation and unaw are o f  possible 

dangers, no r is he quick to share in his com panion’s alarm over an unspecified 

disturbance in the forest.

T he com position becom es less visible as the eye moves from left to  right across 

th e  canvas. The first four figures travel through w hat seems to be the m o st open  area o f 

th e  scene; even the trees w hich m ight have obscured them  (as they do  th e  w om en farther 

back in the group) have been cleared, leaving only stum ps behind. W hile on  one level it 

may seem logical that the stum ps surrounding the m ost powerful m em bers o f  the group 

have been cleared, the idea that any trees had been cleared in the “w ilderness” through 

w hich our Pilgrims travel wreaks havoc with our ideas about the hardships and  perilous 

conditions o f  their daily life, and com prom ises the sense o f  danger in th e  scene— w hat 

type o f  wild beasts remain along a well-trod path through a partially cleared and 

controlled forest?

All o f  those details, particularly w hen taken in com bination, h in t  at a range o f  

interpretive possibilities: distinct and  interesting personality types, tensions, relationships, 

and  the intricacies o f  any group dynamic are all clearly present, and serve as potential 

points o f  entry for viewers’ engagem ent in the image. The contrasts described, in 

addition to adding interest to the image, could easily relate to thematic oppositions such
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as youth and  experience, force and faith, o r  childhood and m aturity. Taken as a whole, 

this distinct group o f  strikingly individual Pilgrim characters could  also serve the m ore 

basic function o f  investing a staid history with warmth and hum an  interest.

Familiarity with the Pilgrim story is n o t the only thing w hich draws the viewer 

in to  the painting. While the highly individualized character o f  each Pilgrim plays a large 

part in adding interest to their m arch through the woods, com positional choices are 

responsible for initially involving the viewer in the image. T he very arrangem ent o f  the 

Pilgrims actively encourages interaction with the viewer. They are grouped close to the 

foreground in a line which seem s to  curve o u t towards the view er at the center o f  the 

com position. T hree o f  the Pilgrims en ter the viewers’ space even m ore fully by looking 

o u t a t the w odd  beyond the painting. This direct interaction is no t invited by figures in 

o th e r history paintings, w hose atten tion  is typically focused inw ards towards their 

involvem ent in the historic event being recorded.

T he complexity o f  the interaction between viewer and Pilgrims encouraged by 

Pilgrims Going to Church anim ates the com position o f  the painting. T he placement o f  

trees betw een the Pilgrims and  the viewer serves as both  a rem inder o f  the dangers 

potentially hidden in the w oods and as an im pedim ent to the view er’s entry into the 

image. A t the same time, the eye is draw n into the com position by the curving path 

m ade by the Pilgrims as they head  towards their church in the background. The tensions 

created by the contrasts betw een these m om ents o f  inclusion and  exclusion o f  the viewer 

further add to the tensions betw een piety and danger, virtue and  fear, which animate 

popular understandings o f  the Pilgrim story.
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H ow  m any o f  those interpretive possibilities would have been  apparent to 

B oughton’s contem porary audience? While it is unlikely tha t any one  reading o f  the 

image would have incorporated all o f  the interpretive possibilities explored above, it 

should be rem em bered that nineteenth-centurv viewers were accustom ed to “reading” 

images, and that paintings were frequently associated with texts. Consideration o f  the 

way the painting was written abou t over time suggests m a n y  o f  the diverse ways in which 

the image could be interpreted. A close look at the many dynam ic contrasts and 

com parisons inherent in the com position also enriches ou r understanding o f  the 

painting’s m eaning, yet it does n o t lead to  any one definitive reading o f  the work. Rather, 

the abundance o f  contrasts, ambiguities, and possible interpretations o f  the painting 

affirm the openness tha t remains within the well-known story it tells, and may help 

explain why it has rem ained a pow erful image o f  c o l o n ia l history from  its com pletion in 

1867 well in to  our own time.

It is w orth  exploring the  narrative and com positional strategies o f  a few m ore 

conventional history paintings as a po in t o f  contrast. While this p o in t could be made 

alm ost at random  with any o f  a num ber o f  nineteenth-century historical images, Robert 

W. W eir’s Em barkation o f tbe Pilgrims (1 8 5 7 , Fig. 4 ) is a p a r t i c u la r ly  fine example. As 

noted earlier, W eir’s Embarkation was, along with Pilgrims Going to Church, one o f  two 

colonial-them ed paintings included in the second a n n u a l  exhibition a t the Yale School o f  

Fine A rts in 1 8 7 0 . Embarkation was accompanied by the lengthiest description given to 

any w ork  in the exhibition, and was direcdy associated with a literary source— “M orton’s 

N ew  England M emorial”— m eant to  establish the veracity o f  the scene. T he Pilgrim s 

are characterized as “part o f  the Congregation o f  Mr. Jo h n  R obinson, who, having been
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Figure F o u r  R obert W alter W eir, The Em barkation o f the Pilgrims at D elft Haven, Holland,
July 22, 1620, oil on  canvas, 1857. 48 x 71 Vi in. Sotheby Parke Bemet, Inc., 
N ew  York.
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driven from England, r e m a i n e d  in Holland for eleven years, and  are now  gathered upon 

the deck o f  the Speedwell, at the m om ent o f  E m barkation fo r Am erica.”3' The Pilgrims 

are posed in a range o f  theatrical postures as they kneel in  prayer. T he painting appears 

to  take its cue from  earlier devotional imagery, linking th e  scene w ith a long tradition o f  

formal, highly-structured religious art rather than animating the  Pilgrims with the 

accessible, hum an quality o f  characters engaged in simple and  familiar daily activities. 

Even without the use o f  M orton’s history, it is likely th a t several o f  the Pilgrims would 

have been identifiable to  contem porary audiences. As an actual historical event, the 

scene had a set— and well-know n— progression and conclusion, leaving little interpretive 

freedom for viewers.

Leutze’s Washington Crossing the Delaware (1851), though  it draws its inspiration 

from  Revolutionary W ar history, nevertheless has a great deal in com m on with W eir’s 

Embarkation. B oth images were popular features a t exhibitions in the 1860s. Leutze’s 

Washington was the first entry in the catalogue o f  the M etropolitan Fair, and  a full two 

pages were devoted to  its description. Once again we see a range o f  theatrical, 

dramatically posed figures, in this case working busily to  cross a river while the heroic 

figure o f  Leutze’s G eneral W ashington stands in a classically-inspired pose near the prow  

o f  his boat, contem plating the  landing ahead with dignity and  resolve while a 

m onum ental A m erican flag billows in the wind behind him . I f  the historic associations 

and grand poses o f  the figures w ere n o t enough to  dictate the m eaning o f  the work, the 

theatrical lighting— w hich seem s to  illuminate W ashington from  above— definitively 

completes the characterization o f  this image as a scene o f  heroism  and valor.
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T he image proposes one dramatic, highly structured, bom bastic representation  o f  

W ashington’s military campaign. T he painting was celebrated when it first appeared  in 

1851, b u t by the rim e o f  the M etropolitan Fair in 1864, it was no longer considered a 

“masterpiece.” Instead, critics found it “essentially com monplace” and com plained 

about the  “spirit in  which the subject is treated, the arrangem ent o f  the figures and the  

stvle o f  the painting.”38 Lest it seem that W eir’s and Leutze’s work, both  pain ted  in the 

1850s, are simply relics o f  an earlier tradition o f  history painting, consider B ough ton’s 

The March o f M iles Standish (1872, Fig. 5) and The First Sabbath in New Fngland (1869, Fig.

6). Both images share the traditional theatrical, highly-structured elements o f  grand 

m anner history paintings. Pilgrims Going to Church is exceptional even am ong B ough ton ’s 

other work, and this may in part account fo r its lasting popularity. R ather than  being tied 

to  one specific story o f  the colonial past, the painting operates as a remarkably open  

image within the fram ework o f  general Pilgrim -Puritan history.

T he num ber o f  tide changes the painting has undergone offers a useful 

illustration o f  this point. The paper label bearing the inscription from Bartlett’s Pilgrim  

Fathers— which was attached to a wood panel on  the back o f  the canvas before it was 

relined— suggests tha t the painting was tided “Early Puritans o f  N ew  England going  to  

Church— armed to  pro tect themselves from  Indians and wild beasts.” This is th e  tide 

under which the painting appeared at the Royal Academy in 1867. However, a le tter 

em bossed with the artist’s m onogram  which was originally pasted o n  a panel used  as 

protective backing suggests that this tide o r ig in a l ly  included the prefix “Sunday in  the old 

Colony,” an addition w hich may have been m eant to  link the painting with the m any 

Sunday m orning church-going scenes popular in the nineteenth-century. W hen the
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Figure Five: George H enry Boughton, The March o f M iles Standish, 1872. Unlocated.
Published in the A r t Journal, N ew  York, 1872. R eprin ted in Josefine Leistra, 
George Henry Houghton: God Speed!: pelgrims op rveg naar Canterbury (Amsterdam: 
Vincent Van G ogh M useum, 1987.)
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Figure Six: G eorge H enry Boughton, The First Sabbath in New England, 1869. 30 x 40 in. 
Sheffield City A rt Galleries, Sheffield, England.
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p ainting  appeared in N ew  Y ork, Jo h n  Douglas W oodw ard, w ho saw it at Samuel Avery's 

F ifth Avenue gallery, referred to  in a letter it as “Pilgrims G oing to  Church by 

B oughton.’” 9 The reproduction o f  the painting in Harper’s W cckty die following m onth  

was tided “N ew  England Puritans G oing  to  C hurch”; the  same tide given to the painting 

w hen it was show n at the Yale School o f  Fine Arts in 1870.40 By the C e n te n n ia l  

Exposition, the painting had been  re-tided “Pilgrims’ Sunday M orning,” although it was 

described in a guidebook as a scene “ from  the history o f  the Puritans in N ew  England.” 

W hen the painting was discussed as a highlight o f  R obert L. Stuart’s collection in A .rt 

Treasures in America three years later, it was referred to as “N ew  England Pilgrims G oing 

to  C hurch,” the tide it has (m ore o r less) retained since that time.41

D espite clear variations, these changes in tide a t least retained some relation to 

the painting’s subject— all o f  them  include a reference to churchgoing. N o t all o f  

B oughton’s paintings o f  colonial life fared as well. In 1902 B oughton was questioned 

about the exact tide o f  “T he Pilgrims First Sabbath in N ew  England” (1869, Fig. 6)—  

which had been incorrecdy called “T he Landing o f  the Pilgrims in New E n g la n d ”  by the 

Sheffield Gallery— and asked to  explain his intentions w hen he painted the picture. In  a 

reply full o f  indignant underlining he wrote; “My real subject was described at the tim e it 

was first exhibited as T h e  Pilgrims First Sabbath in N ew  England,’ and I don ’t 

understand how  it cam e to be  changed to T h e  Landing’.” As for his source, Boughton 

offers the ambiguous explanation “my incident I found in one o f  the Puritan -Pilgrim 

docum ents. I don ’t rem em ber now  which one. I t describes how a scouting party set 

out— arm ed— along the desolate coast to  find a suitable spo t for their desired settlem ent.
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(This was before d ie  landing o f  the entire com pany.)”42 B oughton was clearly frustrated 

to have his painting o f  a Sunday service held by Pilgrim scouts mistaken for an image o f  

the Landing, w hich in fact happened after the prayerful gathering he painted. He is n o t 

concerned that viewers were unable to identify the exact written source o f  the image, 

adm itting that even he canno t rem em ber which o f  the  “Pilgrim-Puritan docum ents” it 

was drawn from. A lthough Boughton expected viewers to  use a general knowledge o f  

American colonial history to understand his Pilgrim paintings, he does not seem to have 

been terribly specific about the interpretations applied to  his paintings so long as thev 

were kept within the  correct historical framework. I t was the larger event— with its 

many meanings any associations— which was im portan t to  the artist, not any particular 

text o r version o f  the  story. This would likely have been  particularly true in the case o f  

Pilgrims Going Church, w hich had an even less precise historical source.

y \ painter o f sentiment, simple, true, unforced, 
never betrayed into sentimentality, never morbid 
or unreal, but a painter o f sentiment because be is 
a man o f fine and responsive organisation, o f a 
gentle and tender nature, is one o f the rarest o f 
men.

—from  ‘George Boughton. "A pp leton’s, 1870*3
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Before considering reviews o f  B oughton’s colonial-them ed paintings, it is w orth

discussing the critical approach generally taken tow ards his work. The m ost striking

element o f  contem porary discussions o f  B oughton’s paintings is a marked em phasis o n

their story-telling  capacity. While it is true that m any o f  his subjects were drawn from

popular literature, it would seem that the familiarity m ost Americans had with these

subjects would elim inate the need for reviewers to  identify them  at length. Instead, there

appears to  have been  som ething about the paintings which compelled critics n o t only to

identify the narrative represented in each w ork b u t to celebrate its “expression” in their

reviews, often  a t the expense o f  typical critical considerations such as com position,

proportion, drawing, and color. Reviews which dem onstrate these expository tendencies

can be selected alm ost at random  from the body o f  know n Boughton criticism. O n e

typical example is the following review o f  the Brooklyn A rt Association Exhibition in

N ovem ber, 1871:

B oughton  has a charming picture, no. 197, called Summer, full 
o f  a sweet and lazy sultriness. A lady is lying on  a grassy slope 
am ong  bright red flowers; she shades her face with a light 
um brella, and looks at a child toddling in the distance. W hen 
w e differ from  Mr. Boughton we do it w ith reserve, but we think 
h e  pu t in m ore o f  those red flowers than he intended at first. They 
give an inflamed look to the base o f  the picture. There are one o r 
tw o things by a new artist, E .H . Blashfield, w ho is very happy in 
studies o f  medieval costum e and habits. T here is a winning little 
com position  o f  his— an Italian page show ing some finery to  two 
p retty  maids— which is very happily conceived and well-handled.
N o . 59, M orning in the H artz M ountains, by Kruseman van Elten, 
is a pleasant picture, a little too  m uch  “licked.” Sountag, Ernest 
P arson , and W ordsworth T hom pson  have noticeable landscapes.
T h e  Sum m er Morning o f  Mr. H.A. L oop w e have already referred 
to  with com m endation. N o. 146. “Spring,” by M.J. Heade, is a good 
specim en o f  his velvety touch.44
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O f  the five pictures m entioned by tide, B oughton’s Summer n o t only receives the m o st

lengthy com m entary b u t also inspires the m o st description and  attention to

“expression,”  o r the atm osphere and feeling it evokes. T he scene depicted in Summer is

recounted in relatively great detail and the painting is said to  evoke “a sweet and lazy

sultriness.”  While it could be suggested that this level o f  detail is necessary in an un-

illustrated review, the fact re m a in s tha t B oughton’s w ork receives a disproportionate

am oun t o f  discussion. The subjects o f  ‘landscapes”  and Morning in the H art~ M ountains

may be fairly self-explanatory, bu t Spring offers no  better sense o f  its subject than does

B oughton’s Summer. Consideration o f  one final canvas from  the same review perhaps

m arks the distinctive characteristics o f  the trea tm en t o f  B oughton’s w ork m ore clearly:

Mr. H atch has kindly sent several delicious G erm an pictures; 
one, the Bath Haus a t R othem berg, N o . 141, is one o f  the m ost 
exquisite bits o f  light and shade we have recendy seen. A minstrel 
is lounging on the step o f  the open  door, and within the portico a 
flood o f  light pours through th e  inner d o o r w ith the effect o f  a 
positive illumination. It is a thoroughly refined and graceful work—  
one you would be always glad to  see in your house.43

This review is nearly equal in length to  the discussion o f  B oughton’s painting, yet while

som e discussion o f  the scene depicted in the painting is included in this passage, it is

done  in service o f  describing the use o f  light in the work. T he reviewer gives a strong

sense o f  the atm osphere captured in the painting, bu t n o t o f  the details o f  the scene

depicted, n o r o f  the season or m ood  it evokes. T he  em phasis on  story and m ood—

rather than com position and technique— is typical in discussions o f  Boughton’s w ork

and distinguishes them  from reviews o f  many o th e r artists.

37

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Titles such as “Pilgrims G oing  to  C hurch” and “T he First Sabbath in  N ew

E ngland” arguably provide an even b e tte r sense o f  their subjects than do tides such as

“M orning in the  Hartz M ountains” o r  the  description “very happy studies in medieval

costum e and habits.” Yet the familiarity o f  subjects drawn from colonial history  did no t

preven t critics from providing lengthy descriptions o f  the activities depicted in  colonial-

them ed paintings. Close reading o f  contem porary reviews which discuss the  Pilgrim-

them ed works may provide insight in to  the popularity o f  Pi/grims Going to Church. A good

starting po in t is the caption which accom panied the  painting in Harper’s W eekly. It

contrasts usefully with the pattern evident in subsequent discussions o f  B oughton’s work

and his colonial-them ed paintings in particular. A fter explaining the provenance o f  the

painting, the caption offers the following commentary:

T he scene depicted by the  artist had  been graphically described 
in Bartlett’s “History o f  die Pilgrim Fathers,” an extract from  which 
originally suggested the  painting; b u t all historians unite in representing 
that the religious services o f  the early Puritans were conducted under 
such circumstances o f  danger as are indicated in the painting. The 
procession to  church was invariably headed and guarded in those days 
by armed m en, and while the m ajority o f  the  congregation w orshipped 
with their arms a t their sides, others stood as sentinels a round  the 
church.46

As com parison with the review o f  Summer quoted above suggests, this passage is unique 

am ong contem porary discussions o f  B oughton’s w ork, w hich typically include a 

remarkably lengthy description o f  each painting, and frequent references to  sentim ent, 

expression, and the narrative qualities ev ident in each com position. In  this case, the 

painting is n o t described so m uch as supported  by a vague citation o f  “all historians,” 

w ho are said to  “unite in representing” tha t B oughton has accurately portrayed the 

religious services o f  the Puritans. Expression and sentim ent are no t m entioned, and
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rather than tracking the narrative qualities o f  the image, this passage is m ore concerned 

w ith asserting the accuracy o f  the scene depicted. O n the o th e r hand, the historical 

reality the caption asserts— in which the noble Pilgrim Fathers risked great danger in 

o rder to get to church— provides a sentim entalized (or at least idealized) vision o f  the 

national past that may have been m ean t to  stir o r  inspire H arper’s readers, a tendency 

which only intensified in later reviews.

A lengthy review o f  another o f  B oughton’s Pilgrim -them ed paintings, which 

appeared in the New York Daily Tribune the following year, is m ore  representative o f  this 

typical sentimentalizing com m entary o n  B oughton’s work. T he  review, titled 

“B oughton’s First Sabbath in America,”  is accom panied by a paragraph on  the artist 

which has been “clipped from  an English magazine.” The reviewer notes that Pilgrims 

Going to Church (he calls it “Pilgrims G oing  to  Meeting”) was “o n  exhibition in this d ty  

w inter before last and has since been photographed,” and he asserts that “Mr. 

B oughton’s paintings are remarkable for their tender sentim ent, and for suggesting much 

m ore than they tell plainly.” This proclaim ed suggestive pow er o f  the paintings does no t 

stop the au thor from going on  to elucidate the  narrative suggested by one o f  B oughton’s 

paintings in particular (“T he Last o f  the M ayflower”). This is a trend in all discussions o f  

B oughton’s w ork  Critics acknowledge the expressive power o f  his paintings, and his skill 

at conveying a detailed and touching narrative.47 They then go o n  to describe that 

narrative w ith a noticeably greater degree o f  attention than they afford to  descriptions o f  

o th e r works discussed in the reviews.

In the  case o f  Boughton’s Re/um  o f the Mayflower and The First Sabbath in New  

England, the narrative depicted is historical. Y et reviews o f  b o th  paintings hint at the
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ways in which they differ from m ost history paintings. T h e  reviewer o f  The F irst Sabbatb 

in N ew  England explains that the painting conveys a s tro n g  sense o f  the  “conscience,” and 

“integrity”  o f  the Pilgrims, “w ithout any intrusion o f  the  m oral o f  the  scene.”

B oughton’s Pilgrims do  not preach; the w ork was “pain ted  with a serious purpose, the 

picture makes a serious impression, bu t even those w ho  are quite indifferent to the 

character o f  these m en and the part they played in history, may enjoy the artistic merits 

o f  this excellendy painted work.” Boughton’s Return o f the Mayflower., reviewed in the New  

York Tribune tw o years later, sim i la r ly  im pressed the reviewer w ith the  strength, clarity, 

and lack o f  moralizing in the story it tells: “H ere there is n o  confusion, no v a c illa t io n  o f  

purpose, no  huddling o f  details. T he perfectly draw n and  poised g roup in the 

foreground, the young m an and w om an gazing after th e  w hite sails th a t go flying dow n 

the horizon, tell their ow n story with no need o f  an in terpreter.” T h a t the painting is 

thought to tell its own story is significant, and is an assessm ent echoed in other 

discussions o f  B oughton’s work. T he reviewer concludes th a t B oughton has created “a 

picture o f  the thought o f  an epoch as vivid as any chapter o f  B ancroft o r Motley, while it 

is m ore truth fill than a photograph and m ore ideal than  a poem .”48

H ow  can a painting be “m ore truthful than a pho tograph  and  m ore ideal than a 

poem ”? H ow  did Boughton’s art “suggest much m ore than  it tells plainly”? 

C ontem porary assessm ents o f  B oughton’s work appear to  indicate th a t “tender 

sentim ent”— w hich Boughton was thought to skillfully express in  his paintings— is part 

o f  the answer. T he assertion tha t B oughton’s w ork is “m o re  tru thful than a 

photograph” is particularly significant- given the rise in photography tha t occurred in the

40

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



1860s. Bv 1867, w hen Pilgrims Going to Cburcb was painted, photography had  begun to  

pose a serious challenge to  history painting as th e  m edium  o f  historical record. In  

arguing tha t B oughton had captured “the though t o f  an epoch” m ore truthfully than a 

photograph could, the viewer asserted history painting as the m ore expressive m ode o f  

representation, b est able to  capture the atm osphere and  em otional tenor o f  historical 

events.49 Reviews o f  B oughton’s work make it clear th a t the sentimentality in  his history 

paintings was largely responsible for their expressive power.

Nearly as often  as Boughton was singled o u t for his Pilgrim and P u r i t a n  subjects, 

he was described as a talented painter o f  sentim ent. In  1867 H enry Tuckerm an said o f  

Boughton in his Book, o f the .Artists: “no  one o f  o u r artists has exhibited such genuine 

pathos and pure la ten t sentim ent upon canvas; som e o f  his small pictures are gem s o f  

their kind, they tell a touching story so naively.. . .”  This idea o f  the artist was echoed in 

stronger term s in The A r t Am ateur a decade later by a reviewer who wrote: “ sen tim ent—  

some m ight call it sentimentality— is the perm anent and  distinguishing quality o f  the 

artist’s w ork.”50 O ften , Boughton’s treatm ent o f  sentim ent was discussed in  concert w ith 

his colonial subjects. In Representative W orks o f Contemporary American A rtists, A lfred 

Trum ble wrote: “ [B oughton’s] earliest successes in London were made w ith p ictures o f  

Puritan life in N ew  England whose historical accuracy and subtle human spirit w ere 

immediately recognized. . . .The secret o f  his success may be found in the genuine pathos 

and  unconventional sentim ent which render his w orks direct appeals to  the heart as well 

as the e y e .. . .”st B ough ton’s ability to  appeal to th e  heart with his paintings o f  c o l o n ia l 

subjects was apparently n o t a com m on skill. A lfred Baldry, w ho authored a m onograph  

o n  Boughton in 1905, explained that, in the 1860s and  1870s when the artist’s career
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began to develop, “ sentim ent, as opposed to sentimentality, was at tha t tim e little 

understood by the artists o f  this country, and it can well be imagined that the  delicate 

poetry o f  Mr. B oughton’s w ork was som ething o f  a revelation.” Baldry suggests that 

Boughton’s fresh treatm ent o f  a familiar subject m atter was unexpected as well: “he  had 

undoubtedly found a m ine o f  admirable material which hardly anyone else was capable 

o f  working, because there was then hardly anyone else with his true sense o f  poetry and 

correct perception o f  the possibilities o f  a simple bu t suggestive subject.”’2

Boughton’s w ork was clearly influenced by literary trends o f  the period, as well as 

by popular history painting and the sentimentality that affected many aspects o f  

nineteenth-century American culture. The period from 1830 to  1850 saw a dramatic 

increase in the popularity o f  biographies and historical fiction, and historians began to 

adop t a more “graphic” approach to writing history; both in fiction and in m ore 

scholarly historical works. In his w ork on William Cullen Bryant, W ashington Irving, 

and  James Fenim ore Cooper, D onald Ringe has identified a “recurring strain o f  the 

pictorial, a stress on images o f  sight, and a deep concern with the need for close and 

accurate observation o f  the physical world in o rder to discern its m e a n i n g . ’” 3 These 

trends in fiction had a dramatic im pact on historians o f  the period, as they increasingly 

turned to the conventions o f  rom antic fiction as a means o f  endowing the past with w hat 

David Levin has called “artistic o rder and contem porary moral significance.’” 4

M ost recent scholarship on  sentim ent in America has focused on nineteenth- 

centurv literature; in  som e sense it is no t surprising that Boughton, a sentimental 

painter, is so often linked with literature and, especially, poetry. The rise o f  historical
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writing— and o f  rom antic histories in  particular— in the  n ineteenth  century conditioned 

audiences to  expect that history b e  packaged as entertaining, com pelling narratives.35 In 

many cases, history was made m ore engaging for readers by connecting it with their dailv 

lives. N ineteenth-centurv w om en writers were the first to  intertw ine dom estic and 

historical narratives; bv m id-century the trend had becom e increasingly widespread. As 

W endy Greenhouse has dem onstrated, by the  1850s history  was consistendy “ scaled 

dow n to  the level o f  personal actions, while m om entous historical developm ents were 

projected from  individual personalities.”56

In turning away from  the grand-m anner stylistic conventions and standard 

subject m atter which had dom inated history painting, and to  experim ent with fresh 

approaches to  depicting historical figures and events, artists followed the example set by 

popular literature.3' In som e cases, they were extremely d irect about the  connections 

betw een their work and contem porary historical writing; taking their subjects from  

historical texts and identifying their sources in exhibition catalogues, perhaps, as Wendy 

G reenhouse has suggested, in an “ effo rt to  interest viewers already familiar w ith the 

w ritten versions o f  the same subjects.” 58 This explicit connection  o f  a painting with a 

literary w ork  would likely have strongly influenced the viewer’s interpretation o f  the 

scene presented.

T he link between historical writing and history painting was evident even before 

the shift to  a more personal, individual approach to history cam e about. T he grandly 

epic term s o f  Bancroft’s History, fo r exam ple, have m uch in  com m on w ith the patriotic 

b luster o f  such works as Leutze’s Washington Crossing the Delaware. N evertheless, the 

union o f  history and the visual arts reached its greatest popularity  in the form  o f  mid-
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century historical fiction and poetry and the illustrations they inspired. G eorge C alcott 

has observed that while 36% o f  the 248 best-selling books in the U nited States from  

1800 to 1860 were histories, the percentage o f  traditional histories considered best-sellers 

between 1860 and 1899 d ropped  to 15%.39 D espite this decline, Longfellow’s Pilgrim 

pastoral The Courtship o f M iles Standish, which becam e the inspiration for m any o f  

Boughton’s paintings, sold m ore than 15,000 copies o n  its first day o f  publication in 

Boston and L ondon.60 It was n o t that Americans were less interested in history after 

1850, but tha t they w ere less interested in conventional representations o f  it.

Longfellow and B oughton’s pilgrims offered the new  take on the colonial past that 

Americans w ere seeking.

Sentimentality helped Boughton envision an image o f  the Am erican past that

would appeal to  his nineteenth-centurv viewers. W inifred H erget has defined the

sentimental tex t as “ a rhetorical construct w hose aim is to  effect the reader. . .by m eans

o f pathos.”61 A similar argum ent can be made for the sentim ental painting. Lesley Carol

Wright, in h e r w ork o n  American genre painting, has offered the following explanation

o f sentim ent in nineteenth-century art:

Sentim ent is crucial for understanding post-Civil W ar genre painting; 
in genre, sentim ent is the core o f  the  aesthetic system. Fundamentally, 
the sentim ental aesthetic system is a form  o f  mythmaking (the 
transform ation o f  actual events in to  universal truths) w hich uses 
em otion  to com m unicate m eaning betw een the artist and his audience.
. . .In  sentim ental strategies, genre painting is related to  a variety o f  
novels, poem s, and stories, as published individually o r  in magazines, by 
b o th  m en and wom en.62

It is no accident tha t the sentimental aesthetic system is at the heart o f  genre paintings,

which are focused o n  scenes o f  daily life. W right has dem onstrated th a t in genre w orks,
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sentim ent was used to  encourage viewers to  draw on  themselves as “ the  point o f  

reference in learning m orality, no t on abstract concepts and  intellectual concepts.” In 

o rd er to make “the sentim ental connection,” however, a painting had to make direct 

reference to  familiar settings and activities from  daily life.65

H erget’s w ork has likewise dem onstrated the connection with the familiar which 

is required for successful sentimental art. Because “ the  sentimental text as a rhetorical 

construct relies on  a storehouse o f  com m on assum ptions,” familiar subjects are a 

“ necessary precondition fo r any rhetorical act. It is for tha t reason tha t cliches and 

stereotypes play such an im portant role and that com m onplace experiences are referred 

to  in sentimental literature. The mnemonic is thus part o f  the structure o f  feeling.”64 

H erget is careful to n o te  th a t the necessary familiarity o f  sentim ental subjects does no t 

prevent an author from  challenging certain attitudes and predispositions and e n la rg in g  

the sympathies o f  the audience, and indeed recent scholarship has noted how subversive 

m uch sentimental literature could be in the nineteenth-century.63

It is the connection  between sentiment and f a m i l ia r  subjects, however, which has 

the m ost bearing on  o u r understanding o f  B oughton’s Pilgrims. As the contemporary 

discussions o f  sentim ent in Boughton’s work quoted above indicate, his com bination o f  

sentim ent and colonial subjects was particularly effective. In Pilgrims Going to Church, 

B oughton captures a scene from daily life— a walk through the woods to church—  

w hich, in contrast to m any o f  the subjects o f  o ther Pilgrim -them ed paintings (such as the 

Em barkation or the L anding o f  the Pilgrims, o r the signing o f  the Mayflower Compact) 

would have been w ithin the  frame o f  reference o f  contem porary viewers. W hether 

viewers identified with th e  painting because they were f a m i l ia r  with its textual source o r
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because they could relate to  the relatively universal activity o f  going to church, the fact 

rem ained that Boughton’s w ork allowed them  the opportunity to  connect with the 

Pilgrims in the painting in the way that many o ther paintings o f  historical subjects did 

not.

T he  use o f  sentim ent in genre p ainting enabled viewers to  draw on their own 

experiences to  learn m oral lessons, making sentimental historical genre paintings far 

m ore applicable to  the life and times o f  viewers than grand m anner compositions. The 

impulse to  draw guidance and com fort from the lives and times o f  their forbears through 

a new, m ore personal and sentimentalized view o f  history is understandable at a time o f  

national strain and conflict such as the 1850s and 1860s. As sectionalism threatened the 

U nion and  urbanization transform ed traditional patterns o f  life, Americans were 

understandably eager for a reassuring vision o f  the past that m ight offer hope for the 

future. While industrialism altered the econom y and changed the landscape o f  American 

cities, and immigration contributed startling diversity to urban populations, Boughton’s 

Pilgrims m arched steadily forward. In the m idst o f  R econstruction following the war 

between the states, they were an ideal, cohesive community. In  the face o f  

unprecedented immigration, they stood proud as America’s first immigrants, pious and 

honorable on their difficult m arch to  church. A bsent were all traces o f  urbanization: the 

Pilgrims m oved through a snowy rural landscape, marked only by the clearing o f  trees 

and the construction o f  a church house. In  the spirit o f  nineteenth-century Revivalism, 

the Pilgrims’ greatest protection was their faith. While a few o f  them  carry muskets, 

their true defense lies in the Bibles they carry, making the lesson o f  their faith and virtue 

one o f  the m ost powerful stories the image holds.66 Each o f  these meanings was a part
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o f  the  d a i ly  experience o f  nineteenth-centurv viewers, and w ould likely have shaped their

in terpreta tion  o f Pilgrims Going to Church. T he sentim ental nature o f  the image, rather

than  closing o ff  interpretive possibilities, allowed viewers to  find in the painting bo th  a

com forting  vision o f  the past and  reassuring lessons about their ow n world.

An article on Boughton w hich was published in A ppleton’s va. 1870 offers an

interesting take on the sentim ent in his work. W hile proclaim ing tha t “no living painter

is m ore  charmingly a painter o f  sen tim ent than M r. G eorge B oughton,” the author notes

th a t “he has just fallen short o f  power in his pictures o f  sentim ent— pow er such as we

find in B um s’ songs.” B oughton’s w ork  lacks the  “richer and m ore im petuous

organization” o f  R obert B um s’ poem s, and is w ithout T ennyson’s “ sense o f  rare and

curious and elaborate beauty.”  B ut his work is nevertheless valued because his pictures

“have a purpose, often a story; and  they never expressed anything too  strong o r strange

for th e  somewhat timid taste o f  distrustful American art lovers.” In asserting that

B oughton’s sentiment falls sho rt o f  the  work o f  T ennyson and B um s, the author does

n o t in tend to  suggest that B oughton is no t poetic. O n  the contrary, he insists that:

. . -the distinction that we m ust make fo r G eorge B oughton, tha t is, he 
is a poet. Boughton is a poet-pain ter— n o t a m ediocre painter w ho writes 
verses, nor a good  pain ter w ho writes bad  verses; bu t an artist w ho has 
the poetic sense, who is never vulgar n o r  incongruous, b u t one w ho has 
a fine perception o f  the fitness o f  things, and  is truly hum an. B oughton 
never paints under the idea o f  art for art, b u t o f  art as a m eans for 
expressing hum an sym pathies.6'

H ow ever, as a poet-painter, B ough ton’s province is familiar “hum an sympathies,” no t

the  extrem es o f  organization and  beauty in B um s and Tennyson. T he story that

B oughton created in his w ork may n o t transport his viewers, b u t it is poetic, and

appropriate, and human. Perhaps “ interpreter”  and  “illum inator” are better terms than
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“poet;”  as Baldry concluded in 1905: Boughton “can  tell a story delightfully, with 

inimitable hum or and vivacity, and with a quaint appreciation o f  character th a t is m ost 

persuasive; he can sum  up, with witty brevity, all th e  essential points o f  an effective 

anecdote.”68

It is this distinction tha t marks Pilgrims Going to Church as popular art. Rather 

than pushing boundaries as high art such as Burns’s and Tennyson’s poetry— o r the 

avant-garde paintings David M organ discusses— do, B oughton’s work captures the 

reassuring familiarity th a t allows viewers to  recognize and engage with the stories he tell. 

Sidney Colvin, w ho described Boughton in 1871 as a representative o f  “m odem  popular 

art in its very best phase,” explained that the appeal o f  B oughton’s w ork lay in his ability 

to capture “life and nature as they are about us, o r  once were; no t in their m o st moving, 

highly-pitched, o r  poetical manifestations, which are the property o f  great im aginative 

talents, bu t in their ordinarily pleasurable o r  interesting m anifestations o f  every day.”69

O ther critics seem ed to agree that Boughton, an artist who enjoyed w hat 

Frederick W hite called “distinctive supremacy in o n e  line o f  expression,”  was a 

com petent painter, b u t n o t an artist o f  “great imaginative talents.” In 1882 W hite 

complained o f  the over-idealized quality o f  B oughton’s Puritan women. W hile he 

praised Boughton fo r his “perfect appreciation o f  the  beautiful” and declared that he had 

the ability to  give “a poetic and sentimental grace to  his creations,” W hite concluded that 

the artist’s Pilgrims w ere “so idealized as to be utterly unlike the sturdy followers o f  

Miles Standish.” 'H They had m oved away from the expected representation o f  Pilgrims, 

and despite their “ flawless perfection” they lacked “ the subtle pow er b o m  o f  sincerity,
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which is the  artist’s inspiration.”  T he series o f  Puritan w om en such as P r i s cilla, 

Evangeline, and Rose Standish tha t Boughton painted throughout the 1870s and ‘80s 

were no t just idealized— they were nearly indistinguishable from  one another. A writer 

for the A .rt y\m atcur com plained in 1881: “we would alm ost as soon hang a picture and 

its replica as any two o f  M r. Boughton’s Puritan m aidens.” '1 These reviews, like m uch 

com m entary on popular art, take a dim view o f  the “artistic” qualities o f  Boughton’s 

work. Yet the  popular appeal o f  Boughton’s Pilgrim paintings is understandable. There 

was m ore to the success o f  Pilgrims Going to Church than the simple fact tha t colonial life 

was o f  great interest to  m any Americans in the late nineteenth century. Boughton’s w ork 

did no t automatically charm  and fascinate his viewers; it gained these qualities through 

the treatm ent o f  his subjects.

T he cultural proximity o f  Puritanism to nineteenth-century N ew  E ngland society 

m ade it a particularly com plicated subject for writers and  artists alike. T he distinction 

between Pilgrims and Puritans was frequendy blurred o r  even ignored in the nineteenth 

century; it is w orth noting that the Pilgrims, w ho founded the Plym outh Colony in 1620, 

differed in theology, politics, and tem peram ent from the Puritans, who founded a colony 

at M assachusetts Bay ten years later. The two groups w ere joined govemmentally when 

the Puritans subsum ed Plym outh Colony in 1691, b u t a sense o f  their differences and 

distinctive histories persisted into the nineteenth century .'2 Nevertheless, the tendency 

to  overlook their significant historical differences and blend the Pilgrims and Puritans 

in to  one sym bol dates back at least to  the Plym outh Bicentennial o f  1820, if  no t earlier.'3

49

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



In many respects, Puritanism  left a stronger im print on  the national imagination 

Michael K am m en has suggested tha t the Pilgrims were at a disadvantage to their Puritan 

counterparts in that, unlike the Puritans, they did no t ‘le av e  behind an abundant ‘paper 

trail’ o r serm ons, journals, correspondence, and records.” Furtherm ore, Kam m en notes 

that the Pilgrims w ere less ideological than the Puritans, and points out tha t once they 

w ere settled in N ew  England they were “no t especially dogm atic o r  theologically 

innovative.” While the Puritans have rem ained a controversial subject, the Pilgrims, w ho 

did little— aside from  their initial pilgrimage— to hold o u r attention, have by and large 

received less no tice.'4

N athaniel H aw thorne’s w ork may be am ong the best know n w ritten accounts o f  

the Puritans, and it has certainly provoked scrutiny o f  th e  Founding  Fathers’ shadow  

side. In his study o f  H aw thorne’s N ew  England works, Michael D avitt Bell suggests that 

the  Puritans’ role as “ revolutionaries” w ho “began die struggle for American liberty by 

defying tyrant-ridden England and  establishing dem ocracy in N ew  England” made them  

ideal characters in rom antic A m erican history, Puritan m igration could be seen as an 

early type o f  American R evolu tion .'3 Y et as Bell points ou t, the Puritans did n o t com e to 

America in search o f  individual freedom , bu t rather to institu te the worship o f  G od  in 

their particular way, a way w hich— to their m inds— was sanctioned by the Bible bu t no t 

by the C hurch o f  E n gland. They were no t opposed to  the  union o f  church and state, 

bu t to the union o f  the  state with the w rong church.76 Bell concludes th a t “w hat seems 

primarily to  have interested the historical rom ancers abou t N ew  England Puritanism was 

its violations o f  the principles o f  American liberty.’31' I t was this tension between the
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idea o f  the Puritans as advocates o f  liberty and their actual denial o f  it w hich animated 

many nineteenth-century histories o f  N ew  England.

Pilgrim history, on  the o ther hand, lacked m any o f  the problem atic details that 

surrounded the  actions and ideology o f the Puritans. A lthough H aw thorne provided the 

nation with troubling accounts o f  the oppression and conflict plaguing the Puritans and 

their descendants, Longfellow, in his Courtship o f M iles Standish, created a pleasant love 

story starring the ir innocent Pilgrim counterparts. I t should  be rem em bered that 

Longfellow was a descendant o f  one o f the principal figures in his Pilgrim tale; like 

H aw thorne, he was certainly aware o f the dark side o f  Pilgrim -Puritan lore. Two o f his 

less popular colonial-them ed works, “John E ndicotf” and “ Giles Corev o f  Salem Farms” 

(both published in 1868 as part o f  his Near England Tragedies), dem onstrate tha t he was 

aware o f  the Puritan persecution o f  Quakers and the ruthless witch trials in Salem, yet 

The Courtship o f M iles Standish— like his equally rosy histories Evangeline (1847), Hiawatha 

(1855), and The Tales o f a Wayside Inn  (1863)— suggest that th e  sunny tone  o f  his Pilgrim 

rom ance was no  accident. 8 David Lowenthai has argued th a t in the years following the 

Civil W ar, Americans becam e increasingly less reverential o f  the founding fathers.

H aving heroically succeeded in preserving the U nion, late nineteenth-century Americans 

began to see themselves as equals to  their forebears, and  began to feel entided to criticize 

them .79 I t is clear that criticism— o r at least notice— o f  the inconsistencies and conflicts 

surrounding the Puritan forefathers began well before the war. The idea that Americans 

were less reverential o f  their forefathers after the war— and perhaps as early as the 1850s, 

w hen the first o f  H aw thorne’s and Longfellow’s colonial-them ed works were
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published— may in part explain the increasing preference for images o f  historical figures 

and events framed in the fa m il ia r  term s o f  everyday activities and occurrences.

T he interpretive possibilities p resen t in traditional history painting were too  

limited to  allow for such ambivalent and  f a m ilia r  portrayals o f  the forefathers. W endy 

G reenhouse has argued that the am biguous image o f  the Puritans as b o th  oppressors 

and  advocates for liberty was m ore easily navigated in historical writing than  in visual 

imagery. She observes that history painters “ tactfully avoided controversy” by 

reinforcing a standard conception o f  the  Pilgrim Fathers as persecuted seekers o f  

religious freedom .80 Until the late 1860’s, the m ost popular Pilgrim subject fo r history 

painting was the Landing. G reenhouse includes images o f  the Landing am ong a series o f  

landm ark departures, discoveries, landings, and arrivals which— to use h e r term — engage 

the them e o f  “original m om ent,”  one o f  the m ost com m on preoccupations o f  

antebellum  history painters.8' Such scenes focused on the beginnings o f  the  nation, 

offering an enticing promise o f  greatness to come.

In contrast, both Boughton and Longfellow chose to present the Pilgrims as 

accessible, hum an characters engaged in everyday concerns and activities. Pilgrims Going 

to Church depicts a band o f  ordinary Pilgrims on their way to meeting; The Courtship o f 

M iles Standish humanizes the Pilgrims by involving them in a romance n o t unlike that 

found in popular sentimental novels o f  the period. It is interesting that b o th  artist and 

au tho r could be considered to have personal connections with the Pilgrims. While 

B oughton likened his childhood journey from England to America to “the  pilgrimage o f  

the early settlers o f  N ew  England,” Longfellow was a descendant o f  John  Alden, a key
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figure in The Courtship o f M iles Standish who, after making an effo rt to  propose to  Priscilla 

on  behalf o f  his friend Miles Standish, ends up marrying her him self.82 This direct 

connection with the main characters in his story may have given his w ork credibility w ith 

readers and added to their influence in the poet. It would b e  reasonable to expect that 

Longfellow, as a N ew  Englander and Pilgrim descendant, was aware o f  the long-standing 

oratorical tradition which stressed adversity, the wintry landing, and the early years o f  

suffering and death at the Pilgrim camp. Yet Longfellow chose to  displace this tradition 

o f  hardship and distress, crafting instead what John  Seelve has called a “largely dom estic 

image, n o t a w retched group o f  Pilgrims huddled together against the cold and sharing a 

last few grains o f  parched color, b u t a healthy couple finding  love in an American 

E den.”83

Pilgrims Going to Church, Boughton’s first representation o f  the  Pilgrim Fathers, 

clearly owed a deb t to  this new  vision o f history. Yet the p a i n t i n g  was open enough to  

accom m odate the range o f  readings inspired by nineteenth-century Americans’ 

ambivalence about their Pilgrim-Puritan heritage and the p resen t state o f  their nation. 

While it could be— and often was— read as a c h a r m in g , sentim ental scene, or as a 

conventional picture o f  the persecuted Puritans, it is clear th a t the painting— though 

representing a very specific story— was no t limited to just one m eaning. It should be 

rem em bered tha t it was the Puritans who were immortalized in  the works o f  H aw thorne, 

and, as the original title suggests, in  Boughton’s painting. Y et B oughton’s w ork quickly 

lost its Puntans, and cam e to  be  referred to  as the less-controversial “Pilgrims G oing to  

C hurch.” Unlike the restricted interpretations o f  the colonists presented by traditional

53

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



history paintings, th e  interpretive possibilities present in  Pilgrims Going to Cburcb served a 

variety o f  concerns shared by Americans in the years following the Civil War.

T he open narrative o f  Pilgrims Going to Cburcb does n o t underm ine its strength. 

T he interpretive possibilities suggested by the painting exist within the sturdy, fa m il ia r  

narrative structure necessary in any successful history painting. Patricia Burnham  and 

Lucretia H oover G iese have identified narrativity— along with historicity and didactic 

intent— as one o f  th e  three essential com ponents o f  history  painting. Burnham and 

Giese explain that narrativity in history painting turns o n  three principal factors: “ the 

notion o f  story, the  phenom enon o f  time passing, and w hat [they call] a sense o f  

causality.”84 W hen a history painting is tied direcdy to  a historical text, the connection 

with narrativity is o f  course even stronger. In any representation o f  history— w hether 

visual or literary— the value attached to  narrative arises from  w hat Hayden W hite has 

explained as “a desire to have real events display the coherence, integrity, fullness, and 

closure o f  an image o f  life that is and can only be imaginary.”83 T he ability to create an 

idealized version o f  national events would likely have been  particularly appealing in the 

years during and after the Civil W ar.86
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Tbe secret o f bis success may be found in tbe genuine 
pathos and unaffected and unconventional sentiment 
which render tbe works direct appeals to tbe heart as 
well as tbe eye, fu filin g  tbe double conditions demanded 

fo r  success with the wide world o f humanity and the narrow 
one o f criticism.

A  fe d  Trumble, “Georg Henry Boughton. ” In 
Representative W orks o f  Contem porary American 
Artists, 1887f

Caroline A rscott’s discussion o f  the variety o f  venues in which nineteenth-

century  paintings were seen is a useful starting po in t in thinking about the range o f

responses viewers may have had to  Pilgrims Going to Cburcb:

A picture is no t seen just by the individual w ho purchased it 
bu t by many people, in a variety o f  contexts. Its ideological 
im port would vary according to the viewer and the situation 
in which the picture was viewed. In  the space o f  twelve m onths 
a picture could b e  m oved from an artist’s studio, to  an academy 
exhibition, to  a dealer’s showroom , to  a private house, and then 
back to an exhibition hall as part o f  a loan exhibition. W ithin a 
private house it could be hung in a gallery specially fo r paintings, 
in a public reception room , or in a private apartment. It could be 
kept in a male preserve within the house o r in an area primarily 
fo r public use. Any change in location could effect the way in 
which the picture was viewed. T he passing o f  time could also 
fundamentally alter the way in w hich the  picture was understood.88

B ough ton’s w ork passed through each o f  the public venues A rscott describes, usually

after undergoing the further ordeal o f  an Atlantic crossing. O ne additional context in

w hich viewers cam e in contact w ith paintings in the nineteenth century— and one which

is particularly im portan t to the understanding o f  B oughton’s work— was in printed form.

A rt journals and general interest magazines frequently reproduced paintings as woodcuts
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o r process engravings, either as illustrations to  an article o r  a review o f  an exhibition o r 

sale, o r  as features o f  their own, accom panied by a caption which discussed the image 

and provided inform ation about the artist’s career. F o r many nineteenth-century 

Americans, these reproductions were the closest they came to seeing actual paintings. 

Surely seeing reproductions that had been integrated with a text was a different 

experience than viewing an actual painting; for one thing, it w ould have encouraged 

viewers to read about a painting rather than simply reading the image itself. But texts 

were a large part o f  seeing paintings in person as well. Descriptive catalogues were often  

available to  guide viewers through exhibitions, and reviews were typically written as 

though the reader were walking with the critic through the exhibition, listening to  an 

often  lengthy com m entary on the paintings which happened to  catch that critic’s eye. 

Paintings with literary sources— w hether poetry o r histories— were usually accom panied 

by excerpts o f  the passages which inspired them  when they appeared in both  catalogues 

and reviews. Reading was a nearly inescapable part o f  relating to nineteenth-century 

paintings, and the  connection between reading and seeing was only strengthened when a 

painting’s subject was drawn from literature: when the source was a well-known w ork—  

as was usually the case— viewers’ familiarity with the story provided them  with an 

im m ediate and well-defined context in which to think about the image.

T he following contem porary reviews o f  Pilgrims Going to Cburcb expand our sense 

o f  the interpretive possibilities supported by the painting by offering a sampling o f  the 

range o f  interpretations perceived in the nineteenth century. I t is w orth considering the 

passage from Bartlett’s Pilgrim Fathers, which was affixed to the back o f  the canvas:
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~.[T]he few villages were alm ost isolated, being  connected only 
by long miles o f  blind pathway through th e  w oods; and 
helpless indeed was the position o f  that solitary settler w ho 
erected his rude h u t in the m idst o f  the acre o r  tw o o f  ground 
that he had cleared. . . . T he cavalcade proceeding to  church, the 
marriage procession— if  marriage could b e  thought o f  in those 
frightful days— was often  interrupted by the  death sho t from  some 
invisible enem y.89

A lthough the  reference to  a marriage procession was dutifully included in this

inscription, D avid H untington, in  his catalogue entry on  the  painting written in 1983, is

the only com m entator to have described the group as such.90 A lthough it is possible to

see the w om an at the center o f  the  com position— who in h e r white hood  and cape, and

finely finished lace-trimmed apron  contrasts brighdy with the dark costum e o f  the o ther

Pilgrims— as a bride, this does n o t seem  to have been the dom inant reading the image

received. T he caption in Harper’s W eekly— the first and only contem porary com m entary

devoted solely to Pilgrims Going to Church— refers to the scene simply as a “procession to

church ,” and uses this as a starting po in t for the observation tha t “ the  religious services

o f  the early Pilgrims were conducted  under. . .circumstances o f  danger.”91 T he next time

the painting was described at length was in 1876, when it was included in guidebooks to

the fine arts gallery at the C entennial Exposition such as Edw ard Strahan’s Illustrated

Catalogue: Tbe Masterpieces o f the Centennial Exhibition, 1876, The A r t G allery1'.

O ur selection . . .represents a train o f  wayfarers passing with 
solemn caution through a snowy landscape, the m en arm ed 
to the teeth, except the venerable pastor, w hose defense are 
the holy book he carries and the good angel w ho walks by 
his side in the person  o f  a lovely daughter. . . .Each figure in 
the picture is seen against the snow— a som bre silhouette.
Fathers, m others, and innocent children proceed w ith serious,

57

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



G od-fearing expression through the desolate landscape. . . .  It is 
strange and  touching to  watch these earnest m en, in their peaked 
hats and leather jerkins, each with a Bible in his belt and  a musket 
on his shoulder. 93

T he em phasis here is on the  Pilgrim family— the pastor and his angelic daughter, the 

“ fathers, m others, and  innocent children” who move together through a desolate, snowy 

landscape. I t is a “ touching” scene, full o f  the sentim ent for w hich B oughton’s work 

had becom e known.

W hen Strahan described the painting three years later in a discussion o f  Robert

L. Stuart’s collection in his A r t Treasures o f America, a large volum e featuring the “choicest

w orks o f  art in the public and private collections o f  N orth  America,” he offered yet

ano ther reading o f  the image:

[The] suspense o f  apprehension, this unsuspected presence o f  
the invisible enem y, is the m aster-motive o f  M r. B oughton’s 
picture. W hat stranger, quainter, greater types have ever been 
in troduced into art than  the van and rear o f  escort here— men 
with gun in one hand and prayer-book in the o ther; in their noses 
the w hining psalm o f  the Puritan, in their hearts the exterm inating 
cruelty o f  Cortez! T hus they trudge through the snow, in their 
limitations as in their virtues true sons o f  England, protecting 
the m inister’s family on  their way to  the village. Ju st behind  the 
vanguard plods the preacher, his patient and prolific wife on  his 
arm , beside w hom  walks for a guard an ironsides in a steel helmet.
T he idea tha t this m uffled scene— a scene w ithou t the noise o f  a 
footfall o r  the w hisper o f  a word— may instantly undergo a 
transform ation in to  w ar whoops and mutual butchery, gives a 
fearful fascination to  the painting.94

W hile in S trahan’s 1876 description the image was “strange and  touching,” the

strangeness here has taken the form  o f  “ fearful fascination.” M oreover, Strahan’s

understanding o f  the Pilgrims also appears to have becom e increasingly problematized.

T h e  focus is no longer on  the “fathers, mothers, and innocent children,”  bu t on  the
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arm ed m en w ho, “with a gun in one hand and  a prayer-book in the other,” have becom e 

walking contradictions; “in their noses the w hining psalm o f  the Puritan, in their hearts 

the exterm inating cruelty o f  Cortez,” the explorer w ho decim ated the Aztec civilization. 

Strahan suggests that b o th  aspects (what he calls their “lim itations” and their “virtues”) 

mark them  as “ true sons o f  England.” T he figures Strahan identified in the Centennial 

guidebook as a m inister and his angelic daughter are now  described as a m inister and his 

“patient bu t prolific wife.” The figures behind them — with the exception o f  the arm ed 

men (now identified as “guards”) and a w om an described as a nurse— are thought to  be 

the preacher’s family. M ost striking is the change in  Strahan’s impression o f  the 

“m aster-m otive” o f  the painting. In 1876, it was “ strange and touching to watch these 

earnest men;” in 1879 the  fact that Boughton had  captured a m om ent o f  calm which 

m ight in an instant “undergo a transform ation in to  w ar w hoops and mutual butchery,”  

lent an exciting tension to the image.95

Edw ard Strahan was a pseudonym  for E arl Shinn, a well-known nineteenth- 

century art critic who, like Boughton, was a m em ber o f  the  Tile Club, a small, exclusive 

group o f  artists and writers living in N ew  Y ork City w ho m et informally to  discuss the  

arts and— at m ost meetings— to paint decorative riles. T he group, which was founded in 

1877, had been greatly influenced by the refined sense o f  design in the handcrafted 

decorative objects and paintings introduced by E uropean  countries at the C e n te n n ia l ,  

and they hoped  to  prom ote a taste for this design aesthetic in America.96 Shinn was 

am ong the original twelve “charter m em bers” o f  the  group, as was Edwin Austin Abbey, 

a friend o f  B oughton’s who arranged to have him  inducted as an honorary m em ber o f  

the club when he visited New York in 1881. B oughton , w ho had lived in London since
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1861, never attended a single m eeting.97 H e and Shinn were clearly n o t close friends, b u t 

their connection through the Tile Club— indirect though it may have been— suggests 

th a t the tw o were aware o f each o the r and  the  position each held in the art w orld. In 

o rd e r to cultivate an air o f mystery and add  a touch o f  hum or to the group, each 

m em ber was know n by a sobriquet w hich was assigned based on som e aspect o f  his 

appearance, personality, or nam e. A bbey, fo r example, was known as “C hestnu t” for his 

propensity  to tell o ld  stories. Shinn w ent by “Bone,” as in the shin o f  one’s leg. 

Significantly, Boughton was called “T he Puritan.”98 Shinn may no t have m et B oughton  

until 1881, but it is quite likely tha t he had  heard  about him  from fellow Tile Club 

m em bers and especially Abbey w ho, arm ed with letters o f  introduction from  m utual 

A m erican friends, presented him self to  B oughton in  L ondon in D ecem ber, 1878. A bbey 

spen t the next few m onths under his guidance, circulating the social and cultural circles 

o f  L ondon and m eeting m embers o f  B ough ton’s set such as James M cNeil W hisder, 

Lawrence Alma-Tadema, and R obert B row ning.99

It is im possible to know w hether o r  n o t Shinn— through his relationship with 

A bbey and his involvem ent in the Tile Club— may have had special insight o n  

B oughton’s work, yet numerous com m ents made by Shinn in his 1879 discussion o f  

B oughton suggest an awareness o f  the artist’s life and  working practices. H e no tes that 

B oughton remains connected with Am erica; he “keeps up his connection w ith  early 

friends, subscribes to  old-established beneficial societies, and in every way evinces his 

republican sympathies.” More than ten years before any published discussion o f  

B oughton’s studio appeared, Shinn refers to  the  artist’s “ sumptuous atelier a t G rove
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Lodge.” M ost significant in the following passage, how ever, are his com m ents about

B oughton’s interest in reading and literature:

It is easy to  see from this [Pilgrims Going to CburrB[ as well as any 
other picture by the artist, tha t Mr. B oughton  has been a reading 
man. The literary knowledge and developm ent are obvious in the m ind 
that has stam ped so true a Puritan character on  these unworldly faces.
N o  picture leaves the sum ptuous atelier a t G rove Lodge w ithout 
bearing this piquantly m ixed im pression, as if  the gifted artist had 
som ehow been changed at birth with a b o o k  w orm ."’1'

T he observation that B oughton’s work bears the “mixed im pression” o f  story and

painting is telling. To Shinn’s eye, the artist has taken “unw orldly”  figures from  literature

and im bued them  with a “true” Puritan character; he has b rough t the Puritans o f

literature to life.

T he  idea o f  Boughton as a storyteller and illustrator o f  history was nothing new; 

Shinn reinforced this conception o f  the artist by declaring th a t “a peculiar elegance, 

delicacy, and distinction o f  style give this painting a perfectly unique place am ong those 

w ho have illustrated American subjects.”  Boughton was once a “ poet-painter,” best 

know n for the  charming sentim ent in his work. Story, a large part o f  any interpretation 

o f  Pilgrims, had a continuing presence in discussions o f  the  painting as the century 

progressed. Yet in the late 1870s the im age charm ed and  fascinated no t through its 

sentim ent b u t as the result o f  w hat were now perceived as its many contradictions: its 

liminal position between peace and piety and “war w hoops and m utual butchery” held 

the viewer’s interest, while his eye was charm ed by the unusually com plex depiction o f  

the Puritans, w ho, unlike the many o f  the ir kind in art and  literature before them , had 

m oved beyond their canon and com e to  life. The painting itself d id  not change; it was 

simply seen through a different set o f  frames.
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A lthough Shinn was an influential and prolific nineteenth-century critic, his 

shifting readings o f  Pilgrims Going to Church cannot be considered broadly representative 

o f  public opinion. W ithout numerous o ther known examples o f  reviews o f  Boughton V  

work, it is difficult to  get an accurate sense o f  how  representative Shinn’s impressions 

may have been. Nevertheless, while Shinn may no t have spoken for every member o f  

the public o r every m em ber o f  the artistic community, the fact that even one critic 

published such a variety o f  readings o f  B oughton’s work is significant, and suggests that 

popular understanding o f  Pilgrims Going to Church was far m ore open in the years after the 

painting was first exhibited than it is today.10'

Pilgrims Going to Church was Boughton’s first painting o f  colonial history, but he 

w ent on to produce many works on that theme, often drawing his subjects from popular 

literature. B oughton’s first Longfellow-inspired painting, The March o f M iles Standish, was 

painted in 1869. It was followed by a steady production o f  o ther Pilgrim-themed 

works— many o f  them also based on Longfellow’s poetry— until the mid-1870’s, at 

which po in t Boughton limited his use o f  colonial subjects to  smaller, single-figure 

paintings o f  w om en (often from  colonial history) such as Priscilla Mullins (1879), H ester 

Prynne (1889), Rose Standish (1881) and Evangeline (1880, Figs. 7-10). Aside from the 

occasional discussion o f  B oughton’s use o f  color, reviews o f  his w ork (including Pilgrims 

Going to Church) typically avoided consideration o f  his painting  style. Instead, critics 

focused on  the narrative represented in each image and the general characteristics o f  

B oughton’s work. By the late nineteenth-century, the artist was well-established as both
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Figure Seven: G eorge H enry B oughton, Priscilla, 1879. 24 x 16 in. W igm ore Fine Art, 
Inc., N ew  York.

63

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Figure Eight: G eorge H enry  B oughton , Hester Piynne, 1881. 17 Vt x 11 l/ 2 in. Raydon 
Gallery, N ew  York.
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Figure N ine: G eorge Henry B oughton , Rose Standish, 1881. 51 x 27 in. T urak  Gallery, 
P h iladelphia.
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Figure Ten: G eorge H enry Boughton, Evangeline, 1880. U nlocated. Published in five A rt 
Journal, N ew  York, 1880.
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an “ in terpreter”  and an “ illuminato r”  o f  colonial life. I t is w orth  considering w hat this 

consisten t association betw een B oughton’s w ork  and illustrating may have im plied to  

nineteenth-century audiences.

“Flattish effect” and  the “pale schem es o f  co lor”  were referred to in many o f  

B ough ton’s early reviews, and David H unting ton  has argued that both features were 

influenced by B oughton’s involvem ent in the A esthetic M ovem ent and his friendship 

w ith  Jam es M cNeil W histler.'02 The assertion tha t the figures in Pilgrims Going to Church 

appear “ flat”  seem s unfair, and this adjective was n o t frequendy applied to  the painting 

by viewers. N evertheless, it is true tha t B oughton’s figures have a less three-dim ensional, 

sculptural quality than those by o ther artists, and  are in  fact quite stylistically similar to 

th e  sm ooth  and refined design sense associated w ith Aesthericism.

Edw ard S trahan’s description o f  the painting in 1879 suggests tha t while this 

effect was no t as objectionable as it would becom e in B oughton’s later, single-figure 

com positions o f  Puritan maidens, it was nevertheless noticed by viewers: “Relieved 

against th e  snow, like niello figures set in silver, the Pilgrims in their peaked hats proceed 

to  a church o f  the  wilderness, grim and G od-fearing. . . .” B oth “relief’ and “niello” (a 

black metallic substance used for f illin g  engraved m etal designs) suggest a linear, distilled 

im age related to  the engraving techniques used in  illustration and ornam ental w ork.103 

Y et Pilgrims Going to Church, u n lik e  B oughton’s Puritan m aidens, was no t seen as an 

overly-essentialized illustration, the Harness o f  w hich im plied a lack o f  bo th  physical and 

conceptual dim ension.

In  1891 M ariana Griswold V an Rensselaer com plained o f  the im pact 

B ough ton’s late style o f  painting had had o n  the  arts:
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T hey have been  widely im itated since, in  their sem i-m odem , 
semi-idyllic character, in their ra ther pale schemes o f  color 
and their flattish effect, im itated o n  o th e r canvases, on 
Christm as cards, and in children’s books, until Mr. B oughton 
may well have been rem inded o f  Mr. T ennyson’s rare flow er 
w hich so scattered its seeds abroad  tha t it came to be called a 
w eed.104

Tellingly, Van Rensselaer links Boughton’s w ork w ith graphics on m ass-produced 

greeting cards and the printed illustrations found in children’s books. Yet the 

appearance o f  B oughton’s w ork had n o t fundamentally changed: while the  small 

com positions and the focus on  idealized female figures increased towards th e  end o f  his 

career, the style o f  his painting remained as it had  been.

It is likely th a t references to Boughton as an “illustrator” had less to  do with the 

style o f  his w ork than with the manner in which it was typically contextualized. O ver the 

course o f  his career, B oughton frequendy took o n  illustrating projects. T h e  G rolier Club 

in N ew  Y ork City repeatedly commissioned him  to illustrate the elaborate special 

editions o f  various books w hich they published fo r their m em bership, and individual 

m em bers o ften  contracted Boughton to extra-Dlustrate o th e r publications and  to 

produce drawings fo r books issued for private circulation am ong friends.105 In  addition, 

the artist provided illustrations for widely circulated editions o f  W ashington Irving’s 

Knickerbocker H istory o f New York and Rip Van W inkle, and  N athaniel H aw thorne’s The 

Scarlet Letter which appeared in the 1880s. In  1892, B ough ton’s drawings fo r Rip Van 

W inkle were exhibited in N ew  Y ork His illustrating— in  bo th  his paintings and his 

graphic w ork— was an art: he was consistendy able to identify the m om ent o f  a story 

w hich had the m ost expressive potential and b ring  it to  life.106 B oughton’s Sketching 

Rambles in Holland, a series o f  illustrated travel essays w hich he produced w ith Edwin
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Austin Abbey that were published serially in Harper's Hew M onthly M agasfne in 1883 and 

in bo o k  form  in 1885, further influenced Boughton’s public identity as an illustrator. The 

fact tha t many o f  his subjects were draw n from  well-known literary sources reinforced 

this im pression; contem porary articles and reviews suggest that B oughton’s use o f  

Longfellow’s popular Courtship o f M iles Standish as inspiration for several o f  his colonial- 

them ed paintings strongly influenced the m anner in which viewers interpreted his work.

Perhaps most im portant was the fact that although B oughton’s paintings were 

frequently exhibited in N ew  York, m ost people came in contact w ith them  in print, 

either through descriptions in reviews o r  as engravings o r photographs in art periodicals 

and a t galleries such as G oupil’s, w ho specialized in reproductions o f  popular works. 

B oughton occasionally created images especially for engraving (such as “T he Judgm ent 

o f  W outer Van Twiller,” which was published in The A r t Journal in 1878), bu t it was m ost 

com m on for periodicals to  feature reproductions o f  his well-known paintings— often 

several years after they were first exhibited. (“ H ester Prynne and Pearl,” for example, 

was painted in the early 1860s, and reproduced in The A r t journal in  1877.) These 

reproductions were typically accom panied by a long, detailed description o f  the scene 

depicted, and a few com m ents w hich related it to the artist’s o ther w ork. This would 

have accustom ed audiences to associating all o f  Boughton’s work— not simply the 

illustrations— with a story o r  text.

As we have seen, the idea o f  B oughton as “illustrator”  need n o t have limited the 

range o f  possible readings supported  by his work; even an illustration is only as restricted
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as the viewer’s understand ing  o f  the story it illustrates. This is useful to  consider when 

thinking about the association betw een Pilgrims Going to Church and the Colonial 

Revival— the pow erfu l story  to  which m ost m odem  readings o f  the painting are 

restricted. I t  is clear tha t the painting’s inclusion in the C entennial Exhibition generated 

com m entary and stim ulated interest in the image: after appearing at the Centennial in 

1876 it continued to  be regularly reproduced in magazines, books, and prints over the 

next fifty years.10' Y et the specific concerns associated w ith revivalist interest in the 

colonial past were d istinct from  the social and cultural curren ts in N ew  York (where the 

image was ow ned) and  England (where it was painted) nine years earlier. W hat is 

remarkable about Pilgrims Going to Church is not tha t it foreshadow ed a later, post- 

Centennial craze fo r idyllic images o f  the  past bu t that it was capable o f  supporting this 

reading as well as addressing the  different tensions and concerns which occupied the 

public at the time it was pain ted  and first exhibited. Like L eutze’s Washington Crossing the 

Delaware, which was identified as a key American image and prom inendy displayed at the 

M etropolitan Fair, Pilgrims Going to Church was considered a pain ting  o f  national 

im portance, w orthy o f  being one o f  tw o colonial-them ed paintings included at the 

Centennial Loan E xhib ition . B ut unlike Leutze’s trea tm ent o f  history, which cam e to 

seem ou t o f  date by  the tim e it appeared at the M etropolitan Fair, Boughton’s 

representation o f  th e  Pilgrims still held a fascination fo r viewers nine years after it first 

appeared, and if  anything its appeal had  increased.

T he C entennial Exposition  is commonly linked w ith th e  Iate-nineteenth-century 

revival o f  interest in  N ew  England colonial history and life, and  it is assumed tha t the
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Colonial Revival m ovem ent included a strong interest in  images o f  colonial N ew  

England. In  fact, visual representations o f  Pilgrim -Puritan history were the least 

com m on m anifestation o f  the revivalist impulse. I t  should  n o t be forgotten tha t d ie 

Colonial Revival— particularly as represented at the Philadelphia Centennial 

Exposition— was about a way o f  life. The c o l o n ia l kitchen was am ong the m ost popular 

o f  the Am erican displays, and it was colonial furniture and  o the r objects— not Pilgrim 

paintings— w hich w ere m ost avidly sought after in the wake o f  the exposition. This 

interest in the everyday Pilgrim is related to Colonial Revivalists’ fascination with the 

c o l o n ia l way o f  life, b u t it is w orth noting tha t this in terest developed well before th e  

Centennial. T he colonial kitchen, a highlight o f  the 1876 exposition, was remarkably 

similar to  historical displays— many featuring kitchens— tha t w ere part o f  the Sanitary 

Fairs held across the country in the 1860s.108

T h e  Centennial did n o t introduce the craze for the  colonial past; it reflected and 

responded to  it. It was no t tha t American history becam e m ore popular in that wake o f  

the Centennial, bu t tha t history became a larger part o f  everyday life. W ith increasing 

frequency, artists began to present historical scenes in a m ore  accessible m anner th a t 

enabled viewers to relate historical events and figures to  their daily lives, and in terest in 

genealogy and local history rose sharply. T he activities o f  the  many England Societies 

formed in the  early nineteenth century suggest one way in  w hich national, colonial 

history becam e localized. T he first was founded in N ew  Y ork in 1805, bu t others 

followed in  a range o f  such diverse locations as C harleston (1819), Cincinnati (1845), San 

Francisco (1852), and Philadelphia (1880).109 Even the founding o f  the Pilgrim Society in 

1820 on th e  bicentennial o f  the Pilgrims’ landing is n o t solely responsible for the
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popularity o f  colonial imagery. A n engraving o f  die Landing o f  the Pilgnms was used 

fo r Chinese reverse paintings o n  glass that were being im ported from China to  B oston  as 

early as 1 8 1 0 .110 Interest in P i lg r im - P u r i ta n  imagery in the years following the Civil W ar 

was nothing new. W hat had changed were the associations and meanings viewers 

assigned to  such images.111

It is d ear that the Colonial Revival m ovem ent rejected theatrical, m elodram atic 

representations o f  history. W hat did it embrace? Proponents o f  the Colonial Revival 

were draw n together by a shared longing for a romantically idealized past, a tim e in 

which morals were purer, the w orld was simpler, family life was more harm onious, and 

objects were better crafted.112 W hile the range o f  scholars w ho have studied th e  Colonial 

Revival have engaged with the idea o f  opposition to immigration and anti-urban 

sentim ents to  varying degrees, nearly all studies o f  the m ovem ent agree that 

m odernization was a primary factor in igniting nostalgia for the colonial past.113 Alan 

A xelrod has noted that “ colonial” was used well into the twentieth century to  refer to  

any period before about 1840. As Axelrod points out, this is the period p rio r to  the 

onset o f  Victorianism, which in this country cointided with m odernization. A xelrod 

suggests that “colonial” is a “code w ord” no t just for anti-urban bu t for an ti-m odem , or 

anti-Victorian.114

In Picturing Old New England: Image and Memory, a recent exhibition catalogue 

edited by William T ruettner and  Roger Stein which represents some o f  the best recen t 

scholarship on  the Colonial Revival, this anti-m odem  reading is invested with particular 

regional significance. While Stein and T ruettner concur that the m ost com m on goal o f  

images o f  “O ld New England” is to  offer idealized versions o f  the past as attractive,
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morally sound alternatives to  the present, they situate these images in the context o f  the 

new social and industrial landscape o f  N ew  England in  the decades following the Civil 

War. T he project is national only in the sense that it explores the process by w hich N ew  

E n g la n d ’s unique regional identity was “ transform ed visually in to  a compelling national 

language.” 113 While Stein argues that images o f  N ew  E ngland offer a message abou t 

“older ideas and values” to  the nation at large, he identifies a “pictorial emphasis o n  a 

pre-industrial rurality and a vacationers’ haven” that inextricably links images o f  O ld  

N ew  England and the physical, cultural, and econom ic conditions o f  the region itse lf in 

our u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  colonial revival imagery.116

T he story o f  Pilgrims Going to Church suggests tha t the lessons o f  colonial life in 

N ew  E ngland could carry a m uch broader meaning and  appeal. It is w orth considering 

that the image was painted by an Anglo-American artist w ho may never have been to  

N ew  England and based on  a text written by a British au thor for a primarily British 

audience. Pilgrims Going to Church was painted and first exhibited in L ondon before being  

purchased by R obert L. Stuart, a Scotch-Presbyterian sugar refiner w hose parents 

em igrated to N ew  York. Like Boughton, Stuart was n o t direcdy tied to  New  England 

and may never have visited the region; the social changes and industrialization there 

would have had little im pact on  him, and it is unlikely that w hat Stein calls “N ew  

England’s claim to  m oral dom inance and national leadership”— an adm ittedly im portan t 

factor in som e Americans’ appreciation o f  the painting— w ould have im pressed him  

m uch.11'
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“ 7 began near Norwich, ’ said M r. Boughton, 
with another smile, ‘but I  remember nothing o f 
my life there, fo r  I  was only two when I  was taken 
to America with m y people, who went ‘with bag 
and baggage, scrip and scrippage. ’ N o t only my 
own fo lk , but a number o f others we knew went 
too, so it was almost like the pilgrimage o f the 
early settlers o f N ew  England

George Hemy Boughton to Rudolph de Cordova 
in  T h e  Strand Magazine, July 1900."*

By the end o f  the nineteenth century G eorge H enry Boughton had com e to  be 

closely linked with the paintings o f  colonial American subjects that were the basis o f  his 

reputation. In  1894 Clarence Cook n o ted  th a t B oughton “is known in this country  

chiefly by engravings from  his pictures illustrating scenes in the history o f  the Puritans in 

America: T he March o f  Miles Stan dish, T he D eparture o f  the Mayflower, and Pilgrims 

G oing to  C hurch.”119 A few years later, in an article fo r New England Magasfne, W illiam 

Elliot Griffis proclaimed that “G eorge H enry B oughton’s works have m ade fo r their 

au thor a nam e and a place in A m erican hom es as tha t o f  the painter o f  early N ew  

England life and, especially, o f  the m ore  lovely side o f  the Pilgrims and  the Puritans.” 120 

By the final decades o f  the nineteenth century, B oughton’s life and w ork were frequently 

w ritten abou t in periodicals, and the personal association o f  the artist with his Pilgrim
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and Puritan subjects became increasingly com m on. Griffis suggested th a t Boughton was 

“m uch better equipped” to  deal with colonial Am erican subjects than  w ere “any o f  his 

predecessors,” because after having been  b o m  in England, raised in  America, and gone 

to  live and w ork in London at the age o f  twenty-seven, the painter (who m ade several 

working trips to  the N etherlands in the 1880s) had in effect “thoroughly studied the 

Pilgrims’ three homes, England, Holland, and America.”121

N o t all critics considered the strength o f  Boughton’s w ork to be the result o f  his 

direct experience o f  the settings he p a in ted  Henry James noted “ the  country that Mr. 

Boughton left behind him in his youth is no  longer there. . . .In im agination, however, 

[he] has several times taken his way back; he has painted with conspicuous charm and 

success various episodes o f  the early Puritan story.” 122 James suggested th a t the success 

o f  B oughton’s work was n o t due entirely to  his memories o f  Am erica b u t to  the fact that 

“h e  has been perceptibly an inventor, calling in to  being certain types o f  face and dress, 

certain tones and associations o f  color...which people are hungry fo r w hen they acquire 

‘a B oughton,’ and which they can obtain o n  no  o ther terms.” 123 Indeed, by the end o f  

the nineteenth century the characteristics o f  “a Boughton”— and th e  very character o f  

the artist him self—were firmly established in the public mind; B oughton had become 

no t only a painter o f  Pilgrims bu t also a Pllgrim-painter.

As nearly every n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  critic has noted, B oughton’s paintings— at 

their best— tell stories. His subjects w ere far from  unique; many artists in the nineteenth 

century (and earlier) painted c o l o n ia l history, and even m ore shared B oughton’s taste for 

French peasants and the people o f  D u tch  fishing villages. N evertheless, it is Boughton’s 

w ork that endured. Pilgrims Going to Church remains perhaps the best-know n image o f
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colonial N ew  England, never having fallen from public atten tion  and acclaim. In  this 

way it is unique even am ong B oughton’s other paintings, which in m any cases cam e to 

be considered repetitive, idealized, dated, or cloyingly sweet. While the fact tha t the 

com plex com position o f  Pilgrims Going to Church outlasted the appeal o f  the essentialized 

images o f  Puritan w om en which Boughton produced in the 1880s is n o t m uch o f  a 

surprise, it is telling that Pilgrims Going to Church has also superceded B oughton’s o ther 

colonial-them ed works, including the multi-figure com positions based on Longfellow 

such as The First Sabbath in New England and The March o f M iles Standish. As argued earlier, 

this is due in large part to the interpretive openness o f  the painting. Aside from  die fact 

that its source was no t nearly as well-known as Longfellow’s poetry, Pilgrims Going to 

Church is only tenuously allied with a tex t the passage from B ardett which inspired it is 

n o t particularly descriptive, and the  artist has given his im agination free reign in 

recreating the event it describes.

T he narrative o f  the painting is powered n o t by a specific, well-known story but 

by a m ore general reliance on the viewer’s basic f a m ilia r i ty  with— and preconceptions 

about— colonial life. I t does no t represent an event with famous causes and 

consequences, and can therefore be open to num erous interpretations within the general 

fram ework o f  the Pilgrim story. T he series o f  visual contrasts and com parisons invited 

by the painting further support the ambiguity o f  its meaning. A lthough contrast 

provides tighdy centered loci o f  m eaning within the com position, contrast by its very 

nature implies two— or m ore— divergent possibilities, leaving a num ber o f  openings in 

the narrative which the  viewer is free to fill with his own associations. The 

sentimentality o f  the image, in tension with the sense o f  danger and suspense created by
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th e  Pilgrims’ vulnerability to  the viewer’s gaze, provide further instances at w hich the 

view er is asked to  participate in the creation o f  m eaning in the image. It is this relative 

openness o f  narrative w hich accounted for m uch o f  the in terest in Pilgrims Going to Cburtb 

in the nineteenth century. Popular understanding o f  the painting today has becom e 

relatively flat and restricted. Boughton as sentim ental artist and  Pilgrims Going to Church as 

Colonial Revival icon are simply two o f  many m eanings that were available to  viewers in 

the nineteenth century, yet today they alone are factors in m ost interpretations o f  the 

painting.

A  key aspect o f  C o l o n ia l Revival spirit was nostalgia fo r a simpler, m ore pleasant

past. T he “ sentim ent” so often remarked upon  in  B oughton’s w ork throughout his

career was frequendy linked with a nostalgic ideal o f  “ the good  old times”  w hich many

critics found in his paintings o f  French and D utch  peasants and  in his colonial scenes.

As his contem porary  C osm o M onkhouse observed, B oughton’s line

. . is  the expression o f  a sentim ent very characteristic o f  the age 
in w hich he  lives. I t  may be called “idyllic,” as th a t term is now  
used, and its source o f  pleasure is a sympathy w ith the out-door lives 
o f  ordinary persons, in states o f  society d ifferent from our own. This 
feeling, acting in the field o f  reality, gives in terest [to his pictures]... 
A cting on  the imagination it conjures up scenes o f  “ the good old 
tim es.” Heavier wagons lum ber m o re  slowly along rougher lanes, 
th e  spinning-wheel sings at the doo r, the houses are m ore picturesque, 
the  costum es strange, bu t hum an nature and “ the country”  are 
unchanged.124

By the  early 1880s w hen this passage was w ritten, B oughton’s w ork was thought to  

address a widely felt in terest in a simpler way o f  life, acting as a poignant rem inder o f  an
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age felt to  be irretrievably in the past. Perhaps the strongest connection between 

Colonial Revival nostalgia and the sentim ent in B oughton’s painting was tha t bo th  relied 

on  this connection with a romanticized everyday life o f  long ago. A lthough Centennial 

exhibits w ere focused on daily life in the colonies, B oughton captured an image o f  

everyday colonists on  their way to church. In  a sense, the painting allowed viewers to 

en ter in to  its narrative in the way tha t reenactm ents and pageants allowed nineteenth- 

century Americans to  enter into the rituals and daily activities o f  their ancestors.123

T he efficacy o f  a sentimentalized vision o f  the past has been amply 

dem onstrated, and  its appeal is understandable. W inifred H erget has explained tha t one 

aspect o f  the  effectiveness o f  sentimentality is “ the com pensation it provides for deficits 

the reader [or, in B oughton’s case, viewer] experiences in life. Lack o f  feeling, 

tenderness, harm ony, and union can be com pensated for by the sentimental text.” 126 

Sentim entalized images o f  the past could provide com fort to viewers traum atized by the 

recent w ar o r  distressed by the rapid pace o f  industrialization and immigration, and offer 

a reassuring con trast to the s ta r t l in g  changes in the urban landscape w hich only 

accelerated as the nineteenth century drew  to  a close. As recent scholarship on  the use 

o f  sentim ental texts by reform -m inded groups has show n, sentim ent could also be used 

to  create a ffequendy missing sense o f  com m unity: by appealing to  com m on values and 

conditioned responses, sentimental w orks encouraged readers to  see themselves as part 

o f  a “pathetic com m unity” who shared an em otional and m oral connection.127 T he  use 

o f  songs and ballads for purposes o f  reinforcing nationalistic feeling has been critically 

exam ined by Ciaran Benson, whose psychological studies have shown that com m on,
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sentimental “habits o f  feeling” can be (and have been) “harnessed to  songs and  images 

for the purposes o f  control as well as for purposes o f  solidarity.”128

B oughton’s sentimentalized representations o f  the colonial past struck a chord 

with Americans w ho were caught up in the Colonial Revival spirit, and it continues to 

convey a pleasing, unifying vision o f  the past to m any Americans today. The emphasis 

on sentimentality that cam e to dominate nineteenth-centurv com mentary on Boughton’s 

w ork has continued to  shape our u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  his best-know n painting.

Revivalizing nostalgia and the charm ing sentimentality so frequently associated with 

B oughton’s w ork flatten many o f  the divergent m eanings which once lent interest to  the 

image. T he closing o f f  o f  o ther interpretations o f  the painting did no t happen all at once, 

and despite the apparent strength o f  this colonial revival association, it is certainly 

possible that som e viewers have continued to find o the r meanings in the image. But it is 

clear that the multiplicity o f  meanings once evident in contem porary discussions o f  the 

painting quickly gave way to the m ore restricted understanding o f  the image that is in 

keeping with the current popular understanding  o f  it as a Colonial Revival icon.

W hat does this reading o f  Pilgrims Going to Church say about ou r relationship with 

the American past? Is it m ore than historical distance tha t compels us to sm ooth  over 

the o ther interpretive possibilities once found in th e  forefathers perilous m arch through 

the wilderness? Are we uncom fortable with the idea o f  ambiguity in national history? 

Pilgrims Going to Church alone cannot answer these questions, yet the evolution o f  the 

popular understanding o f  this famous painting is suggestive. It always existed w ithin the 

fram ework o f  the familiar Pilgrim story, and B oughton him self clearly w ent to  great 

lengths to  situate it there. But while that story once accom m odated a range o f
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interpretive possibilities, i t  n ow  seem s to subsum e them . The image itse lf  is n o t d ie 

cause: the poet-painter’s illustration o f  the Pilgrim past is only as expansive as we will 

allow our understanding o f  the  story to  be.
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Figure Eleven: Camille P iton, George H . Boughton, 1882. Printed in the A r t Am ateur, New 
York.
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Figure Twelve: George H . Boughton, A .IL A ., c.1880. A rtist’s File, N ew  Y ork Public 
Library, Miriam and Ira D . Wallach Division o f  Art, Prints, and 
Photographs.
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Figure Thirteen: Ralph Robinson, Portrait o f George H enty Boughton, 1891, N ational 
Portrait Gallery, London.
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LIFE AND CAREER OF GEORGE H ENRY BOUGHTON (1834-1905)

1833 B om  on 4 Decem ber at a village near N orwich, England. His father was a farmer.

1839 B oughton’s family em igrates to  Albany, N ew  Y ork with the intention
o f  fa r m in g . (Boughton was five years old, but in nineteenth-century accounts 

w here
this is mentioned it is said tha t he was two years old).

B oughton’s parents die shortly after the family arrives. H e is raised by his older b ro ther, 
D avid, a hatter and furrier in Albany.

B oughton begins an independent study o f  art at an early age. He learns to  draw by 
copying illustrations from the s \r t Journal. His artistic impulse is encouraged by the local 
physician, the owner o f  an art supply store, Mr. G ould, and the local picture-fram e 
m aker, Mr. Annesley.

B oughton attends the D istrict School in Albany, and later begins classes a t the 
Com m ercial Academy in preparation for a mercantile career. Some o f  his sketches are 
published in Harper’s and Yankee Notions.

1851 (age 18). Boughton adm itted  as an instructor at the  Female Academy in Albany.

1852 (age 19). Boughton listed as a landscape painter in Albany. H e continues to  reside 
in Albany until 1858.

Som etim e in the early 1850s, B oughton  sends a series o f  illustrations o f  Shakespeare to a 
publishing house in N ew  Y ork. T he  proposal to issue them  was declined, bu t B oughton 
was encouraged to continue his artistic pursuits.

1853 Sells a painting ( “T he  W ayfarer”) to the American Art Union for $50. Uses the 
proceeds from the sale to  establish a studio in Albany.
Exhibits at the N ational A cadem y o f  Design.

1856 Travels to Europe. Spends a few m onths in London, then em barks on a
sketching tour through the English Lake D istrict, Scotland, and Ireland. Returns 
to  Albany with many sketches and studies

1856-76
Boughton exhibits a t the N ational Academy o f  Design.
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1858 A rt dealer Samuel P. Avery visits Albany and  sees B oughton’s work. He asks
B oughton to  paint som e landscapes for him, and begins to  sell B oughton’s work 
in N ew  Y ork  City. Avery sold the first o f  these B oughton landscapes in 
Brooklyn fo r $30 each.

W inter Twilight shown at the N ational Academy o f  Design. R obert L. Stuart 
purchases the  picture and becom es one o f  B oughton’s patrons.

1859-1860
Moves to  N ew  Y ork City and takes a studio in the Tenth Street Studio Building. 
Becomes an H onorary M ember, Professional, o f  the N ational Academy o f 
Design.

Paints The H aunted Take for the Ranney Sale (a benefit for the family o f  the 
recently deceased T enth  Street Studio occupant’s family). T he  painting is 
purchased by August Belm ont for “several hundred dollars.” (elsewhere the price 
is quantified as “m ore than four-hundred dollars.”)

1860 Leaves the  U nited States in June to  study figure painting in Paris. The trip may 
have been financed by one o f  Boughton’s “millionaire friends” in N ew  York, on 
the condition that the artist com plete some paintings for him  while abroad.

Studies w ith E douard  May while in Paris.

1861 Eighteen m on ths after arriving in Paris, B oughton leaves the city and travels to 
Ecouen to  study with Edouard Frere.

1862 Begins the return  trip to  New Y ork via London. Decides to  remain in London, 
sells his steam er ticket, and opens a studio a t 23 N ew m an Street.

1863 First show ing at the Royal Academy.

1866 Address recorded as 23 Russell Street, Fitzroy Square.

1867 Address recorded  as 8 Denbigh Rd., Bayswater.

1868 Address recorded as 16 Denbigh Rd, Bayswater.

1869 Address recorded as G rove Lodge, The Mall, K ensington.

1871 Elected to  the National Academy o f  Design.

1876 Boughton wins a bronze medal at the Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia.
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1878 Address reco rded  as W est H ouse, Cam pden Hill, K ensington.

1879 Elected an associate o f  the Royal Academy o f  Design.

1880 Travels to  H olland during the w inter with Edw in A ustin  Abbey. Shows som e o f  
the D utch paintings produced on  this trip a t the Royal Academ y’s spring 
exhibition in
1881.

1881 Returns to H olland over the summer.

1882 The Widow's A cre wins the Hayward G old Medal a t the  British Institute.

1883 The first installm ents o f  B oughton and Abbey’s series “A rtist Strolls in H olland” 
published in H arper’s New M onthly Magazine.

1 8 8 5  Three additional installm ents o f  “A rtist Strolls in H o l la n d ”  are published in
Harper’s, and  the  collected essays are published in b o o k  form  later that year.

1896 Elected an academ ician a t the Royal Academy o f  Design.

1904 The C hristm as edition  o f  the  A r t Journal focuses o n  B oughton’s life and  work. 
This rem ains th e  m o st com prehensive discussion o f  B oughton to  date.

1905 January 19. B ough ton  dies from  heart failure while a t w ork in his studio.
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EN D N O TES

1. There have been several publications o f  William B radford’s “O f  Plym outh 
P lantation.” For the version cited above, see William Bradford, “History o f  Plym outh 
Plantation,” in Settlements to Society, 1607-1885, edited by Jack P. G reene, (New York: 
N o rto n  and Co., 1975), 59. See also William B radford, O f Plymouth Plantation (N ew  York: 
T he  M odem  Library, distributed by Random H ouse, 1981), 70. F o r an interesting 
discussion o f  the influence o f  Bradford’s account, see A nn Uhry Abrams, The Pilgrims and 
Pocahontas: Rival M yths o f American Origin (Boulder, Co.: W estview Press, 1999), 23-28.

2. William Eliot Griffis, “George H. B oughton, The Painter o f  New  England 
Puritanism ,” New England Magazine n.s. 15 (D ecem ber 1896): 493.

3. There is no  m onograph on Boughton’s w ork. M ost wntings on Boughton 
published since th e  nineteenth century are found in exhibition catalogues. F or a general 
in troduction  to B oughton’s career see entries in R ichard J. Koke, compiler, American 
Landscape and Genre Paintings in the New-York H istorical Society, Vol. 1. (New York: N ew - 
Y ork Historical Society, 1982), 86-7; and Susan E . Strickler, American Paintings (Toledo: 
T h e  T oledo M useum  o f  A rt, 1979), 26. F or m ore extensive discussion o f  B oughton’s 
w ork in  relation to  the Colonial Revival, see D avid H untington  and Kathleen Pyne, The 
Q uest fo r  Unity: American A r t Between Worlds Pairs 1876-1893 (D etroit: D etroit Institute o f  
A rts, 1983), especially the entry on Boughton, 49-51; and William H. T ruettner and  
Roger B. Stein, Picturing O ld New England: Image and Memory (N ew  Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1999), C hapters O n e  and Two by Stein, and especially 45-47.

4. Pilgrims Going to Church was one o f  four paintings featured in an advertisem ent 
fo r the opening o f  the spring exhibition at Avery’s F ifth  Avenue gallery in February,
1868 (along with G erom e’s Death o f Caesar, M eissionier’s The Reader, and D elaroche’s A  
Nym ph in the Fountain). T he painting was billed as “N ew  England Pilgrims G oing  to  
C hurch in W inter— by G eorge H. B oughton/ F rom  th e  Royal Academy Exhibition,
1867.” A letter from  A. G oupil o f  G oupil & Cie., Paris, w ritten to  Avery on  17 January,
1868, suggests th a t the exhibition was keenly w atched by the art world. G oupil writes: “I 
was inform ed by K noedler that business were very dull for som e time, bu t he and 
yourself hope that they will improve shortly. I suppose that the opening o f  your 
exhibition shall stim ulate the [?J, for you have collected a very fine selection o f  fine 
paintings and if  you do n o t succeed it should be  disgusting for all o f  us.” (K noedler is 
Michel K noedler, a prom inent New York art dealer.)
F o r bo th  the advertisem ent and the letter, see the Samuel P. Avery Papers, Archives o f  
A m erican A rt, Reel NM M 27.

5. R obert L. Stuart (1806-1882) was w ell-know n as a collector and philanthropist 
in  N ew  Y ork City. Like many newly wealthy industrialists, S tuart’s early collecting was 
focused on both  A m erican and European works; in later years he seems to have been 
m ost interested in European painting and the w ork o f  A merican artists who had been 
trained in Europe. Stuart and his collecting have been  discussed by Lesley Carol W right,
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John  Davis, and Paul Stem berger, who is currendy writing an article on Stuart’s 
collecting interests. W right, in particular, has dem onstrated  the role which collecting—  
and the display o f  art— could play in shaping a collector’s public identity. Stuart is 
know n to have strongly identified with his Presbyterian faith, his 15,000 volum e library, 
which was considered am ong the m ost valuable in N ew  Y ork at the time o f  his death in 
1882, included a large assortm ent o f  religious texts, and throughout his life Presbyterian 
causes were the focus o f  his philanthropic efforts. W right identifies paintings o f  children 
(particularly those in learning situations), “rom antic subjects involving pensive young 
w om en o r the vicissitudes o f  love between couples,” and images o f  the working w orld as 
focuses o f  Stuart’s collecting. She notes that S tuart had an unusual num ber o f  religious- 
them ed paintings (she does no t count Pilgrims Going to Church am ong them) for an 
American collection, b u t she does not consider them  a dom inant focus o f  the collection 
and notes tha t they w ere infrequently seen. Stuart ow ned three paintings by Boughton, 
bu t Pilgrims Going to Church was the only one with a colonial them e. (The others were 
W inter Twilight N ear Albany, Fig. 2, 1857, one o f  B oughton’s earliest and m ost critically 
successful works, and a small watercolor entitled Normandy G irl-w hich Boughton 
purchased in 1861.) Pilgrims was the last painting by B oughton tha t Stuart added to  his 
collection, and it was arguably one o f  the m ost fam ous he ow ned. His collection was 
m entioned in several published discussions o f  the painting such as George Sheldon’s 
Hours with A r t and A rtists  (1880), and Edw ard Strahan’s Masterpieces o f the Centennial (1876) 
and A r t Treasures o f Am erica (1879). See Lesley Carol W right, “M en Making M eaning in 
N ineteenth-Century American Genre Painting,”  (Ph.D . diss., S tanford University, 1993); 
John  Davis, “Eastm an Jo h n so n ’s Negro L ife at the South and  U rban Slavery in 
W ashington, D .C.,”  A r t bulletin LXXX (March 1998): 67-92. Paul Stem berger presented  
a paper on Stuart and his collection at the College A rt A ssociation Conference in  2000. 
He is currently revising tha t paper into an article. Catalogues o f  Stuart’s painting 
collection and library are available at the N ew  Y ork Public Library.

6. Second A nnual Exhibition o f the Yale School o f the Fine A rts. (New Haven, Conn.: 
Tuttle, M orehouse, and Taylor, 1870). See Entry 20, “N ew  England Pilgrims G o ing  to 
C hurch,” and entry 13, “T he Embarkation o f  the Pilgrims.” T he Embarkation was 
accom panied by a paragraph describing the painting and  a quote from “M orton’s N ew  
England Memorial.”

7. “B oughton’s Puritans,” Harper’s Weekly (25 April, 1868): 265.

8. See John D em os, A  Little Commonwealth (London, O xford  University Press, 
1970). A nn Uhry A bram s has argued that the clothing on  B oughton’s Pilgrims was 
recognizable to viewers because it was in keeping w ith conventions o f  representation 
that had been developing since the 1850s. A bram s, The Pilgrims and Pocahontas, 255.

9. It seems that Boughton’s vision o f  Am erican colonial history appealed to 
audiences in both  England and America. A half-sized replica o f  Pilgrims Going to Church, 
com pleted in 1872, rem ained in British hands until 1957, bu t the original was purchased 
in N ew  Y ork City within a year o f its com pletion and has rem ained there ever since. F or
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discussion o f  the replica, now ow ned by th e  T oledo Museum o f  A rt, see Strickler, 
American Paintings, 26.

10. William Henry Bartlett, 'The Pilgrim Fathers (London: V irtue and C o., 1853),
236-7.

11. A lexander M. Ross, W illiam  H enry Bartlett: A rtist, Author, Traveller (Canada: 
University o f  T oron to  Press, 1973): 70-71.

12. Ibid., 72,71.

13. Ross, 72; Bartlett, 170, 200, 1 72.

14. Bardett, 195, 211.

15. See the appendix fo r a chronology o f  B oughton’s life and  career. F o r 
inform ation about Boughton’s studies in  France, see Sara Caldwell Junkin , “T h e  
E uropeanization o f  Henry Bacon (1839-1912), A merican Expatriate Painter”  (Ph.D . 
diss., B oston University, 1986), 83-85. D r. Junk in’s w ork on Bacon has also led her to 
research B oughton’s career. She is currendy exploring the relationship betw een 
B oughton’s sentim ental paintings and w h a t she calls Frere’s “sympathetic”  genre 
painting. Dr. Junkin graciously prov ided  m e with a copy o f  a talk she gave o n  this subject 
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