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“But the beneficient spirit of improvement is 

ever on the wing, and, like the ray from the throne 

of God which inspired the conception of the Virgin, 

it has descended on this youth, and the hope which 

ushered in its new miracle, like the star that guided 

the magi to Bethlehem, has led him to Rome. 

Methinks I behold in him an instrument chosen by 

heaven, to raise in America the taste for those arts 

which elevate the nature of man – an assurance that 

this country will afford a refuge to science and 

knowledge when in the old age of Europe they shall 

have forsaken her shores. But all things of heavenly 

origin , like the glorious sun, move Westward; and 

Truth and Art  have their periods of shining, and of 

night.” John Galt, The Life of Benjamin West.  
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INTRODUCTION: THE SELF-CONSCIOUS CHARACTERISTIC OF CHANGE 

IN THE NOOSPHERE. 

   

 

Lyn demonstrated that the study of the creative process in a scietific discovery is 

the same as the study of the creative process of artistic composition, that is to say, the 

study of the human mastery of the character of change in the universe as a whole. And as 

Benjamin West put it, “…light and shadow never stand still.”  So, that is our problem. On 

the one hand, the object of study is the mastery of change in the physical phenomena, on 

the other hand, the object of study is the mastery of change in the social and moral 

behavior of mankind. However, no matter how you look at it, this process of studying 

change involves a series of devastating paradoxes which are not academic at all, and the 

nature of which are such that when they are not resolved, humanity suffers terrible 

tragedies. 

 

For example, the most perplexing aspect of this process is that, in both cases of 

science and art, not only the object of what is being studied is changing, but the act of 

observation is itself changing the object of its study. In both cases, man is changing the 

nature of his object of observation and is being changed, in turn, by its very activity. So, 

this creates the following paradox: In order for man to know the universe, he must first 

discover the nature of his powers of cognition, because it is through these powers that he 

is able to know anything else in the universe. However, the only way to discover the 

nature of one’s power of cognition is through the discovery of fundamental physical 

principles of the universe. So, how do you discover those creative powers in  universal 

physical principles? Does that mean that the study of your creative powers will just have 

to wait until you finish studying the physical principles of the universe? That is the first 

anomaly. 

 

The second anomaly is that man cannot understand his own creative process, 

without first fostering the development of the creative process in other people. This is the 

anomaly of the principle of Westphalia which has, in fact, two very different levels of 

application. The first level is aimed at benefiting the other; that is, at being favorable to 

all parties by having all sides sharing the benefits. The second level is a more profound 

level which eliminates competition altogether, and gives exclusively the advantage to the 

other over oneself; that is, by making a gift to the other, in order to make him better than 

oneself, like a father who sacrifices himself so that his children become better than he is. 

For instance, the economic advantage of the other, that must be given as a gift to the 

poorest developing sector countries, today, has to be extended, gratuitously, by the 

developped sector countries in a Second Peace of Westphalia, because gift-economics is 

the only form of anti-entropic growth that does not fritters away by time.  

 

Historically, the only two world leaders to have based their economic policy on 

such a high principle were Charlemagne and his Arab friend, Haroun Al Raschid. The 

same orientation was later given by Nicholas of Cusa to his policy of reunification of the 

Orthodox and the Roman Catholic branches of the Christian church at the Council of 

Florence in 1439; and to the Christopher Columbus mission of colonization through 
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Toscanelli in 1492. As LaRouche has shown, this had been, historically the policy 

measure that was required to extract from Europe the best elements of Western 

civilization and export them to America in the pursuit of developing a higher form of 

culture than that offered by the imperial oligarchical tradition.  

 

Similarly this was the policy orientation that Francois Rabelais had recommended 

in his Gargantua address to the vanquished, Picrochole, when he said: “Such is the nature 

of gratuitousness. Time, which gnaws and fritters all things away, only augments and 

increases the value of benefits. For one good turn freely done to an intelligent man grows 

continuously by his generous thoughts and remembrances.” This modern political 

principle then was formulated explicitly in the form of a principle at the Peace of 

Westphalia of 1648 by Cardinal Mazarin and was to become transformed in America, 

four decades later, into the formal design of William Penn’s Great Treaty with the 

Delaware Indians in  November of 1682. This is the principle that Benjamin Franklin 

revived from the Peace of Westphalia, in addition to the Leibnizian  principle of “Pursuit 

of Happiness,” in order to design the principle of general welfare of the American 

Constitution as opposed to the”Pursuit of Property” advocated by the British imperialist, 

John Locke. 

 

Therefore, the only way to know oneself  and the physical universe together, is in 

that constitutional manner; that is, to discover what is the creative quality that exists in 

others and what can make them better through the means of artistic composition. That is 

how self-consciousness in artistic composition becomes an imitation of the creative 

power of God, not an imitation of nature as such, and that is how to leave His emprint in 

a painting as the recognizable signature of the Noosphere. In that sense, the artist of 

genius is merely the messanger of God leaving the impressions of the divine presence 

behind him.  Thus, the artistic disposition of man represents the Noosphere as the highest 

expression of the divine intelligence in the universe.  

 

Consequently, the scientific investigation of  principles in the universe cannot be 

understood without investigating this characteristic of self-conscious principle of artistic 

composition, and this new principle can only be discovered through the investigation of 

man’s action to change man morally through Art. Thus, if Science acts directly on the 

universe, Art acts indirectly on the universe by transforming man and nature such that 

nature, itself, appears to have done it by chance, while man appears to have done it 

wilfully. In all cases, Science cannot be understood without Art, and, Art cannot be 

understood without Science!  

 

I find these two anomalies to be a very provocative idea, because in science or in 

artistic composition, you have to change yourself by way of a subjective provocation of 

changing your object of study. That, I think is one of the most remarkable aspects of the 

historical sublime method of seeking the characteristics of a subject by the American 

artist, Benjamin West (1738 -1820). That was the self-conscious mission that West tasked 

himself with and personally undertook in expatriating himself to England before the 

advent of the American Revolutionary War, and developed, there, a cultural renaissance 

in classical artistic composition in the spirit of Nicholas of Cusa, Leonardo da Vinci, 
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Cardinal Mazarin, William Penn, and Benjamin Franklin. West knew that by waging this 

peaceful warfare in England, he would also, by virtue of a reflexive historical process, 

transform the American colonies and the rest of the world. So, that is why Benjamin 

West left America for Europe in 1760, never to return. His purpose was to “give a 

truthful character” to a subject of painting in accordance with the universal method of 

Leonardo da Vinci. West was explicit about this and recommended the same method to 

all of his students. For instance, he wrote: 

 

“The ground which I shall propose for your attention is this – to 

investigate those philosophical principles on which all truth of character is 

founded, and by which that sublime attainment, the highest refinement in art, and 

without which everything else is merely mechanical, may be brought to a decided 

point, in all the variety by which it is distinguished through the animated world. 

 

“On this ground, and on this alone, rose Pheidias and Apelles to the 

celebrity which they held among the Greeks; and among the Italians, Leonardo da 

Vinci, Michael Angelo, Raphael, Titian, Correggio, and some others, who became 

the completed models in sculpture and painting.” […] 

 

“As a painter, he not only went far beyond his predecessors, but he laid 

down those principles of science in the expression of individual character, and of 

a soul and figure specifically and completely appropriated to each other, which 

opened the way to the greatness acquired by those who followed him in his 

studies. In that point of excellence, Leonardo da Vinci was original; and it was the 

natural result of a man like this, formed to philosophical investigation, and deeply 

attentive to all the variety of appearances by which the passions are marked in the 

human countenance and frame. These he traced to their sources: he found them in 

their radical principles, and by his knowledge of these principles, his expression 

of character became perfected.” (1)  

  

 

1- THE MISSION OF PEACE IN CIVILIZING PUBLIC TASTE WITH 

CLASSICAL ARTISTIC COMPOSITION 

 

 

The unique character of Benjamin West’s mission was conveyed in an anecdote 

that West recounted to John Galt, for his biography, but which is, in fact, an 

autobiography dictated to Galt by West. The following anecdote is about the celebrated 

sermon that the Quaker Pastor, Edmund Peckover, gave on the 28
th

 of September 1738 at 

the meetinghouse that the father of Benjamin, John West, had built in Springfield 

(Swarthmore) Pennsylvania; that is, which turned out to also be the occasion of 

Benjamin’s birth.  The biographer of West, John Galt reported:  

 

“He called on them to look towards their home of England, and to see with 

what eager devotion the inhabitants of that illustrious country worshiped the 

golden image of Commerce, and laid the tribute of all their thoughts on its altars; 
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believing that with the power of the idol alone, they should be able to encounter 

all calamities. ‘The day and the hour are however, hastening on, when the image 

shall be shaken from its pedestal by the tempest of Jehovah’s descending 

vengeance, its altars shall be overturned, and the worshipers terribly convinced 

that without the favor of the Almighty God, there is no wisdom in man! But,’ 

continued this impassioned orator, ‘from the woes and the crimes of Europe, let 

us turn aside our eyes; let us turn from the worshipers of Commerce, clinging 

round their idols of gold and silver, and, amidst the wrath, the storm, and the 

thunder, endeavoring to support them; let us look at the land of blasphemies; for 

in the crashing of engines, the gushing of blood, and the shrieking of witnesses 

more to be pitied than the victims, the activity of God’s purifying displeasure will 

be heard; while turning our eyes toward the mountains of this New World, the 

forests shall be seen fading away, cities rising along the shores, and the terrified 

nations of Europe flying out of the smoke and the burning to find refuge here.” (2)  

 

It was in the middle of that extraordinary oration of Peckover on Manifest Destiny 

that the meeting broke up and Mrs. West gave birth to her tenth child, Benjamin. This 

circumstance had made a profound impression on the mind of Benjamin who, during his 

entire youth, kept being reminded that those extraordinary words might hold the secret to 

the future course of his life. The same preacher later told his father to keep a close watch 

on the formation of Benjamin’s character because a child, being born under such 

remarkable circumstances, might turn out to be “no ordinary man.”   

 

Benjamin discovered his talent at the young age of seven. When asked by his 

mother to watch over the infant baby of one of his sisters, while she was going outside 

with his mother to pick flowers, Benjamin made his first drawing of the sleeping baby 

smiling in his cradle. After several perplexing minutes of tracing its face, Benjamin was 

so stunned in discovering the likeness of his drawing that he immediately hid his work 

upon seeing his mother coming back to relieve him of his obligation. His hand had been 

touched by the grace of God! “What are you hiding so awkwardly?” asked the mother. 

“Let me see what you have there.” Benjamin obeyed and showed her the image of the 

child, begging her not to be angry. Mrs. West was so filled with joy at the sight of her 

child’s talent that she kissed Benjamin on the head with love and affection encouraging 

him to do more of the same.  

 

That was such a extraordinary moment for Benjamin that “this encouraged him to 

say that, if it would give her any pleasure, he would make pictures of the flowers which 

she held in her hand; for the instinct of his genius was now awakened, and he felt that he 

could imitate the forms of those things which pleased his sight.” (3)  

 

That moment of West’s discovery is what gave birth to the fine arts in America!  

West sometimes reproduced that discovery of his creativity as a reminder of that very 

happy moment in which his mother showed pleasure at the satisfaction of her child’s 

talent. For example, such a fleeting moment was exquisitely captured in West’s Cupid 

Stung by a Bee. 
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Figure 1. Benjamin West, Cupid Stung by a Bee, 1796  

 

At the 1802 exhibition of the Royal Academy, West had the following 

accompanying poem saying: “Cupid wounded by a bee in the finger: Venus thus replied 

and smiled: 

 

  “Dry___  ___   ___ 

  Dry thy tears – for shame, my child! 

  If a bee can wound so deep, 

  Causing Cupid thus to weep, 

  Think, o think! What cruel pains 

He that’s stung by thee sustains.” (4) 

 

 

Ten years later, as if to confirm the direction of the pathway that had been 

designed by the prophetic words of Pastor Peckover on the day of his birth, and once 

Benjamin’s gifts for the fine arts had been witnessed by the whole community of 

Sprinfield, the Society of Friends convoked a special assembly at the request of his father 

in their meeting-house to debate the appropriateness of a choice of profession for his son. 

On that day, the Quaker speaker, John Williamson, made an extraordinary speech on the 

subject of the fine arts, the richness of which should be recalled in its entirety. Pointing to 

Mr. And Mrs. West, Williamson said: 
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“They have had ten children, whom they have carefully brought up in the 

fear of God, and in the Christian religion; and the youth, whose lot in life we are 

now convened to consider is Benjamin, their youngest child. It is known to you all 

that God is pleased, from time to time, to bestow upon some men extraordinary 

gifts of mind, and you need not be told by how wonderful an inspiration their son 

has been led to cultivate the art of painting. It is true that our tenets deny the 

utility of that art to mankind. But God has bestowed on the youth a genius for the 

art, and can we believe that Omniscience bestows His gifts but for great purposes? 

What God has given, who shall dare to throw away? Let us not estimate Almighty 

wisdom by our notions; let us not presume to arrain His judgment by our 

ignorance, but in the evident propensity of the young man, be assured that we see 

an impulse of the Divine hand operating towards some high and beneficient end,”   

(5)  

 

The impact of his argument had such a powerful effect on the assembly that all 

present accepted to hold a private meeting with the father and the boy at his house to 

deliver the ascent and the blessings of the Society of Friends. One more time, Williamson 

spoke and delivered the following statement: 

 

“In this proscription, we have included the study of the fine arts, for we 

see them applied only to embellish pleasures, and to strengthen our inducements 

to gratify the senses at the expense of our immortal claims. But, because we have 

seen paintings used to that derogatory use, and have, in consequence, prohibited 

the cultivation of it among us, are we sure that it is not one of those gracious gifts 

which God has bestowed on the world, not to add to the sensual pleasures of man, 

but to facilitate his improvement as a social and moral being?  The fine arts are 

called the offsprings and the emblems of peace. The Christian religion itself is the 

doctrine of good will to man. Can those things which only prosper in peace be 

contrary to the Christian religion? But, it is said that the fine arts soften and 

emasculate the mind. In what way? Is it by withdrawing those who study them 

from the robust exercises which enable nations and people to make war with 

success? Is it by lessening the disposition of mankind to destroy one another, and 

by taming the audacity of their animal fierceness? Is it for such a reason as this, 

that we who profess to live in unison and friendship, not only among ourselves, 

but with all the world – that we should object to the cultivation of the fine arts, as 

those arts which disarm the natural ferocity of man? We may as well be told that 

the doctrine of peace and life ought to be proscribed in the world because it is 

pernicious to the practice of war and slaughter, as that the arts which call on man 

to exercise his intellectual powers more than his physical strength, can be contrary 

to Christianity, and adverse to the benevolence of the Deity. I speak not of the 

fine arts as the means of amusements, not the study of them as pass time to fill up 

the vacant hours of business, though, even as such, the taste for them deserves to 

be regarded as a manifestation of Divine favor in as much as they dispose the 

heart to kind and gentle inclinations. For I think them ordained by God for some 

great and holy purpose. Do we not know that the professors of the fine arts are 
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commonly men distinguished by special gifts of a creative and discerning spirit? 

If there be any thing in the course of human affairs which exhibits the immediate 

interposition of the Deity, it is the progress of the fine arts, in which it should 

appear he often raises up those great characters, the spirit of whose imaginations 

have an intermediate influence on posterity, and who are themselves separated 

and elevated among the generality of mankind, by the name of men of genius. 

Can we believe that this not for some useful purpose? What that purpose is, ought 

we to pretend to investigate? Let us rather reflect that the Almighty God has been 

pleased among us, and in this remote wilderness, to endow, with the rich gift of 

peculiar spirit, that youth who has now our common consent to cultivate his 

talents for an art, which, according to our humble and human judgment, was 

previously thought an unnecessary ministration of the sensual propensities of our 

nature. May it be demonstrated by the life and works of the Artist, that the gift of 

God has not been bestowed on him in vain, nor the motives of the beneficent 

inspiration which induces us to suspend our particular tenets, prove barren of 

religious or moral effect. On the contrary, let us confidently hope that this 

occurrence has been for good, and that the consequences that may arise in the 

society of this new world, from the example which Benjamin West will be 

enabled to give, will be such a love of the arts of peace as shall tend to draw the 

ties of affection closer, and diffuse over a wider extent of community the interests 

and blessing of fraternal love.” (6)   

 

 I have never found a more extraordinary oration anywhere and there has never 

been, to my knowledge, a more lucid statement of purpose about the high mission of 

classical artistic composition of fine arts, that this statement by Williamson. Nothing 

could have better expressed the actual life and works of Benjamin West. Williamson was 

right, and there was no better result of such a clear expectation as his than Benjamin 

West’s first great historical composition of The Departure of Regulus. Let us now focus 

our attention on that extraordinary painting and see how it was created in the interest of 

peace and for our best advantage.  

 

 

 

2- THE AWFUL DIGNITY OF “THE DEPARTURE OF REGULUS.”  

 

 

Such a painting, and the subject matter that it unfolds, belong to the domain of 

Universal History in the sense that Frederick Schiller gave to that expression whenever 

an event mirrored an irrefutable dramatic moment linking the past to the present. It was 

John Galt, who reported West saying that it was in the domain of “history that the most 

useful remarks on government, manners, morals, and religion” could be adduced. The 

image of Benjamin West expatriating himself to Britain is directly mirrored in the 

Regulus drama.  
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Figure 2. Benjamin West, The Departure of Regulus from Rome, 1769.  

 

The precise moment depicted by the painting was made to coincide with the 

moment that Regulus had given himself up to the African ambassadors from Carthage, 

and was being escorted away, as if conversationally, while all of his friends were calling 

for him to stay, begging him to renounce his decision. The dramatic nature of this “back 

and forth” dynamic idea is reenforced by the different opposing motions of four different 

groups of people separated by four precisely defined shadows. The dramatic action is so 

powerful that the actual subject of the painting, Regulus, is alsmost no longer there. One 

step further and he would have disappeared from the scene. 

 

First, identify the four groups, then, identify their respective opposite motions. 

The groups are very much like the four groups of apostles reacting to Christ’s warning: 

“One of you has betrayed me!” in Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper. Note from left 

to right: 1) a woman who fainted in the arms of friends; 2) a group of friends pleading 

with a judge for Regulus to change his decision; 3) Regulus leaving with two 

Carthaginean Ambassadors; and 4) the presiding judge confirming Regulus’ decision to 

the crowd, with a woman sitting in front of him, pondering on the whole sublime 

moment.  The architecture is also reminiscent of Raphael’s School of Athens and the 

Dispute that West had studied in Rome in 1763. 

 

Second, study the dynamic of the different motions. A source of late afternoon 

sunlight, coming from the left, has caused a Platonic shadowy wave to fall to the right in 
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the direction of the departure of Regulus. That shadow motion is met with a counter wave 

expressed by a show of sunlit hands pointing in the opposite left direction to a woman 

who has fainted in the arms of friends and has fallen toward the left. Then your attention 

is brought back again to right where, Regulus has turned his back and is walking away in 

the right direction. Lastly, somewhat detached from the three other groups and raised on a 

few steps, the right grouping is turned toward the left, one last time, in a separate judging 

scene. The scene of the standing magistrate was made to confirm the decision of Regulus, 

and to respond to the crowd by a gesture attemting to appease them, while a woman with 

a child sits, pensive, as if she were calling silently on the spectator to concentrate and 

ponder on the significance of the whole scene.  

 

The unity of effect is as dramatic as a Shakespearian tragedy and is, similarly, 

aimed at changing the spectator for the better. By executing this painting, West was 

reviving classical artistic composition and was bringing back to Europe, the superior 

culture of America, thus, responding to the explicit purpose of Nicholas of Cusa in 

devising the American Project for Columbus. West used the same insight that Moses 

Mendelssohn had identified as a crucial form of intervention in Germany and that he 

reported in his Philosophical Writings: “ Regulus’ resolve to return to Carthage, while 

aware of the torture that awaited the likes of him, is sublime and awe inspiring because 

we would not have believed that duty, the duty to keep a promise even to an enemy, 

could have had so much power over a human heart.” (7)  

 

Thus, West approached George III and the flighty artists of his court with his 

devastatingly beautiful historical painting and had such an inspiring effect on the young 

King, who was the same age as West, that he gave him his assent for the creation of the 

Academy of Design that became the British Royal Academy of Arts, in 1768. Now, look 

at this event in the same way that Lyn discussed the matter on the division between two 

English-speaking peoples, the United States and Britain: “It’s built into the history of 

civilization, like an organic quality: That we in the United States have adopted, and been 

given the destiny, of creating the leadership, to assist the rest of the world in becoming 

free, of the British, Anglo-Dutch Liberal Empire, and its practices… [This is] a new 

political movement, which adopts the idea of the United States as a unique, universal 

personality, which has a role to play, on this planet, for the benefit of humanity as a 

whole, and therefore, for itself: It’s the principle of Westphalia, the Peace of Westphalia, 

‘the benefit of the other’!” (8) Thus, Benjamin West had made the decision to go into the 

eagle’s nest to cause an axiomatic change in artistic composition, such that it could not 

have been accomplished, directly, in his own home colony of Pennsylvania. His purpose 

was to educate and change people rather than please. 

 

West’s biographer confirmed the powerful impact he had on the king and his 

court. West had obviously received the commission for the Departure of Regulus before 

the founding of the Royal Academy. The Departure of Regulus was not only the model 

upon which the Royal Academy of Arts was founded, but it was also the painting that set 

the new standard of artistic composition required for the world. Galt reported:  
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“During the time that the work was going on, the Artist was frequently 

invited to spend the evening at Buckingham House, where he was often detained 

by the King as late as eleven o’clock, on topics connected with the best means of 

promoting the study of the fine arts in the kingdom. It was in these conversations 

that the plan of the Royal Academy was digested.” (9)  

 

And, art historians Helmut von Erffa and Allen Staley added:  

 

“Galt describes the two audiences when West showed George III the 

sketch for the Departure of Regulus and when he later showed the finished picture 

as pregnant moments for the Academy’s early history, during which decisions and 

disclosures about its future were made. At the King’s instruction, the picture 

appeared in the first exhibition of the Royal Academy  in the spring of 1769 and, 

of the 136 works in that opening exhibition, it most completely represented the 

high-minded art which the Academy was intended to encourage, but which would 

be produced with any frequency only by West, because only West managed to 

attract and to keep the all important patronage of the King.” (10)  

 

As in the case of Regulus, West carried the principle of the Peace of Westphalia 

to its complete fulfillment. As I shall report below, West had given more than one 

example of this same spirit of the benefit and advantage of the other. The same principle 

was also applied in the Great Treaty that William Penn had made with the Delaware 

Indians, in 1683, and that Benjamin West rendered on the canvas in 1771. But, let us look 

first at the crucial axiomatic shift created by the creation of the first Academy of Arts in 

the English-speaking world.  

 

 

 

3- THE CREATION OF THE BRITISH ROYAL ACADEMY OF ARTS (1768). 

  

 

 

American historian, William Dunlap reported the historical circumstance of the 

creation of the Royal Academy of Arts for the occasion of which West had offered to 

paint The Departure of Regulus for George III:  

 

“Struck with the superior merits of an historical design by Mr. West, then 

a very young man, his majesty commissioned him to paint a composition for the 

royal collection, and with that delicate consideration, that united the true 

gentleman with the patron, left the subject with the painter’s choice. Mr. West 

selected one of the most interesting events in ancient history, and produced a 

picture which, added to a knowledge of all the executive properties of painting, 

exhibited a pathos worthy of the awful dignity of the story. Regulus, a Roman 

general, prisoner to the Carthaginians, and then on his parole at Rome, had 

patriotically determined to return to captivity, and sacrifice his life for the benefit 

of his country. The moment chosen is, when surrounded by his supplicating 
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friends, and rejecting their entreaties, he is resigning himself to the ambassadors 

of Carthage. The excellence of the picture, for which his majesty gave the artist 

one thousand guineas, is the best comment on the judgment of his royal employer. 

One apartment in Buckingham House was afterwards entirely appropriated to 

productions from the pencil of Mr. West. Among these are the death of General 

Wolfe;  the death of Chevalier Bayard; and perhaps the finest of all, Hamilcar 

swearing the infant Hannibal at the altar.” (11)  

 

With this idea, Benjamin West had organized the king and had won him over to 

his historical view of painting as a form of action that was aimed at changing the 

behavior of mankind. Dunlap keenly remarked: “The ‘Departure of Regulus’ placed 

Benjamin on the throne of English art. Thus, young , by the force of talent, guided by 

prudence, found himself at the pinnacle he aimed at, when, as a child, he read in 

Richardson and Du Fresnoy of painters who were cherished and honored by kings.” (12) 

However, there was no guarantee that the English court, king and all, were to be 

transformed for the better by the generosity of this Quaker-American artist. Shocking 

someone with love may wake him up and get his attention, but it might not get him to 

change his bad habits. 

 

Regardless, this painting represented the most powerful social intervention that 

were possible in the domain of arts in the English speaking world of the eighteenth 

century, something akin to the truthful social effect that Leonardo’s Last Supper had had 

during the Italian Renaissance. For sure, The Departure of Regulus had the immediate 

effect of factionalizing the artists of Great Britain by breaking up the Incorporated 

Society of Artists which represented the dilettante aristocracy of British “fine” artists for 

too long. British historian, William Sanby, gave a brief but otherwise truthful account of 

what happened at the origin and foundation of the British Royal Academy of Arts, in 

1768: 

 

“The directors who had been compelled to resign in the government of the 

Incorporated Society, carried with them the sympathies of all who desired to see 

the fine arts elevated and advanced, and they wisely resolved to endeavour to 

rescue the study of art from the evil effects of the anarchy and confusion which 

had divided the association. Very quickly after the retirement of the eight 

directors who retained office when the new faction succeeded in gaining a 

majority in the management, four of their number, vis, (William) Chambers, 

(Benjamin) West, (Francis) Cotes, and (George Michael) Moser formed 

themselves into a committee, in order to take measures for forming a new 

academy, which, by its constitution and government, should be saved from the 

disastrous consequences of the defective organization of  all the preceeding 

attemps of the same kind.” (13)  

 

Though Sandby does not give the account of the social disturbance that West 

must have caused, with this faction fight over Regulus, the reader can only concur that it 

must have been a brawl. According to West’s biographer, West often had long 

discussions on matters of principle with king George III late into the night on the subject 
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of creating a Royal Academy in opposition to the Dilettant Society (1734) and to the 

Society of Incorporated Artists (1754), both of which were crawling with dilettante 

oligarchical magets. The Dilenttanti Society had been a dining club of gentlemen and 

noblemen, a sort of slimemold grouping advocating the “idle” study in the ancient style 

of  Roman and Greek mannerisms, with the purpose of “correcting and purifying public 

taste” in accordance with the so-called Grand Tour principle of the cultural ruling class. 

In point of fact, the Dilettante Society was nothing but an intelligence operation 

promoting “no change” and returning to the authority of the past based on the principle of 

a feudalistic tradition. This was the sort of British intelligence operation that later gave 

rise to the creation of the Pre-Raphaelite operation in reaction to West first, and to the 

Hudson River School, later. 

 

Thus, West used the powerful principle of the sublime to break up the 

Incorporated Society and create the first Academy of Design in England on its ruins.  

Benjamin West was the first history painter to break with the idle tradition of the British 

Court and set a new standard for the rest of the world. The British elite had a significantly 

thick crust of tradition and pretention to penetrate and there was no guarantee that the 

inoculation of the sublime would pierce through to a receptive heart. West, however, 

never gave up. Even after he had become the president of the Academy for over 20 years 

(1792-1820), West was still professing the necessity to establish the sublime as the 

crucial corrective means to bring unity between moral conduct and public taste. As he 

formulated in his first discourse to the students of the Academy on December 10, 1792: 

 

“But while I am urging the advantage of freedom and nature in study to 

genius, let me not be misunderstood. There is no untruth in the idea that great wits 

are allied to great excentricity. Genius is apt to run wild if not brought under some 

regulation. It is a flood whose current will be dangerous if it is not kept within 

proper banks. But it is one thing to regulate its impetuosity, and another very 

different to direct its natural courses. In every branch of art there are certain laws 

by which genius may be chastened; but the correction gained by attention to these 

laws amputate nothing that is legitimate, pure, and elegant. Leaving these graces 

untouched, the schools of art have dominion enough in curbing what is wild, 

irregular, and absurd.”   […] 

 

“That the arts if design were among the first suggestions vouchesafed by 

Heaven to mankind, is not a proposition at which any man needs to start. This 

truth is indeed manifested by every little child, whose first essay is to make for 

itself the resemblance of some object to which it has been accustomed in the 

nursery. 

 

“In the art of design were conveyed the original means of communicating 

ideas, which the discoverers of countries show us to have been seized upon, as it 

were involuntarily, by all the first stages of society. Although the people were 

rude in knowledge and manners, yet they were possessed of the means by which 

they could draw figures of things, and they could make those figures speak their 

purposes to others as well as to themselves. The Mexicans conversed in that way 
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when Cortes came among them; and the savages of North America still employ 

the same means of communicating intelligence.  

 

“When, therefore, you have taken up the arts of design as your profession, 

you have embraced that which has not only been sanctioned by the cultivation of 

the earliest antiquity, but to which there is no antiquity prior, except that of the 

visible creation.” (14)  

 

 What you are looking at, here, is the characteristic of what can be called  the 

American genius as being quite distinct from the British mannerism of laisser faire; that 

is to say, the ability to clearly delineate rigorously, within a classical artistic composition, 

the unity of purpose between moral conduct and the development of good taste and bring 

out the happy result of drawing the human figure in both its moral and physical 

expression. That was the fundamental principle of the arts of design that Benjamin West 

had established as the principle of his cultural revolution and that Samuel F. B. Morse 

later adopted for the institution of the American Academy of Design. 

 

 

4. HOW WEST PAINTED {THE DEATH OF GENERAL WOLFE} IN THE SPIRIT 

OF THE PEACE OF WESTPHALIA. 

 

 
 

Figure 3- Benjamin West, The Death of General Wolfe, 1770.  
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Once Benjamin West had established himself as the court artist of George III, and 

had launched the Royal Academy with The Departure of Regulus (1769), he created a 

virtual revolution in history painting by introducing changes that were at first considered 

radical and revolutionary by accepted British standards, but, whose moral strength forced 

the British oligarchy to accept them despite their evil proclivities.  Moreover, as an 

American artist, West insisted on the truthfulness of historical specificity with respect to 

the historical event itself and relative to the dress of his characters. The matter of the 

dress was to become the means by which ironies of some otherwise hidden universal 

principles could be brought in evidence in the court of history.  

 

A good example of such anomalies is the presence of the half-naked American 

Indian sitting prominantly in the foreground next to a man in a green coat wearing Indian 

pants and mocassins. Why are those two prominent figures present there? They are 

obviously not red coats, and they are definitely distracting our attention away from the 

main subject of the composition which is the death of Wolfe? Why did West create such 

an attractive anomaly? Was there anything doubtful about the historical fact that General 

Wolfe had been the most important historical figure representing British victory over the 

French in the period of the French and Indian wars?  Was West misleading the spectator 

away from the proper subject of the painting? As if to make the point exceedingly clear, 

every other figure in the painting was a recognizable Englishman who was present in the 

Battle of Quebec, except those two. As the reader may have suspected, the answer to 

those question will require a little bit of investigation. According to art historians, Helmut 

von Erffa and Allen Staley:  

 

“A key published in 1776 to accompany the Woolett engraving identifies 

six figures in addition to Wolfe. They are Brigarier-General Robert Monkton, 

second in command (standing with his arm in a sling and holding his chest in the 

group to the left); Colonel George Williamson, commanding the artillery (the 

older officer, next to the officer holding the flag above Wolfe); Major Isaac Barre, 

adjudant-general (immediately behind Wolfe and below Williamson); Captain 

Hugh Debbieg, engineer (behind and left of Monkton and helping to support 

him); Captain Hervey Smyth, aide-de-camp to General Wolfe (kneeling to the left 

of Wolfe and holding his arm); and Mr. Adair, director and first surgeon of the 

hospital (kneeling to the right of Wolfe holding a dressing to the dying general’s 

chest). With one exception, all these officers are known to have served at 

Quebec.” (15)  

 

The most interesting identification, however, comes from art historian Vivien 

Green Fryd who has recently identified a crucial lead in a preliminary sketch of West’s 

painting. She discovered the inscription “Sir. Wm. Johnson” on the powder horn of the 

man in the green coat. However, the same identification appears in the final painting 

version with the additional inscription MOHAWK RIVER. This incription referred to Sir 

William Johnson who had been the most prominent historical figure involved in putting 

an end to the French and Indian War, and thus had become the most significant American 
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colonist involved in the British victory against the French during the eighteenth century. 

Fryd noted:  

 

“Sir William Johnson’s role in colonial politics provides a key  for 

understanding the presence of the Native American in West’s work. Johnson left 

Ireland in 1738 to manage his uncle’s property in the Mohawk Valley of New 

York. Besides farming, he traded with the Indians and established such good 

relations that the Mohawks honored him as Warraghiyagey, “he who has charge 

of affairs,” and made him a Sachem, or administrative chief. Johnson learned the 

Iroquoian language, studied Iroquoi customs, often dressed according to their 

fashion (evident in the mocassins, beaded knee bands, and leggings he wears in 

the Death of General Wolfe), and married a Mohawk.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 4- Benjamin West, The Death of General Wolfe, 1770, (Detail). 

 

“As a token of their respect and trust, the Iroquois requested that Johnson 

represent Great Britain in various negotiations with them. As a result, in 1744, he 

became Colonel of the Six Nations, two years later commissary of New York for 
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Indian Affairs, and by 1748, he commanded all of the New York colonial forces 

in defense of the frontier. Johnson continued to negotiate with the Indians on 

behalf of the Crown, and in 1756, he was appointed superintendent of Indian 

affairs, a position he held until his death in 1774. 

 

“During the French and Indian War, Johnson convinced the Six Nations to 

support the British, and he led the Indians and British to victory at the Battles of 

Lake George and Fort Niagara.” ( 16)  

 

This discovery is most significant because after the victory against the French at 

Fort Niagara, in 1759, Johnson became the most popular pro-Indian colonist hero in 

America, a true Natty-Bumbo of the Mohawk Valley of New York State. Note how the 

composition of the two figures (Figure 4- Detail) is similar in more than one way. 

However, Fryd added the following criptic comment: 

 

“But Wolfe’s death at the Battle of Quebec quickly eclipsed Johnson’s 

successes, resulting in Wolfe’s instant status as a hero and martyr, while 

Johnson’s status and the role of the Six Nations played in the French and Indian 

conflict were already being undermined. One commentator on the Battle of Fort 

Niagara argued that justice would not be served if the “Savages who behav’d 

most darstadly,” received the credit due to “His Majesty’s Troops.”   

 

“In the Death of General Wolfe, West redressed this historical slight by 

deliberately inserting Johnson and a Native American into a fabricated scene of 

the Battle of Quebec. Wolfe’s death, according to all historical accounts, was 

witnessed by only three officiers, none of whom was Johnson. Why West chose to 

depart from fact may also have derived from his feelings of gratitude toward 

Johnson for having assisted in Pennsylvania’s negotiations with the Delaware 

Indians. ” (17)  

  

Here I have to bring a correction. This view of Fryd has been completely skewed 

on the matter of historical facts. Facts do not make history; history is based on truthful 

universal ideas. However, the most important point that Fryd noted was the fact that 

Johnson had played an important role in William Penn’s economic development 

programs with the Delaware Indians of Pennsylvania. Since Benjamin West, who was 

also a leading Quaker in the Penn Proprietership alliance with the Indians, had a complete 

understanding of that historical significance and understood Penn’s superior form of 

economics over British free trade, Johnson represented one of the best historical 

examples of an American colonist who succeeded in establishing a durable peace with 

the indigenous population of America. That is the crucial point that West was making by 

inserting Johnson and the Indian in his painting as world historical figures joining 

General Wolfe.  

 

From that vantage point, it was historically more than appropriate to insert 

Johnson and his Indian associate into the historical memorial of The Death of General 

Wolf, and West was not about to omit the significance of this American event as a crucial 
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part of this historical English victory for the entire continent. Thus, the presence of  the 

American colonist, William Johnson and his Indian companion, at the scene of Wolfe’s 

last moment, not only enhances the picture, but makes the decisive point about the 

historical event and brings characteristic closure to the sublime sacrifice of Wolfe in the 

spirit od Westphalia. Thus, The Death of General Wolfe was most directly painted in the 

spirit of the Peace of Westphalia which confered a more complete and truthful character 

to this historical painting! This is what West meant by “truth of character.”  

 

 

 

5- WEST’S “DRESS” REVOLUTION IN HISTORICAL PAINTING 

 

 

    “…he drew an inward mind on the outward contenance:” 

         Benjamin West. 

 

Moreover, West changed history painting forever after having destroyed the 

British hereditary mannerism of masking historical specificity of actions with antique 

costumes. West determined that a historical action should always be portrayed by 

historical specificity with costumes and uniforms of the period. This change was 

immediately taken up by Louis David, in France, who painted the members of the Oath 

of the Tennis Court (1791) in their historical costume. This was the first time, in France, 

that an artist had produced a history painting representing contemporary dress. However, 

the members of the British Society of Incorporated Artists insisted that Greek or Roman 

costumes should be worn in order to maintain a sense of dignity and good taste. Such a 

posturing was especially emphasized by Sir Joshua Reynolds, who had relunctantly 

become the first president of the Royal Academy for that reason, and who finally 

retracted his objections before the truth of history presented by West. Characteristically, 

Dunlap reported on that moment of transformation: 

 

“{A change was now to be effected in the character of British art; hitherto 

historical painting had appeared in a masking habit: the actions of Englishment 

seemed all to have been performed, if costume were to be believed, by Greeks or 

by Romans. West dismissed at once this pedantry, and restored nature and 

propriety in his noble work of ‘The Death of Wolfe.’ The multitude acknowledged 

its excellence at once. The lovers of the old art, the manufacturers of 

compositions, called by courtesy “classical,” complained of the barbarism of 

boots, buttons, and blunderbuses, and cried out for naked warriors, with bows, 

bucklers, and battering rams. Lord Grosvenor, disregarding the frowns of the 

amateurs, and the, at best, cold approbation of the Academy,  purchased this 

work, which, in spite of laced coats and cocked hats, is one of the best of our 

historical pictures. The Indian warrior, watching the dying hero, to see if he 

equalled in fortitude the children of the deserts, is a fine stroke of nature and 

poetry.}” (18)  
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Indeed, The Death of Wolfe, made the point of using costumes of the historical 

period, including the costume of the naked Indian warrior, watching the dying hero, and 

of Colonel Johnson dressed in a green Indian costume. An American artist would not 

make the mistake of representing a naked North American Indian at the siege of Quebec 

City in September of 1759, unless it were for the purpose of attracting the attention of the 

viewer to his enduring and muscular stature, by contrast with the want of vigor of the 

dying British hero. As noted by Dunlap, the presence of the Indian was obviously 

introduced in order to force the spectator to reflect on the question of American fortitude 

in times of war. (19)  

 

George III, Archbishop of York, Dr.Drummond, British painter, Sir Joshua 

Reynolds, and others were all shocked by the presence of these multiple anomalies, but 

West took all of their objections apart with the simple truth. The following anecdote 

related by West, himself, about the initial British reaction was reported in an annecdote 

communicated to Dunlap by Charles Fraser Esq:  

 

“The king questioned West concerning the picture, and put him on his 

defense of this new heresy in art. To the curiosity of Galt, we owe the sensible 

answer of West: -‘ When it was understood,’ said the artist, ‘that I intended to 

paint the characters as they actually appear on the scene, the Archbishop of York 

[Drummond] called on Reynolds, and asked his opinion; they both came to my 

house to dissuade me from running so great a risk. Reynolds began a very 

ingenious and elegant dissertation on the state of the public taste in this country, 

and the danger which every innovation incurred of contempt and ridicule, and 

concluded by urging me earnestly to adopt the costume of antiquity, as more 

becoming the greatness of my subject than the modern garb of European warriors. 

I answered, that the event to be commemorated happened in the year 1758. In a 

region of the world unknown to Greeks and Romans, and at a period of time when 

no warriors who wore such costumes existed.  The subject I have to represent is a 

great battle fought and won, and the same truth which gives law to the historian 

should rule the painter. If instead of the facts of the action I introduce fictions, 

how shall I be understood by posterity? The classic dress is certainly picturesque, 

but by using it, I shall lose in sentiment what I gain in external grace. I want to 

mark the place, the time, and the people, and to do this I must abide by truth. 

They went away then, and returned again when I had the painting finished. 

Reynolds seated himself before the picture, examined it with deep and minute 

attention for half an hour; then rising, said to Drummond, ‘West has conquered; 

he has treated his subject as it ought to be treated; I retract my objections. I 

foresee that this picture will not only become one of the most popular, but will 

occasion a revolution in art.’ ‘I wish,’ said the king, ‘that I had known all this 

before, for the objection has been the means of Lord Grosvenor’s getting the 

picture, but you shall make a copy for me.’” (20)   

 

Thus, Benjamin West had revolutionized historical painting not by showing the 

necessity of depicting a scene with the banal facts of the moment or with contemporary 

dress, but by forcing the truth on the three principal authorities in England. And the 
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change was caused by introducing ironies of Universal History that call for the spectator 

to change his views and discover, through dramatic forms of truthfulness, something 

which would otherwise never be discovered in a literal transmission of the facts.  

 

One crucial aspect of changing public taste by means of historical truthfulness 

was  to break with the traditional manner of cloaking historical events with the romantic 

mannerism of ancient costumes. The issue, here, was not to aim at more factual realism 

with contemporary dress. The issue was to destroy oligarchical culture by having 

principle replace prejudice. The oligarchical tradition of maintaining the use of ancient 

costumes was accepted merely because it was considered more appropriate and dignified 

to hide personal defects behind allegorical mythologies. West broke that false axiomatic 

underlying assumption by shifting to another remote and unfamiliar time and place: 

America. Thus, the first significant new type of historical painting in Europe was to 

maintain the sublime idea of The Departure of Romulus by representing the self-sacrifice 

of an English officer dying in America for the the purpose of ending, once and for all, the 

barbaric French and Indian Wars.  

 

The Death of General Wolfe, was to be the only American contemporary event 

that West would ever paint. In it, he had set the standards and tested the conditions for 

executing American historical paintings as the events were about to unfold on the 

continent. However, he left to his American students the task of putting American events 

and their contemporary historical figures into pictures. Among those Americans who 

studied under West in London or were directly influenced by him were Samuel F. B. 

Morse, Thomas Cole, Charles Wilson Peale, Rembrandt Peale, John Trumbull, Gilbert 

Stuart, Thomas Sully, and John Singleton Copley. 

 

The reason why West painted Wolfe as a historical subject was a matter of 

principle in historical truthfulness, not current events. West’s biographer, John Galt 

confirmed this matter of principle in a somewhat discrete manner, but without expanding 

on what the principle was. According to Galt:  

 

“For the fine arts he [the king] had not perhaps, any natural taste;he had, 

however been carefully instructed in the principles of architecture by Chambers, 

of delineation by Moser, and of perspective by Kirby; and he was fully aware of 

the luster which the arts have, in all ages, reflected on the different countries in 

which the cultivation of them has been encouraged to perpetuate the memory of 

great events. His employment of Mr. West, although altogether in his private 

capacity, was therefore not wholly without a view to the public advantage, and it 

is the more deserving of applause, as it was rather the result of principle than of 

personal predilection.” (21)  

 

Thus, with The Death of General Wolfe, West had set the two necessary 

conditions for an artist to succeed in creating a Cultural Renaissance: 1) force the highest 

authorities to confront the truth no matter what, and 2) set the stage to play your own 

personal role as a world historical figure. West succeeded in both cases, and his secret 
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can also be found in the epistemological treatment he gave to the portrait of Benjamin 

Franklin that we will examine next, at the beginning of Part II of this report. 
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