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A 
mong the most sophisticated and 
delightful expressions of the 
rococo in America during the third 

quarter of the eighteenth century are the 
elaborate carved and gilded frames which 
surround many portraits executed by 
John Singleton Copley prior to his depar- 
ture for Europe in June of 1774. Several of 
these frames, including that which sur- 
rounds Mr. Isaac Smith (Figure l), have a 
simplified gadrooned inner molding, and a 
pierced outer edge containing leafage and 
trailing flowers with confronting c-shapes 
at the corners and in the middle of each 
rail. Occasionally an ornament, such as a 
pierced shell, graces the middle of the top 
rail.’ 

The source of these frames has been of 
interest to scholars and antiquarians for 
many years. An early tradition that they 
were the work of Paul Revere is totally 
without basis, and has been laid to rest by 
many authors. The possibility that Lon- 
don was their source must be given 
serious consideration, despite the lack of 
specific evidence. London was the center 
of the framemaking trade for eighteenth 
century Boston, and when the Boston 
selectmen wished to purchase a suitable 
frame for John Smibert’s portrait of Peter 
Faneuil, they noted that it could be “got 
in London cheaper and better than with 
US.“~ Copley, writing to an English mezzo- 
tinter on 25 January 1765, asked the 
Englishman to advise him on the price 
of different kinds of frames3 Later that 
same year John Powell of London 
billed Copley for a “Case of Frames and 
Glasses,” but as the entire bill, including 

brushes and cloths, totaled only 29.10.6, 
these frames must have been small and 
simple, or probably for miniatures.4 On 6 
June 1771 Henry Pelham ordered for 
Copley a number of supplies including 
glass, cloths, brushes, putty, poppy oil, 
vermillion, and white lead from the Lon- 
don merchants Henry and Thomas Brom- 
field.5 This order contains no mention of 
picture frames, nor is there any other 
evidence, to our knowledge, that Copley 
imported frames from England. We do 
know that the matching frame of Mrs. 

kaac Smith (Yale University Art Gallery) 
is made of pinus strobus (northeast Amer- 
ican white pineJ,‘j but as this wood was 
exported to London in the eighteenth 
century, conclusive statements asserting a 
Boston or American origin cannot safely 
be made. 

An exchange of letters in the Copley- 
Pelham correspondence does give us a 
clue that Copley purchased frames from 
local Boston craftsmen, at least in 177 1. 
During that year, Copley went to New 
York on his famous visit to paint the local 
aristocracy. While Copley was away from 
Boston, Henry Pelham kept him supplied 
with frames, writing on 10 September 
1771, 

Inclosed, is Captn. Paschal1 Smith’s Re- 
ceipt for a Box of Frames, which I hope 
will arrive safe to hand. The Frames are 
(I think) as good as any that have been 
done, and are such, as I hope will please 
the Taste of the Gentry at New York. 

Pelham added as a reminder, 
If you should have Occasion for more 
[frames], you would do well to lett me 
know as soon as possable, that they may 
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be ready to goe by Capt’n Smith, when 
he makes his next Trip.7 

Ten days later, Copley replied to Pelham’s 
note: 

Your favour by Capt Smith I received 
yesterday and shall answer paragraph by 
paragraph. The frames came safe to 
hand, and I hope will do, but shall know 
better when they have been seen by 
those who will want frames, and soon as 
possable if they will answer you shall 
have my orders.* 

Copley must have placed an order with 
Pelham, for in an important postscript to a 
letter dated 12 October 177 1, Copley notes 

A check of the Boston records quickly 

I have parted with the two small frames, 
but cannot yet give orders for more. 
because 1 would have none come but 
what are engaged. you must let me know 
the price of the small ones; I know that 
of the Large ones. let me know what you 
paid Welch for Carving and Whiting for 
Gilding and Give my compts. to Capt. 
JoY.~ 

reveals that Copley was most likely refer- 
ring here to John Welch (171 l-1789) and 
Stephen Whiting (1728-1789). The men- 
tion of John Joy, housewright, in the 
same sentence as the reference to Welch 
and Whiting does create some ambiguity 
as to Copley’s precise meaning. At this 
time (17711, Joy wassupervising the work 
being done on Copley’s Beacon Hill 
home, and the last sentence of the above 
quotation could be read as implying that 
Welch and Whiting were performing 
work on the interior of the house. But as 
Jules Prown tells us, it is clear that 

Joy was in fact the contractor for the 
entire job, and in the agreement [with 
Copleyl obligated himself to obtain all 
materials and to do or have done the 
necessary works of the carpenters, ma- 
sons, stonecutters, turners, diggers, and 
carters.tO 

All payments were made directly to Joy, 
and therefore Pelham would not have 
been in the position of paying Welch and 
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Whiting for work connected with the 
house. 

John Welch’s carving of the “sacred 
cod” of Massachusetts has given him a 
minor place in the literature concerning 
early American wood carving and sculp- 
ture. The basic data concerning his life 
has been gathered together and published 
in several places, and need not be re- 
peated here.” While Welch has tradi- 
tionally been regarded as a prosperous 
ship carver, a recent reassessment of his 
career concludes that he was “one of the 
most important” carvers of Boston Chip- 
pendale furniture,t2 a judgement which 
would be solidly reinforced should we be 
able to positively attribute the Copley 
frames to his hand. There exists a pos- 
sibility that Welch visited England for a 
few years after 1758, and the immediate 
and direct contact with English design 
sources would have had a profound effect 
on his artistic development.r3 

Welch purchased land from Copley in 
May of 1774 (reselling it later for a 
substantial profit), but this is the only 
other document linking the two men 
together.14 No other connection with 
Stephen Whiting, the gilder referred to by 
Copley, has as yet been found. 

As with John Welch, Stephen Whit- 
ing’s career has been sketched in print 
before, and need only be highlighted 
here.r5 Born and raised in Concord, Whit- 
ing moved to Boston as early as 1739 and 
by 1743 he was in business for himself 
there, selling 

Pier and Sconce Looking-Glasses, 
Chimney and Pocket Ditto, Mezzo Tinto 
Prints, painted on Glass in gilt Frames, 
ditto in both Pair-Tree and Pine Frames, 
Mahogany and Japan’d Tea Chests, best 
Prospectives, Barometers and Ther- 
mometer. .I6 

The following year, Whiting had for sale 
the “Just done . . . Effigies of the Rev. Mr. 
William Cooper, in Metzo-Tinto” by Peter 
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Pelham,” and in 1747 he was offering 
Pelham’s mezzotint of William Shirley.‘* 
His first contacts with the young Copley 
probably came during the transactions 
concerning the sale of these prints. In 
1754, Whiting was advertising the mezzo- 
tint of Reverend William Welsteed, done 
by Copley at age thirteenI 

By 1757, Whiting was advertising that 
at his shop “Looking Glasses are Quick- 
silver’d, and Pictures and Maps framed 
and varnish’d.“20 Such activities con- 
tinued to constitute part of his trade, as 
indicated by the following important ad- 
vertisement of 177 1: 

At [Whiting’s shop] Looking-Glasses are 
silvered, and Frames made for all sorts 
of Pictures, Looking-Glasses, Coats of 
Arms and Needle-Work, and gilt as best 
suits the Employer. 

New Frames made for old Glasses, or 
new Glasses put to old Frames. Also, 
Varnishing, Japanning and Gilding done 
to Frames of all Sorts, as well and 

reasonable as any are done in this 
Province.21 

This notice clearly establishes that Whit- 
ing performed the type of work that 
Copley required for his picture frames. 
While Whiting’s name is usually men- 
tioned in any discussion of Boston japan- 
ners, as yet no work can be definitely 
attributed to him, and the possibility that 
he gilded Copley’s frames adds a new 
dimension to our interest in his career. 

Unfortunately, we know nothing else 
about Welch and Whiting’s relationship 
with Copley, or their dealings with each 
other. None of the Copley frames exam- 
ined by the writers have revealed any 
identifying labels, signatures, or marks. It 
is hoped that a continuing examination 
combined with further search in the 
documents will yield more concrete evi- 
dence concerning the makers of these 
superb frames. 
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