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Gilbert Stuart, 1755-1828: A Portrait of His Humanity.


He stubbornly refused to draw figures, and he did not attend the classes in drawing that his art master, Benjamin West, held for apprenticing pupils.  Nor was he enrolled in drawing classes at the Royal Academy in London, though he did go to the anatomy classes conducted for medical students.  He chose to paint directly on the canvas, forgoing the customary, underlying sketch.  Lines and sharp edges were not part of his repertoire.  He did not think or see in hard contours.  To Stuart, the sitter’s head and face were not a mere collection of anatomical features to be pieced together, instead he modeled the three- dimensional form into a single fused shape by means of gradations in color, shading, and tone.  Boundaries and soft contours were defined by the emergence of subtle planes, while skillful variations of tint and hues formed the skin and flesh.  His genius lay in how he meshed the artistic ideas of his contemporaries with the naturalism of his own work.  No other artist matched his skill in getting the “likeness” so exactly.


As an American who traveled to London to study art and to escape the hostilities in the American colonies, Stuart was struggling financially when he got first big opportunity for success.  Late in 1781, a well-placed young Scotsman, Mr. William Grant, ordered a full-length portrait.  Stuart, apprehensive from previous disappointments in his full-length attempts, was forced to confront what he steadfastly had been avoiding.  Despite fears and panic, an appointment was scheduled and when Mr. Grant arrived for the sitting he mentioned that it was a better day for ice skating than posing because of the icy, cold weather.  The excuse was sufficient for the reticent young painter.  The two of them ventured enthusiastically down to London’s Hyde Park.  Stuart led off with the leaps, turns, and figures that he had adroitly learned as a young boy skating on Petaquanset Pond, at home in his native Rhode Island.  Although less skillful, the Scot embraced the challenge and soon their bold display of skating attracted many admiring spectators.  Joyful and invigorated by the fun of the morning, Stuart had a sudden inspiration.  Why not paint Mr. Grant in the act of skating?  Stuart utilized a low point of view to give the figure a looming power that also enhanced the fleeting nature of the moment.  A man gliding fluently across the ice with dance-like grace, his facial features impassively fixed and suggesting his mind was on more worldly concerns besides leisure.  A man in control, and, secure in his life’s adventure.  Mr. Grant’s figure appears strikingly dominant against the white, stark and icy winter sky.  The essence of the man at one of his finest moments, captured on canvas and forever frozen in time.


The Skater caught everyone’s fancy.  The portrait was favorably received, making a strong impression at the Royal Academy showing in London when it exhibited in 1782.  As Stuart told Josiah Quincy many years later in Boston, “I was suddenly lifted into fame by a single picture.”  He started to receive numerous commissions for portraiture and his career was set for success.

Gilbert Stuart, besides his artistic success, had few fine moments in life.  The Father of American Portraiture was a gifted man with a seriously troubled spirit.  Despite his wit, gifted talent, charm, fertile memory, and imagination, he was always an unstable man.  Insecure, angry, irritable, quarrelsome, and overreacting to the criticism of others, he combined an eagerness to please with a strong compulsion to strike out against those he felt had insulted him.  He fluctuated between times of procrastination and depression and manic periods of illusory bravado and productivity.  The quality of his art followed a similar erratic course.  His bad temper was fueled by feelings of immovable despair.  He was an improviser always looking to profit from the kindness or gullibility of those enthralled with his artistic talent.  Plucking pennies by unscrupulous dishonest practices, while more lucrative rewards went begging despite his great skill.  Sober, he was anxiety-ridden and compulsive, drunk he lacked all good judgment and self-control.  Gilbert Stuart was a liar of mythical proportions.  A cheat, and a scoundrel, he acted poorly with no thought of the future repercussions on his finances, reputation, family, friends, and supporters. 

Since his initial success in London, Gilbert Stuart operated under the spell of an unwritten law that prevented him from returning to anyplace where he had once conducted business.  Flight from creditors barred him not only from returning to London, but also Dublin, New York, Philadelphia, and Washington.  Boston, was the spectacular end of the line, where his decline continued until his death on July 9, 1828.

His most devious side was reserved for the presidents of this country.  Washington never received anything but a replica of the life portrait painted from his second sitting with Stuart.  Our second president, Mr. John Adams, received nothing at all despite full payment to the artist from the Massachusetts Legislature.  He at least lost no personal money.  In 1801, Thomas Jefferson helped prevent the sale of the artist’s household furniture.  In doing so, the obliged Stuart thanked him by fraudulently selling Jefferson’s fully paid portrait to someone else!  Despite many petitions for its delivery, it took 21 years for the patient Mr. Jefferson to receive what he thought was the original result of his sitting with Stuart when he served as vice-president to John Adams.  Upon its delivery to Monticello, Jefferson’s daughter, Mrs. Randolph, detected the artist’s trickery by the copy’s fresh paint!

In life, Gilbert Stuart felt he had to put up false appearances.  He overspent on the trappings of success to impress.  He felt he had to fill the void between appearances and what he perceived as his reality.  Boastful as he was in what people of privilege and rank said of him, he was modest in respect to his career itself.  Did he ever feel the extent of his artistic genius?  Will we ever truly know?  Did his flawed humanity allow for deeper insight into the character of his subjects?  Instinctively perceptive in capturing the essence of character in others, he lacked sufficient insight and will to alter his own destructive behavior.

We do know that bizarre and eccentric behaviors are usually the manifestations of serious psychiatric problems including the many faces of anxiety and depression.  Stuart’s character dysfunction may be suggestive of manic-depressive or bipolar disorder, alcoholism, and obsessions and compulsions from irrational and excessive anxieties.  Unfortunately, Gilbert Stuart lived in an age when medical help for mental illnesses was nonexistent.  Effective medications for correcting biological imbalances in brain chemistry were far from their time of discovery. 

It is unfair to portray Gilbert Stuart so harshly without recognizing that his best qualities were distorted by the sickness that gripped him.  It is not just a question of right or wrong, good or bad, weakness or strength, but rather sickness or health.  Let us count our blessings that help today is readily available for treatment of mental disorders.  And, let us strive to remember this great American artist, at his best and finest moments!

· Gilbert Stuart’s birthplace is located on Gilbert Stuart Rd, between Routes 1 and 1-A in Saunderstown, RI.

· Bob Saritelli, R. Ph..
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