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John Singleton Copley’s Henry Pelham 
(Boy with a Squirrel) is best known, 
indeed almost exclusively known, for 
its role in a famous transatlantic tale. 
In 1765, when the picture was made, 
Copley (1738–1815) was the premier 
portrait painter to the mercantile elite in 
the colonial city of Boston. His consid-
erable skills had been largely self-taught; 
although he was familiar with European 
art through prints and theory books, 
he had had little in the way of formal 
instruction, few opportunities to study 
oil paintings in the fl esh, and had never 
ventured outside New England. Flush 
with success at age twenty-seven as a 
provincial portraitist but determined 
someday to attain the exalted status of a 
history painter on the European model, 
he wanted to know how his work would 
be received by the arbiters of aesthetics 
on the other side of the Atlantic. To 
that end, he created Boy with a Squirrel 
(frontispiece), packed it up, and shipped 
it to London for exhibition at the 
Society of Artists.1 Months later, he re-
ceived the welcome news that no less an 
authority than Britain’s leading painter, 
Sir Joshua Reynolds, had called his 
work a “very wonderfull Performance.” 
Although Reynolds and his colleagues 
noticed a certain over zealous attention 
to detail, a certain “over minuteness” 

in the composition, they recognized 
Copley as a precocious talent and en-
couraged him to come to London for 
more training as soon as possible.2

Th e transatlantic triumph of Boy with 
a Squirrel has long served as an origi-
nary episode in histories of American 
art. Because the painting’s exhibition 
in London brought Copley’s work 
into direct juxtaposition with more 
cosmopolitan fare, the tale of its passage 
has frequently anchored broader com-
parative studies attempting to discover 
emerging distinctions between American 
and European art. Many discussions of 
the painting have used its largely posi-
tive (if somewhat bemused) reception 
overseas to establish and legitimate the 
protonationalist roots of a homegrown 
American empiricism, a uniquely 
“unspoiled vision” attributable only to 
painters in America.3

In each of these narratives (whatever 
their ultimate aim), Boy with a Squirrel 
is rightly seen to derive its historical 
signifi cance from its transatlantic relay. 
But in every such narrative that relay 
itself has been almost completely elided. 
In each telling, the painting’s passage 
across the ocean is for all intents and 
purposes treated synoptically: Copley 
sends, Reynolds receives, Copley hears 
back—all in the space of a sentence or 

Copley’s Cargo

Boy with a Squirrel and the Dilemma of Transit

Jennifer L. Roberts

 John Singleton Copley, Henry 
Pelham (Boy with a Squirrel), 1765. 
Oil, 30 ⅜   x 25 ⅛   in. Museum 
of Fine Arts, Boston, Gift of the 
artist’s great granddaughter. Photo 
© 2007 Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston

Volume 21, Number 2 © 2007 Smithsonian Institution



22    Summer 2007

two. Th e massive expanse of the Atlantic 
Ocean, its peculiar navigational and 
cultural contours, the long delays it 
imposed on Copley’s anxious aesthetic 
transaction—none of these obstacles 
has been considered relevant to the 
close interpretation of the painting. Th e 
painting remains always unproblemati-
cally present, both to the historians and 
to the protagonists; the vast breadth of 
the Atlantic passes in the blink of an 
eye. Th ese spatiotemporal compressions 
have the implicit eff ect of represent-
ing the space between Boston and 
London as an inert gap, a predictable 
intermission, that remains external to 
all art-historical concerns and leaves 
no trace on Copley’s painting. I will 
argue here, by contrast, that Boy with a 
Squirrel cannot be understood without 
taking the protraction and diffi  culty of 
its long-distance transit into account. 
Indeed, the painting is ultimately about 
its own transportation and the uncer-
tainties attending it. I hope to show that 
the practical challenges of shipping a 
canvas from America to London in the 
mid-eighteenth century—how to pack 
it, how to track it, and so forth—were 
uniquely aligned with a larger set of 
period preoccupations, in theories of 
exchange, illusion, perspective, and per-
ception, with the conveyance of sensory 
information. Copley was intimately 
familiar with both painting and ship-
ping. Boy with a Squirrel seems to have 
compelled him to explore, even if only 
half-consciously, the intersection of the 
two practices.

Th is essay is part of an ongoing study 
of the dispatch and transit of pictures—
their literal movement—across and 
around the Anglo-American landscape 
in the century preceding the Civil War. 
One of my goals in developing this 
highwayman’s art history—intercepting 
pictures while they are on the roads, 
on the seas, on the move—is to fi nd 
ways of expressing how geographic and 
temporal intervals aff ect strategies of 

artistic production. Th irty years ago, 
Pierre Bourdieu implored scholars 
looking back on historical exchanges not 
to “abolish the intervals” that originally 
separated events. He argued that the 
deferral and uncertainty that thoroughly 
shape all human activity are precisely 
what the analytical eye of hindsight 
tends to obliterate, and that historians 
must “reintroduce time [and by exten-
sion space], with its rhythm, its orienta-
tion, its irreversibility” into the analysis 
of cultural production. To examine Boy 
with a Squirrel in transit, and the chal-
lenges attending its movement, is one 
way to help reinstate the formative in-
tervals that determined the development 
of eighteenth-century art and material 
culture in America. It is a task that 
seems increasingly urgent today, as our 
own telecommunicative experience of 
space and time approaches instantaneity. 
For if we imagine the Atlantic and other 
interstitial eighteenth-century spaces 
along the lines of our own experience, 
as non- or negative spaces, as abstract, 
merely categorical or cartographical 
boundaries, we will fail to see—even to 
seek to see—the strategies that Copley 
and other cultural agents devised to 
navigate them. In Copley’s case, we will 
fail to see the ways in which the Atlantic 
functioned as a medium. In reality, the 
medium of Boy with a Squirrel is not 
just “oil on canvas”; it is “oil on canvas 
on merchant ship on Atlantic Ocean.” 
Th e ocean in 1765 subjected Copley’s 
image to a unique set of social, mercan-
tile, military, and navigational condi-
tions. Like any other artistic medium, it 
confi gured the possibilities for meaning 
and expression. Th e theorist Nelson 
Goodman wrote in 1968 that “such 
properties as weighing ten pounds or 
being in transit from Boston to New 
York on a certain day hardly aff ect the 
status of [a] painting in its representa-
tional scheme.” I will argue the contrary 
here; weight and time and transit 
pervade Copley’s painting not only in 
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its material confi guration but also in its 
design and iconography.4

Boy with a Squirrel is a rich candidate 
for this kind of “vehicular” analysis 
because Copley created it specifi cally, 
and deliberately, in order to be dis-
patched.5 Th e care that Copley invested 
in the painting (a portrait likeness of his 
half brother, Henry Pelham) was consid-
erable. It is diffi  cult to overestimate the 
signifi cance the picture would have held 
for him: it was to serve as his calling 
card to a group of artists whom he idol-
ized and hoped someday to equal, and 
its success or failure in London would 
determine the course of his ambitions 

as a painter. Boy with a Squirrel was 
Copley’s fi rst major noncommissioned 
work, his fi rst exhibition painting, and 
the fi rst canvas he produced for trans-
port across the Atlantic. In painting for 
these purposes, moreover, he departed 
radically from his customary pictorial 
habits.

As befi ts its singular status, the paint-
ing diverges signifi cantly in composi-
tional terms from Copley’s earlier work. 
For example, we might note that in no 
other image did Copley feature a drink-
ing glass (in period terms, a “tumbler”). 
Granted, the ostensible purpose of the 
glass here is simply to showcase the 
artist’s hard-won technical skills in 
rendering transparency and refl ection. 
But surely a glass of water is a curiously 
calculated object to include in one’s fi rst 
transatlantic painting, especially since 
the boy’s hand gesture, and with it the 
delicate suspensional arc of the squirrel’s 
chain, carefully spans the precise diam-
eter of the lip. Whatever else we might 
say about this humble motif, it undeni-
ably involves the passage of a sensory 
chain across a body of water and thereby 
presents in microcosm the plight or task 
of the painting itself. In addition, the 
disposition of the background drapery 
is unusual. Whereas most of Copley’s 
earlier (and later) portraits tended to 
follow the Van Dyckian convention 
of arranging drapery as a charismatic 
decorative threshold opening to or 
carving out a space behind the sitter 
(compare his Nicholas Boylston; fi g. 1), 
here Copley draws the drapery fl atly and 
symmetrically behind the boy’s head, 
aggressively blocking off  the background 
rather than engineering a relation 
between the sitter and a larger setting. 
Th e curtain does not function, then, 
as “a stock stage-set borrowed from the 
imitators of Sir Peter Lely” (as biogra-
pher James Flexner put it) but rather 
as an intentional digression from such 
conventions.6 Th e curtain constrains the 
portrait to a reliefl ike space, encouraging 

1 John Singleton Copley, Nicholas 
Boylston, 1767. Oil, 49 ⁄ x 
39 ⁄ in. Harvard University Art 
Museums, Fogg Art Museum, 
Bequest of Ward Nicholas 
Boylston. Photo, Rick Staff ord 
© President and Fellows of 
Harvard College
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a closed system of internal relationships 
without recessive outlet.

Th e narrow space permits and sup-
ports Copley’s turn to a profi le format in 
Boy with a Squirrel. Neither the signifi -
cance nor the strangeness of this choice 
has been widely acknowledged. Profi les 
were unprecedented in Copley’s work 
up to that time, and they were unusual 
in fi nished oil portraits of the mid-

eighteenth century more generally.7 Th e 
painting is also Copley’s fi rst in which 
the image hinges spatially around a 
highly polished table surface. Copley had 
begun experimenting with such tables—
in his Nathaniel Allen (fi g. 2), Samuel 
Phillips Savage (1764), and Mrs. Samuel 
Waldo (1764–65), for example—but 
only with this painting did he start to use 
the motif as a metapictorial device rather 

2 John Singleton Copley, Nathaniel 
Allen, 1763. Oil, 50 x 40 in. 
Honolulu Academy of Arts, 
Frank C. Atherton Memorial 
Fund Purchase
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than a discrete studio prop. Here the 
surface of the table entirely transects the 
horizontal expanse of the canvas, mediat-
ing between the space of the viewer and 
that of the sitter as well as producing 
refl ections that underpin the structure 
of the composition and contribute to 
the internal patterning already noted. 
While Copley would return to this motif 
in later works like Paul Revere (1768), 
Mrs. Humphrey Devereaux (1771), and 
Mrs. Richard Skinner (Dorothy Wendell) 
(1772), he fi rst invented it for Boy with 
a Squirrel.

Th e squirrel is also worth some 
preliminary remarks. As scholars 
Paul Staiti and Roland Fleischer have 

shown, chained squirrels held daintily 
by women and children were fairly 
common motifs in colonial American 
portraits. As emblematic devices, they 
signifi ed diligence and patience as well 
as the proper Lockean education of the 
sitter, whose refi nement was indicated 
by his or her successful domestication 
of the wild creature.8 In 1765 Copley 
produced two other squirrel paintings: 
Boy with Squirrel, John Bee Holmes 
(fi g. 3) and Mrs. Th eodore Atkinson. 
Th ese seem experimental when com-
pared with Boy with a Squirrel; neither 
of the other squirrels is as precisely inte-
grated into the composition as the one 
in the Pelham picture. Note, too, that 
Henry Pelham’s pet—not the sitter—is 
the creature that makes visual contact 
with the viewer. Th e London-bound 
squirrel serves a pivotal structural role 
and bears exceptional powers of formal 
condensation that I will address more 
fully as my argument unfolds.

Copley’s Atlantic

Of course, the squirrel in Boy with a 
Squirrel is not just any squirrel. It is a 
fl ying squirrel (explaining the delicate 
ruff  of skin along its belly), a species 
native to North America with obvious 
thematic resonances for travel and 
movement. Th ese connotations were 
overtly acknowledged in the eighteenth 
century; both “squirrel” and “fl ying 
squirrel” were common names for the 
schooners, sloops, and men-of-war that 
passed regularly through Boston in the 
1750s and 1760s.9

Th ese resonances would not have 
been lost on Copley, who lived in a his-
torical moment and in a community in 
which people knew the names of ships; 
Copley understood the metaphoric and 
mechanical dimensions of the shipping 
world to which he would be entrusting 
his painting. He was born in Boston in 
1738, when the city was the undisputed 

3 John Singleton Copley, Boy 
with Squirrel, John Bee Holmes, 
1765.  Oil, 30 ¼   x 28 ⅛   in. 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
Lent by H. Richard Dietrich Jr.
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Mr. Roger Hale, who included it with 
his baggage in the ship to London and 
served therefore as a kind of supercargo. 
Once across the Atlantic, Hale delivered 
it to Captain R. G. Bruce, a merchant 
navy friend of Copley’s then living in 
London. Bruce conveyed it to a certain 
Lord Buchan (a.k.a. Lord Cardross) 
who, fancying himself a familiar of 
Reynolds since he had sat for a portrait a 
year earlier, took it to Reynolds’s studio. 
What next transpired remains unclear, 
but Copley’s name was somehow im-
perfectly transmitted to Reynolds, and 
when the painting was shown at the 
Society of Artists in 1766, it was misla-
beled as having been made by “William 
Copley.”15

If nothing else, the painting’s 
transatlantic adventure confi rmed the 
fragility of the link between cargo 
and information during this period, 
and the diffi  culty of ensuring that any 
object sent across the ocean would 
be properly marketed, translated, or 
otherwise interpreted. It also helps us to 
understand the extent of the painting’s 
imbrication in the maritime world and 
its systems, for at every point in its 
passage the painting was handled by 
naval intermediaries. Th is is true even 
of its historiographic passage from the 
eighteenth century onward. Consider 
the fact that Captain Bruce not only did 
the work of collecting Copley’s painting 
when it reached London but also, once 
it was exhibited, eavesdropped on the 
conversations of viewers, interviewed 
Reynolds about the merits of the work, 
and reported back to Copley what he 
had learned. All that we know today 
about Reynolds’s analysis of Boy with a 
Squirrel—including his piquant period 
statements about the picture’s “wonder-
full” qualities—comes from the pen of 
a merchant captain rather than directly 
from Reynolds himself. One of the key 
primary documents in early criticism 
of American art is, in a sense, a form of 
naval art criticism.

Pictorial Mobility

Added to the physical uncertainties of 
transatlantic shipping, Copley faced 
enormous aesthetic uncertainties. He 
knew that he could not send the kind of 
portrait he was accustomed to painting. 
Although portraiture was the only mar-
ketable genre in New England at the time 
and consequently the only genre in which 
he had developed expertise, Copley’s eager 
reading of European art theory texts indi-
cated that portraiture could not produce 
the kind of abstract generalizations that 
elevated the Grand Manner, which he 
longed someday to practice. “An History-
painter paints man in general,” Reynolds 
would later say, “a Portrait-Painter, a par-
ticular man, and consequently a defective 
model.”16 Copley knew that a portrait 
like his marvelous Epes Sargent (fi g. 6), 
to speak metaphorically, would not travel 
well. Notwithstanding the painting’s 
obvious thematic emphasis on corporeal-
ity and foundational stability, it would be 
dragged down in an aesthetic sense by its 
specifi city and singularity; these qualities 
would lash it to the particular time and 
place of its production.

Indeed, as art historian Margaretta 
Lovell has recently argued, portraiture’s 
important role in eighteenth-century 
New England depended upon its im-
mobility. Once painted, portraits had 
a negligible exchange value and would 
not likely be sold. Th ey were, to use an 
anthropological term, terminal commodi-
ties. Unlike other kinds of possessions 
whose increasing fungibility in a market 
economy made them less appropriate 
to serve as lasting material ties in frag-
menting modern families, the personal 
specifi city of portraits made them more 
likely to stay in families for generations. 
Th ey reinforced familial—particularly 
patrilineal—ties. Th is helps explain why, 
despite the wealth of porcelain, silver, 
and other refi ned manufactures making 
the transatlantic passage, oil portraits at 
midcentury were not common cargo. 
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Almost alone among what historian T. H. 
Breen has famously called “the baubles 
of Britain,” portraits were not widely 
imported to New England, and they were 
certainly not widely exported from New 
England. Portraits, in a sense, functioned 
in eighteenth-century America as adhe-
sives. When painting Boy with a Squirrel, 
Copley would have had to invent ways of 
overcoming the seemingly fundamental 
intransitivity of oil portraits. Copley had 
to work to make his painting move.17

Th ese imperatives help account for 
Copley’s unusual choice of the profi le 
format in the painting. Boy with a 
Squirrel is the only single-sitter profi le 

painting he produced in America.18 
Although neoclassical profi les would 
become standard in the later eighteenth 
century, they were rare in Europe, and 
exceedingly rare in America, at this 
early date of 1765. Copley’s use of 
the profi le does several things at once. 
First, it severs the implied eye contact 
between sitter and viewer. In turning 
away, the sitter becomes a hardened, 
reifi ed portrait-object, and the viewer’s 
own gaze is perpetually defl ected. Th e 
profi le, therefore, distances and general-
izes the portrait, helping to rid it of its 
particularist ballast. At the same time, 
the profi le removes the painting from the 
realm of strict portraiture and places it in 
the sphere of other genres. A probable if 
indirect inspiration for Copley’s profi le 
here is the work of the eighteenth-century 
French painter Jean Siméon Chardin, 
whose earlier genre paintings of boys at 
tables were occasionally reproduced in 
British periodicals (fi g. 7).19 But although 
Chardin’s model is compelling, it does 
not fully explain the resonance of the 
profi le in Boy with a Squirrel, which 
also drew on an emerging connection in 
British art between the profi le format and 
the portrait medal. When profi le views 
did appear at this time in British art, they 
commonly served commemorative and/or 
honorifi c purposes. Th ey involved distinct 
allusions to ancient numismatic imagery, 
and many were deliberately rendered to 
look like ancient portrait medals inserted 
into broader compositions. Copley almost 
certainly knew of portrait medals from a 
work by Boston engraver Nathaniel Hurd 
(fi g. 8), a friend whose portrait he was 
painting around the time he was working 
on Boy with a Squirrel. Dated 1762, 
it has been identifi ed by curator Ellen 
Miles as the fi rst image produced in the 
American colonies to incorporate profi le 
portraits. Notice that Hurd makes no 
attempt to integrate the spatial world of 
the carefully framed, medal-like profi les 
with any sort of existing composition on 
the page. He represents them in clipeus, 

6 John Singleton Copley, Epes 
Sargent, ca. 1760. Oil, 49 ⅞   x 
40 in. National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C., Gift of the 
Avalon Foundation. Image © 
2007 Board of Trustees, National 
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
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which, as British scholar Marcia Pointon 
has explained in her work on eighteenth-
century portraiture, is the nested framing 
of an image within a cartouche, as if it 
had been transposed or “clipped” from 
one place and inserted into another. 
Hurd suggested this procedure when, 
in the advertisement for the engraving, 
he noted that if cut along the circular 
borders, the portraits could be made “fi t 
for Gentlemen and Ladies to put in their 
Watches.”20

Th e imago clipeata tradition dates from 
antiquity and likely derives from the 
practice of soldiers bearing the emperor’s 
portrait on a circular shield before them 
as they moved. Pointon argues that mid-
eighteenth-century profi les were so closely 
associated with the clipeus form that they 
adopted its inherent structural signifi -
cance as a “bearing-forth” of the image. 
Th e profi le, in other words, was under-
stood to be a transported vision. It was 
structurally identifi ed as an image from 
elsewhere, a moving and mobile picture, 
detached from any coherent relation to a 
specifi c ground.21

Th ese implications of detachment, dis-
placement, and distance were reinforced 
by the classical connotations of profi le 
portraiture in the eighteenth century. 
As is well known, profi les were closely 
associated with Pliny’s account in the 
Natural History of the origin of painting, 
in which a Corinthian maiden, whose 
lover was about to depart for war, traced 
the outline of his profi le on the wall. Th is 
anecdote was common currency in cul-
tural discourse of the 1760s; it became a 
frequent subject of British painters by the 
1770s and an animating idea behind the 
popularity of silhouettes and silhouette 
cutting later in the century (fi g. 9).22 In 
each case, the profi le became a token of 
loss and departure.

It seems logical to suggest that 
Copley used the profi le here in order 
to borrow its functions of portability 
and passage. Th e profi le serves as a 
form of pictorial packaging—a way of 
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preparing a portrait for geographic and 
temporal displacement. In his article “Th e 
Aesthetics of British Mercantilism,” James 
Bunn has argued that the profusion of 
transported objects arriving in England 
from the ever-expanding reaches of the 
global empire required that these objects 
be “cauterized” from the local and spe-
cifi c contexts that defi ned their original 
meaning.23 I would suggest that Copley’s 
profi le serves as a pictorial version of 
that globalizing commodity operation. 
Inasmuch as its deployment was insepa-
rable from themes of displacement, the 
profi le was itself a form of cauterized 
portraiture. It permits the painting to 
enter an abstract space of transmission 
and exchange.

And speaking of exchange, the profi le 
also draws the painting into the associa-
tional orbit of what is perhaps the most 
mobile and circulatory of all objects, 
namely, the coin. Th is connection is so 
essential to the transatlantic relay of Boy 
with a Squirrel that it is appropriate to 

call the painting a “numismatic profi le.” 
During the eighteenth century, as British 
culture continued to grapple with the 
advent of modern fi nance, the money 
economy, and the attendant volatility of 
property and value, the semiotic function 
of coins and other currency was a topic 
of intense debate.24 Commonly discussed 
was the purported capacity of coinage 
to serve as a stable, unimpeachable, and 
universal form of transmission. Ancient 
coins were understood to have bridged 
space and time within sprawling empires. 
As David Alvarez has recently argued, 
Whig theorists like Joseph Addison 
showed “a great deal of interest in how 
information can be transmitted without 
the risk of interpretation” and turned 
to the numismatic image as “a superior 
method of communication” that could 
provide a direct connection to antiquity 
by virtue of its compelling aesthetic 
force. Th is had been neatly reinforced 
for moderns by John Locke, who, in his 
second treatise on government, argued 

that money circumvents time-
space limitations because it is 
portable and does not decay.25 
It serves as a reliable storage 
and transportation medium 
for value.

Although the need to bridge 
the Atlantic may have led 
Copley to appeal to the transi-
tive and generalizing properties 
of the coin, this does not mean 
that Boy with a Squirrel func-
tions in a manner neatly equiv-
alent or fully complicit with 
coinage per se. Any overt allu-
sion to specie would, of course, 
be anathema to the proper 
practice of fi ne art, which in 
the British eighteenth-century 
context defi ned itself in polar 
opposition to vulgar commer-
cial interests. Copley’s painting 
is closer in spirit to other, 
contemporaneous cultural 
productions that drew upon 

7 Jean Siméon Chardin, Th e House 
of Cards, 1740. 32 x 26 in. Uffi  zi 
Gallery, Florence, Italy. Photo, 
Scala / Art Resource, New York

8 Nathaniel Hurd, Britons Behold 
the Best of Kings, 1762. Colored 
engraving, 4 ⁄ x 5 ⅞   in. 
American Antiquarian Society, 
Worcester, Massachusetts

9 Joseph Wright, Th e Corinthian 
Maid, 1782–84. Oil, 41 ⅞   x 
51 ½   in. National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C., Paul Mellon 
Collection. Image © 2007 Board 
of Trustees, National Gallery of 
Art, Washington, D.C.
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the fl uency and mobility of currency to 
imagine narratives of global connection. 
Consider Joseph Addison’s well-known 
essay “Adventures of a Shilling” (1710), 
in which a coin speaks in a “soft Silver 
Sound” about its life. Th e shilling describes 
its birth in a Peruvian silver mine and 
then its various owners and the objects for 
which it was exchanged. Addison’s tale was 
an early example of the so-called circula-
tion narratives or It-narratives, popular 
throughout Britain and the American 
colonies in the eighteenth century, in 
which a series of events are related from 
the perspective of an inanimate object 
(most often a piece of currency) that is 
exchanged between disparate individuals. 
Other examples included Th e Adventures 
of a Rupee (fi g. 10), Adventures of a Bank 
Note, Adventures of a Pincushion, and Th e 
Genuine Memoirs and Most Surprizing 
Adventures of a Very Unfortunate Goose-
Quill. Th ese fi ctional currencies are 
granted the power of memory in order 
to imagine new forms of social linkage 
through space and time. Th ey help us see 
that Boy with a Squirrel emerged from 
a cultural moment in which the agency 
of circulating objects was being actively 
explored in the process of binding together 
a far-fl ung empire.26 

If Pelham’s profi le allows Boy with a 
Squirrel to adopt some of the vehicular 
powers of numismatic objects, the squir-
rel itself also contributes to the painting’s 
circulatory agency. Copley’s precise 
rendering of the fl ying squirrel, a species 
not found in Britain, gives the painting 
a natural-historical interest. One of the 
most active arenas of exchange in the 
mid-eighteenth century was the network 
of letters, shipped specimens, and images 
of specimens that constituted the vibrant 
practice of transatlantic natural history. 
As Susan Scott Parrish has demonstrated 
in her book American Curiosity, these ma-
terials became an epistemic currency that 
allowed American colonists to enter other 
chains of durational, sociable learning and 
exchange with European metropolitan 

centers. Shipped specimens functioned 
more like gifts than commodities, since 
they compelled responses and countergifts 
from their receivers in London, inau-
gurating an ongoing social intercourse. 
Moreover, these off erings had the eff ect 
of creating lateral rather than hierarchi-
cal relationships between periphery and 
center, since they were highly desirable 
to urban scientists who could not travel 
to America themselves. In sending his 
painting to the Society of Artists, Copley 
had no established artistic exchange 
networks to draw on (colonial painters 
were not regularly shipping specimens of 
their work to offi  cial societies in London). 
But he was surrounded by colonists who 
regularly submitted natural-history speci-
mens to the Royal Society of London for 
the Improvement of Natural Knowledge 
(usually referred to simply as the Royal 
Society). Th ese specimen exchanges 
produced eff ects analogous to those that 
Copley hoped to achieve in his exchange 
with the Society of Artists. If, as Jules 
Prown has suggestively claimed, Copley 
sent Boy with a Squirrel to London to 
begin a “correspondence course” with 
better-trained painters there, he might 
well have appealed to the demonstrated 
networking power of the exotic natural-
history object. Copley’s squirrel helped to 
code the painting as a sociable specimen 
of transatlantic exchange as well as to 
trigger particular habits of reception in 
his London viewers.27

Perceptual Delivery

Th us far I have examined Copley’s 
“navigational” procedures on two inter-
connected levels: the physical level, on 
which he took steps to ensure the safe 
and accurate delivery of the painting 
as an object; and the emblematic and 
allegorical one, on which the mode and 
content of his representational program 
(the numismatic profi le and the squirrel-
specimen) help code the painting as a 

10 Title page, Th e Adventures of a 
Rupee (Dublin, 1782)
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Pelham’s sensory distraction, in turn, 
decenters the viewer of the painting, 
whose gaze at the portrait head cannot 
be met by the boy and alights instead 
on his almost outlandishly conspicu-
ous ear. Th ere is much to be said about 
this ear and its emphatic place in the 
composition (note that the edge of 
the ear echoes precisely the curve of 
the squirrel’s ruff ). Th e ear might be 
seen as calling to mind Copley’s own 
fragmented and incomplete perceptual 
relationship to the painting as it trav-
eled. Th e painting was to be sent to 
London for critique. Copley, stuck in 
Boston, knew that people would be 
standing in front of the painting, speak-
ing about it. Th e ear suggests a straining 

after those voices that Copley himself 
could not hear, and the painting might 
be said to function as a wishful listening 
device. Whatever its specifi c resonances 
for Copley, Pelham’s ear replicates the 
sensory fragmentation and longing that 
characterized transatlantic communica-
tion during this period.

Th e ear would also have been a 
brazen, and perhaps even impertinent, 
image of sensory partiality for Copley’s 
most important viewer in London: Sir 
Joshua Reynolds. Reynolds (fi g. 12), 
as was well known, had been partially 
deaf since the early 1750s—he walked 
around London with a large silver ear 
trumpet.29 Regardless of Copley’s inten-
tions, Pelham’s ear may have reminded 
Reynolds of his own misaligned aff ec-
tive sphere; Copley’s profi le not only 
pronounced its own sensory disunity 
but did so for a viewer who was likely to 
recognize and refl ect on it. 

Yet even as the painting proclaims 
a state of sensory dispersion, it 
also pictures the conversion of that 
fragmentation into a unitary form. Th is 
recuperation occurs as the viewer’s gaze 
moves forward from the profi le to the 
fi gure of the squirrel. Its compact body 
concentrates the scattered, isolated, 
and incomplete sensory signals that 
characterize the rest of the image. Th e 
formal kinship between the squirrel and 
the boy invites comparison between 
the two fi gures. Th e gentle curve of 
the squirrel’s shoulder echoes the boy’s 
shoulder (as well as the back of his 
hand), the point of its nose picks up 
the triangular curve of the boy’s jaw, 
and—most conspicuously, as mentioned 
earlier—the meticulously painted white-
edged ruff  of the squirrel’s underbelly 
presents an exact retracing of the folds 
of the boy’s ear. Th e squirrel reminds 
us of the boy. But the sensory marks 
that are disposed centrifugally in the 
boy are gathered, condensed, and even 
synesthetically confl ated in the form of 
the squirrel.

12 Joshua Reynolds, Self-Portrait as 
a Deaf Man, 1775. Oil, 29 ½   x 
24 ½   in. Tate Gallery, London. 
Photo, Tate Gallery / Art Resource, 
New York
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Indeed, all of the senses seem 
concentrated, held, and present in 
the squirrel. Whereas the boy’s hand, 
mouth, and nose are disconnected, for 
the squirrel touch, taste, and smell all 
meet in the knotted junction of claw, 
nose, and nut (which is itself joined in a 
compact triangle with eye and ears). Th e 
other visual conjunction or condensa-
tion that is permitted—and permitted 
only by the body of the squirrel—is the 
animal’s gaze connecting the painting 
and the spectator. As if to apologize 
for the insults of the boy’s distracted 
profi le, the squirrel locates and recenters 
the viewer. Th e squirrel, rather like an 
internal, pictorial supercargo, delivers 
the bundle of sensory information to 
the viewer.

Th is “delivery” happens on the shiny 
table, which undergirds the image’s 
transformation from a fl at, profi le 
projection to a three-dimensional illu-
sion. Its refl ective surface provides the 
painting with another mimetic plane 
that does not correspond with the 
picture plane; the tabletop, as if bearing 
additional witness to the scene before 
the viewer, insists on the multidimen-
sionality and wholeness of the things on 
it. Th e table helps to reconstitute the 
fl at-packed image into a dimensionally 
complete world.

Spatially, the painting moves from 
fl atness to fullness; sensorially, from 
scatter to synthesis. Th is shift from 
fl at background to vivid foreground is 
consistent with Copley’s other American 
paintings. As Margaretta Lovell has 
shown, Copley’s spatial composi-
tion during these years was based in 
chiaroscuro and fi gure-background 
layering rather than in linear perspec-
tive methods. Th e art books he read 
promoted modeling and a projective 
fi guration as the primary means to 
lifelikeness: in his 1761 Inquiry into 
the Beauties of Painting, Daniel Webb 
encouraged painters to attain “that 
roundness or projection, by which 

fi gures are disengaged from their fond, 
and spring, as it were, from canvas into 
life.”30 But Copley’s application of these 
techniques in Boy with a Squirrel was 
hardly workmanlike or unrefl ective. 
Th e rhythmic exactitude with which he 
managed the illusion of springing from 
the fond—pulling congruent forms 
through a series of spatial transforma-
tions, as in the earlike shape that travels 
from the curtain, to the profi le, to the 
squirrel’s body—suggests otherwise. Boy 
with a Squirrel has a metapictorial inten-
sity not evident in Copley’s earlier work; 
it has the character of a demonstration 
or theorization of the evocative powers 
of painting itself. 

One explanation for this is, of course, 
the picture’s status as a demonstration 
piece: Copley shipped the painting 
to London as an advertisement of his 
artistic skills, his ability to produce a 
series of marks and patterns that could 
convey a powerful impression of reality. 
But there is more to it than that. For 
an intellectually ambitious painter like 
Copley, preparing to transmit a picto-
rial object across the ocean, the theme 
of sensory conveyance had a deeper 
resonance. 

In its overt concern with sensation, 
Boy with a Squirrel participates in the 
broader eighteenth-century discourse of 
empiricism (the philosophy, founded by 
John Locke, that holds all knowledge to 
be based in sense experience rather than 
innate ideas). Th e intensity of observa-
tion in Copley’s American paintings has 
often been associated with empiricism. 
As Barbara Novak recently noted, “the 
problem of how the external world is 
perceived is an urgent issue” in Copley’s 
time. But while Novak gives Copley’s 
approach a nativist bent, connecting 
it to an essentially American desire to 
get at the unvarnished truth of things, 
I would emphasize instead the status 
of empiricism as a quintessentially 
transatlantic project. Empiricist tracts 
grappled constantly with problems of 
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communication and perception across 
long distances. Locke, Berkeley, and 
Hume were each consumed by the 
problem of distance, particularly its 
eff ect on the strength of sense impres-
sions. Hume, to give just one example, 
wrote at length about how and why 
removals in space and time produce a 
“diminution of vivacity” in the percep-
tion and/or recollection of “foreign and 
remote objects.”31 It need hardly be 
said that these were exactly the kinds of 
questions that drove the development 
of communications and commodity 
exchange across the Atlantic Ocean and 
the other spatiotemporal gaps separating 
areas of the dilating British Empire. To 
send an object overseas was to confront, 
on an unavoidably practical level, the 
durations and extensions that populated 
empiricist philosophy.

Boy with a Squirrel may be particu-
larly related to the writings of Anglican 
Bishop George Berkeley, who had special 
connections to Copley. Berkeley argued 
in his infl uential essays on vision that 
three-dimensional space cannot be per-
ceived visually. For Berkeley, “what we 
immediately and properly see are only 
lights and colours in sundry situations 
and shades, and degrees of faintness and 
clearness, confusion and distinctness.” 
Distance and depth are not immediately 
seen; they require the learned coordina-
tion in the mind of these planar patterns 
of “lights and colours,” with the infor-
mation gained by exploring the world 
tactilely.32

Ann Gibson and Lucia Palmer have 
argued that Copley could not pos-
sibly have avoided Berkeley’s theories, 
neither in his general education in 
Boston nor in his independent educa-
tion as a painter. Berkeley had traveled 
to New England in 1729 along with 
John Smibert, who then became good 
friends with the engraver Peter Pelham, 
Copley’s stepfather, in Boston. Smibert’s 
painting techniques were deeply im-
pacted by Berkeley’s ideas, and it was in 

Smibert’s studio and library that Copley 
learned much of what he knew about 
painting. Th ese forensic and theoreti-
cal connections between Copley and 
Berkeley would hardly provide suffi  cient 
justifi cation for making an interpretative 
connection with Boy with a Squirrel, of 
course, were there not already some-
thing in Copley’s own task that would 
compel him to tap into this particular 
corner of period philosophy. For Copley, 
preparing to send an image across 
the ocean, Berkeley’s questions about 
distance and sensory fragmentation 
were not dry, hypothetical cogitations. 
Th e questions in play in contemporary 
empiricism—What can be perceived 
at a distance, and how?—were direct, 
operational challenges for the young 
painter.33 

In Berkeley’s understanding, objects 
arrive at the threshold of conscious-
ness as a disassembled set of sensory 
impressions; these impressions are then 
synthesized by the perceiver. A key 
aspect of Berkeley’s claim was his rule 
of the heterogeneity of the senses. Th e 
information I gain from looking at a 
water glass three feet away is purely 
visual; the information I acquire by 
touching it is purely tactile. Th ese two 
bodies of information never cohere in 
reality (in fact, for Berkeley, the glass I 
see and the glass I touch are two entirely 
diff erent objects); I can only collect the 
thought “glass at a distance of three 
feet” through a series of learned and 
habitual operations in the mind. In 
other words, a person must actively pull 
such an object into comprehension from 
an inchoate sensory “distance” that is 
beyond cognitive perception. Boy with 
a Squirrel, in its play between fl atness 
and volume, surface and depth, and 
the disconnection and regathering of 
sensory information, showcases precisely 
this process. 

Signifi cantly, Berkeley turned to 
painting to help make his argument 
about sensory heterogeneity. He argued 
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that the visual illusions routinely prof-
fered in paintings demonstrate that 
visual impressions are not naturally 
or necessarily connected to tangible 
objects. What looks, in a painting, like 
the object called “water glass” does not 
feel like a water glass; it feels instead 
like a fl at surface coated with dried 
oil paint. “Th at there is no necessary 
connexion between visible and tangible 
ideas suggested by them, we need go no 
farther than the next looking-glass or 

picture to be convinced,” 
he commented.34

Th e glass and hand in 
Boy with a Squirrel are 
relevant in this regard 
(fi g. 13). As noted earlier, 
Copley has painted the 
hand so that the curve 
of the chain appears to 
span exactly the diameter 
of the tumbler of water. 
Th is makes it appear, at 
fi rst glance, that the hand 
hovers directly over the 
glass. But a closer inspec-
tion of this passage reveals 
this to be a visual decep-
tion, for in fact the hand 
is placed well behind the 
glass. Th is means that if 
one could slide the glass 
back so that it actually sat 
just underneath Pelham’s 
fi ngers, the glass would 
(visually) contract, and its 
diameter would no longer 
correspond to the measure 
provided by the chain. 

Th e glass is placed too provocatively to 
be merely accidental. Copley has set it 
in precisely the position necessary to 
engender maximum confusion about its 
size and position. A nudge to the left or 
right would break the formal connection 
between the spread of the thumb and 
fi nger and the lip of the glass, and the 
glass would be immediately perceived as 
occupying a plane in front of the hand.

In his explanation of the heterogene-
ity of visual and tactile measurement, 
Berkeley argued that visual inches and 
tactile inches were categorically diff erent. 
While an inch marked on a ruler will 
always remain the same when measured 
by a fi nger held against it, that same 
inch will “have a diff erent visible exten-
sion” depending upon the distance of 
the ruler from the eye.35 By suggesting 
that the visual span of the glass and the 
tactile span of the hand are equivalent, 
but then demonstrating that equivalence 
to be false, Copley invites his viewers 
to acknowledge that they have actively 
(if improperly) equated visual and 
tactile inches and, therefore, performed 
a synthetic act. Th e habitual synthetic 
operations that permit painterly illusion-
ism erupt into uncanny visibility here on 
Copley’s table. Th e glass-hand puzzle in-
terrupts the viewer’s easy and automatic 
apprehension of the image, revealing the 
operation that makes that illusionism 
possible. 

Th e table surface on which all this 
occurs in the painting serves as an arena 
for sensory reckoning. In this sense, it 
recalls a celebrated table in the history 
of perceptual philosophy, namely, the 
one in Molyneux’s Problem, which 
functioned, arguably, as the primal scene 
of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 
empiricism. Here is Locke’s description:

Suppose a man born blind, and now 
adult, and taught by his touch to dis-
tinguish between a cube and a sphere of 
the same metal, and nighly of the same 
bigness, so as to tell, when he felt one 
and t’other, which is the cube, which the 
sphere. Suppose then the cube and sphere 
placed on a table, and the blind man to 
be made to see: Quaere, Whether by his 
sight, before he touch’d them, he could now 
distinguish, and tell, which is the globe, 
which the cube.36

Berkeley argued that the blind man 
would not be able to distinguish the 

13 Detail of John Singleton Copley, 
Henry Pelham (Boy with a Squirrel)
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two forms by sight; only after he had 
handled the objects and learned to as-
sociate their tactile contours with their 
visual contours could he recognize 
objects by looking at them. Molyneux’s 
table is a charged surface across which 
the adjudication of sensory knowledge 
takes place. We might say the same for 
Copley’s table, across which the viewer 
of the painting receives the visual im-
pressions he off ers. Although Copley 
hardly presumes the viewer’s literal 
blindness, his picture engineers and al-
legorizes something like an experience of 
“fi rst sight” (an experience, incidentally, 
that would also echo the literal scene of 
the painting’s unpacking in London). 
Th is operation of “fi rst sight,” of the 

encounter with data from a distance, is 
for both Berkeley and Copley a form of 
active re-collection and “incorporation” 
(to use Berkeley’s term).37 In moving 
from boy to squirrel, from background 
to foreground, the viewer actively trans-
lates fl attened, heterogeneous, dismem-
bered sensory information into whole, 
bounded bodies or objects. Th ere is, to 
proff er a suitable anachronism, some as-
sembly required.

Boy with a Squirrel, in its vivid 
staging of sensory reception, appealed 
not only to empiricist models of 
distance perception but also to more 
workaday processes of reception that 
pervaded social and economic life in 
colonial Boston. Indeed, what is perhaps 
most compelling about Copley’s brand 
of empiricism is the way it mirrors the 
language of transatlantic commod-
ity exchange and consumption in the 
colonial Atlantic world. Th roughout 
this world, the transit and reception of 
products and information was a drama 
of dimensional conversion, expansion, 
and enlivenment. Consider architectural 
pattern books, in which the bodies 
of buildings in Europe are fl attened, 
modularized, and atomized, then are 
resynthesized and reincorporated into 
habitable buildings upon arrival in 
America. Bolts of textiles unfold and 
recombine into refi ned ensembles on the 
bodies of colonists. Tea expands not on 
but within the bodies of colonists, its re-
hydration a literal sensory incorporation. 
Seeds infl ate into plants. And prints 
into paintings: Copley routinely used 
imported prints of British and European 
artworks as portable templates for his 
own portraits, which he likewise “in-
corporated” by adding color, modeling, 
and the individual faces of his colonial 
sitters. As in Berkeley’s learned vision, 
these activities were all manifestly social 
and socializing processes that bound far-
fl ung members of the empire through 
conventional practices of synthesis and 
reception.38 

13 Mark Catesby, Flying Squirrel, 
1743. Colored engraving from 
Natural History, vol. 2. Courtesy 
of Houghton Library, Harvard 
College Library
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