PRIMARY SOURCE SET
GEORGE WASHINGTON AND THE SEVEN YEARS’ WAR




The Death of General Wolfe by Benjamin West, 1770
Source Type: Painting 

Courtesy of National Gallery of Canada, www.gallery.ca
BACKGROUND INFORMATION: The Death of General Wolfe by Benjamin West depicts the Battle of Quebec (also known as the Battle of the Plains of Abraham) which took place on September 13, 1759. This encounter was the last major battle in the North American theater of the Seven Years’ War with the British gaining political and military control over the French in North America. Following a three-month siege of the city of Quebec, the Battle of Quebec lasted approximately fifteen minutes. British General James Wolfe was killed by musket fire within the first few minutes of the battle. 
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION: The Death of General Wolfe by Benjamin West depicts the Battle of Quebec (also known as the Battle of the Plains of Abraham) which took place on September 13, 1759. This encounter was the last major battle in the North American theater of the Seven Years’ War with the British gaining political and military control over the French in North America. Following a three-month siege of the city of Quebec, the Battle of Quebec lasted approximately fifteen minutes. British General James Wolfe was killed by musket fire within the first few minutes of the battle. In the painting, a messenger can be seen running toward the group with news of the French defeat. The artist, Benjamin West was not present at the Battle of the Quebec and created the painting to be symbolic, rather than historically accurate. For example, in the center of the painting Wolfe is surrounded by his aides; at the actual time of his death, Wolfe’s aids were commanding troops in battle. West’s portrayal of this pivotal moment came to symbolize British Imperialism. The image of The Death of General Wolfe instantly became one of the most popular paintings in Britain and the colonies with replicas and prints sold around the world. 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS & ACTIVITIES: 
1. Why do you think Benjamin West decided to paint this moment? What was he trying to accomplish with this painting? Explain using evidence from the source. 
2. Write a description of the painting as though you were on the phone with someone who has not seen it.
3. In the excerpt Washington to the Royal Governor Dinwiddie November 5, 1757 (Source 9), Washington accused the British of mistreating and mismanaging Native Americans during the Seven Years’ War. How does Benjamin West’s depiction of Native Americans in the Death of General Wolfe support or contradict Washington’s claim? Use evidence from the sources to support your answer.
4. Research the Battle of Quebec and the death of Wolfe and draw a more historically accurate account of the event. 
5. Host a class discussion using Virtual Thinking Strategies
 http://www.vtshome.org/
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES: 
1. Video exploration of the painting from the National Gallery of Canada: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y0jPXX8uvAI
2. Battle of Quebec Overview
http://www.history.com/topics/battle-of-quebec-1759
3. Collection of comments on the painting by Art Historians:
 http://www.19thcenturyart-facos.com/artwork/death-general-wolfe
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