PRIMARY SOURCE SET
GEORGE WASHINGTON AND THE SEVEN YEARS’ WAR



PRIMARY SOURCE SET
GEORGE WASHINGTON AND THE SEVEN YEARS’ WAR




George Washington as a Colonel in the Virginia Regiment by Charles Volkmar (1874), after Charles Willson Peale

Source Type: Painting
Courtesy of the Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association

BACKGROUND INFORMATION: Martha Washington commissioned this portrait of George Washington nearly ten years after the end of the Seven Years’ War. Washington chose to have himself painted in his uniform from his time as a colonel in the Virginia Regiment. At the time of the commission it was assumed this might be the only portrait made of Washington, since portraits were expensive, and he wanted to communicate his greatest accomplishment.
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION: Martha Washington commissioned this portrait of George Washington nearly ten years after the end of the Seven Years’ War. Washington chose to have himself painted in his uniform from his time as a colonel in the Virginia Regiment. At the time of the commission it was assumed this might be the only portrait made of Washington, since portraits were expensive, and he wanted to communicate his greatest accomplishment. The folded document in his pocket contains orders from Royal Governor Dinwiddie. The red officer’s sash and the silver gorget around his neck are both symbols of status in the military. The naturalistic landscape in the background recalls Washington’s time in the Ohio Territory while fighting for the British. Upon retiring from the Virginia Regiment, Washington took on the role of planter, focusing on developing his farms, purchasing luxury goods from Britain for himself and his new bride Martha Dandridge Custis, and becoming involved in Virginia politics in Williamsburg. NOTE: The painting shown here is by the artist Charles Volkmar. It is a replica of the 1772 portrait painted by Charles Willson Peale and commissioned by Martha Washington.
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS & ACTIVITIES: 
1. Why do you think it was important for Washington to be painting in his British uniform? 

2. Use the Mount Vernon Virtual tour to explore the West Parlor. What was Washington trying to communicate by placing this portrait in this room at Mount Vernon? Why do you think Martha Washington commission the portrait in 1772? Mount Vernon Virtual Tour: http://www.mountvernon.org/site/virtual-tour/
3. This painting was completed in 1772 and within a few years Washington was in command of the American forces during the American Revolution. Compare and contrast this portrait with Charles Willson Peale’s 1781 painting George Washington at the Battle of Princeton: http://artgallery.yale.edu/collections/objects/39532
ADDITIONAL RESOURCES: 
1. Charles Willson Peale, Digital Encyclopedia of George Washington: http://www.mountvernon.org/digital-encyclopedia/article/charles-willson-peale/
2. Collection of Life Portraits of George Washington: 
http://www.mountvernon.org/george-washington/artwork/life-portraits-of-george-washington/
3. West Parlor, Digital Encyclopedia of George Washington: 
http://www.mountvernon.org/digital-encyclopedia/article/front-parlor/
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