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Both Albert Boime and the la1e Guy McElroy re- England in 177510 fu,·ther pursue his career as an ar1is1. He was 
cently published studies suggesting that 1be figure of 1he negro a man or de1ennina1ion concerning his ar1. His leners. without 
in John Singleton Copley's Warson mu/ the Shark (Figure I) fail, make reference 10 h is work as a painter. The move 10 
involves political allegory. Boime's book was based on an London d id 1101 change Copley's standard of living. As in 
article he wrote for Smilhso11ia11 Stutlies in American Art in America, appearances continued to hold great impo11.ance to 
whichhefocusedontheworksofCopleyandWinslow liomer. him. He resided in neighborhoods with such notaries as the 
In rns :111icle. Boime writes. " ... Copley's picture demonstrates popular painter. Joshua Reynolds and 1he famous auctioneer. 
a Tory auempt 10 show sympathy for repressed people at the James Christie.' Allhough. there is evidence of his allegiance 
height of Tory antagonism towards the American Revolu• to the colonies, he chose the safer stand of neutralily once on 
tion."' McElroy suppo,1ed 1his view in Facing Hisrmy by foreign soil.' Copley's choice is understandable given )tis 
adding, " ... Copley's black figure ... ac1s as an integral com po- obligation to h is new patrons in London (both Whigs and 
ne111 of a dialogue tha1 encompasses political imrigue."2 Rich- Tories) who graciously welcomed him into their circles. 
ard Dormcnt, in his review of Boime's book, convincingly Choosing sides during such heated limes could have proven 
argued ,hat Boiine refers 10 circumstances and ideas which fatal to his career. Given his tcm~rament and his desire to 
were. at best. a passing concern 10 eigh1cc111h century whites. establish a rcpu1a1ion in London. 1he likelihood 1hat Copley 
Dorment writes. "from everything we know about Copley or intended 10 make a complicated socio/poli1ical s1a1eme111 
Wa1son 1he moral issue of slavery did not concern 1hem."3 through \Va1so11 and the Shark. as suggested by Boime. seems 
Therefore. there are important quest ions 10 be asked. Whal was problema1ical. His patron, Brook Watson was a prominen1. 
the role of the negro in the eighteenth century urban commu- American-born. London-based businessman who had impor-
ni1ics: of London. Boston and Havana? What docs the presence tanl national isl acquaintances in America. It is said that he 
of 1he negro in this painting seem to symbolize, and d id the use used his position among 1hem to spy for 1he loyalist cause. 
of a negro figure in 1he painting of Warson and the Shark have Watson. a staunch Tory, had his livelihood implicated in the 
anything 10 do with the politit-sor1hai 1ime? l will first address profits 10 be made by 1he slave trade.• Whether or not he dealt 
1heseques1ions by summarizing wha1 is known of the opinions directly in 1he trade of flesh. or merely in the food s1uffs sold 
this painter and his patron might have had during 1he years 10 1hosewhodid.hasbeena1opicoflivcly deba1e. Wedo know 
su.lTounding 1778. A brief de-scrip1ion of the charac1e,· of 1ha1 his wealth wrcs dependent on 1he conti!rnation of 1hc 
Copley and WaL,on will perhaps aid in 1he in1erpre1a1ion of this enterprise. Brook Watson frequented the ports of the A1lan1ic 
painting.' triangle as often as the parlors or 1he social eli1e. Watson must 

John Singleton Copley (1738-18 15) came from a have possessed admirable oratory and political skills since he 
mjddle class, merchant family in Boston. Massachusetts. He wcnl on 10 become a member of Parliamen1. During his 1cnurc 
was able to elevate his economic and social standing through in Parliament. he voted against the abolition of slavery!0 

his talent as a po r1rai1 painter in Bos1on. At the age of thirty There is liule que-stion as 10 his stand in this matter. h seems 
he married Susanna Clari<e. the daughter of a prominent Tory probable 1ha1 Watson's stand wits one 1aken with nothing more 
businessman. Cop1e)• involved himself with the town politics than economics in mind. 
of young, colonial Boston. as was expected of a man in his In 1773. Watson met the ex-slave writer. Phillis 
stmion.s His reputation of involvement increased his visibility \Vhcatley. at a gathering given in her honor in London. As 
and bolstered his business as a painter. Copley's political Lord Mayor of London. he presented her with a copy of the 
concem seemed 10 be with peace between the Colonies and I 770 Glasgow folio edition of Paradise Lost. At the National 
Britain. His surviving lcuers make no mention of his having an Gallery in London. a painting of this event exists to this day.11 

opinion of or a concern with slavery. He owned a respectable Not only did Wa1son acknowledge the talents of this negro 
piece of properly in the Beacon Hill area where he was the woman in a public seuing but allowed this gesture 10 be 
neighbor of John Hancock.' imrnor1alized for future generations. This could be a clue 10 

Ambition and an unsculcd political climate in 8 0s1011 Brook Watson's auitude towards 1he ncgro as an individual, 
aided Copley in his decision 10 swdy in Italy and then sen le in seen in a totally different light from 1ha1 of slavery's economic 
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gain. Watson. an orphan himself, bequeathed Watson 011d rhe 
Shark 10 Christ's Hospital. a London school dedicated 10 the 
education of poor children, because the painting "[held] out a 
most useful lesson to youth." " Historian Hugh Honour notes. 
that this statement gives definition to Watson's feelings about 
the ar1work. He saw ics message as adversity overcome against 
devastating odds, the result of "human courage and solidar­
ity."" Not a particularly religious man, Watson had a spiritua.1 
bent that rose to the surface on occasion, as when he quoted 
poetry on the reverse of another painting with lines that speak 
to the nature and inherent heroism of man. 1' 

Unfortunately, there is little written about how much 
innuence Watson had on the overall composition of the 
painting in question. It has been suggested by McElroy that it 
was Watson who advised Copley that a ncgro was a member 
of the rescue team." In 1778, Watson's incident with the shark 
was already twenty nine years past. There is no documented 
reference to the identity of any member of the rescue team. 
More than likely the decision to place 11ine sailors in the small 
boat was Copley's, establishing his primary control over the 
composition of the painting. Copley, having already settled on 
the arrangement of the composition, could have chosen 10 

transfonn any of the sailors in the boat from white 10 black 
(Figure 2). The finished product not only has compositional 
balance but tonal balance, achieved in part. by the placement 
or the dark face at the top of the triangle or figures. There is 
little finn infonnation about the relationship between Watson 
and Copley. The two are said to have met aboard ship during 
Copley's joumey to England in 1774.16 If so, it is safe 10 assume 
that Copley inquired about the loss of the leg and was intro­
duced to the story of Watson's near death encounter with the 
shark in Havana Harbor. The story was more than likely 
repeated orten because of its dramatic appeal and might have 
been heavily embellished at each telling. The historian, Marshall 
B. Davidson, refers to Watson as a friend of Copley. " No 
evidence was given for this presumption but the two men could 
have retained at least a business acquaintanceship. An un­
signed portrait exists of Watson in his Parliamentary robes, as 
Lord Mayor of London, which has been anributed to Copley. 18 

Since this was a commissioned painting, 1hc patron 
obviously dictated the basic content of the picture. Until the 
end of the eighteenth century few large pictures had been 
painted and vinually no stan1es carved withou1 commissions. 
It is not until the beginning of the nineteenth century that we 
see evidence of artistic independence which allowed the 
financially stable artist to express his own sentiments through 
his work.'9 

As Copley's biographer Jules D. Prown put it, "[\Varson 
a11d the Shark] was a topic of bizarre novelty rather than 
historical importance."'° Additionally, there would have been 
no compelling reason to use a negro figure in its composition 
without such a request from the patron. 

Copley made many preliminary sketches for this 
painting. As mentioned above. it is believed that Brook 
Watson. upon seeing a sketch of the composition, advised 
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Copley that one of the crew members involved in the rescue 
was a negro. 1l1ere was no reason 10 doubt the validity of the 
statement. The British were known to use negroes 10 pilot royal 
vessels in the coastal waters and negroes swelled the ranks or 
ordinary seamen." In their work as seamen, blacks came into 
direct competition with British seamen. Governor Parry, sta• 
t ioned in Barbados in 1786, found it necessary to write 10 the 
Crown " ... that the numbers of Negro Slaves employed in 
Navigating the Trading Vessels ... seem to me to increase so 
much as to require the attention of the British Legislature. as 
it throws so many English seamen out of employment."" 
Additionally, it is not so surprising to find the negro in the ranks 
of seafaring men. The role of the sajlor has historically been 
dictated by strict laws which were not unlike those wrinen to 
keep the slave in line. George [I passed a statute in 1729, upon 
which the later U.S. statute of J 790 was modeled, which 
provided for the apprehension and punishment by in1prison• 
ment for the desertion of a sailor." A life of physical discomfort 
faced both the able seaman of the eighteenth century as well 
as the plantation slave. At the master's disposal twenty-four 
hours a day, a slave or a seaman faced the added possibi)ity of 
life-threatening disaster at the hand of Mother Nature.'' 

Watso11 and the Shark represented not only Copley's 
first "history painting" but also his first negro figure. Thus the 
inclusion of a negro would have posed new technical problems 
for the artist. Of all the preparato ry work done for this canvas, 
the negro apparently received the singular, finished o il study 
done in 1777 (Figure 3). Copley's need to work rrom life is 
assurance that the figure is a portrait of someone available to 
pose in his London studio. This oil study, according to Prown. 
was referred to as "Head of a Favorite Negro" when sold at 
auction in 1864. Hugh Honour writes that the negro "was in all 
probability a servant brought over by the Copley family from 
Boston."" This is disputable since Prown has documented the 
passage from Marblehead, Massachusetts having included 
only "Mrs. Copley, the three oldest children and a maid.""' 
There is no concrete evidence that Copley had exposure to 
blacks in his every day home life. ' 

The idea that Watson might have been cunning 
enough to use the painting 10 display his feelings conceming 
the then current fight for freedom by the Colonies is, of course, 
possible. But, the probability that a black crew member was 
present softens the possible political edge that this picture has 
been reputed to possess by Boime and McElroy. The reviews 
given the picture at the time of its first showing in 1778 at the 
Royal Academy do not in any way allude to such political 
"messages." Therefore. if such messages were intended we at 
least know that they were not noticed by the critics who would 
have been the first to reveal this type of content. The painting 
received rave reviews. The Morni11g Chro11icle on April 25, 
1778 mentions the negro figure as "a fine index or concem and 
horror."" I could find no evidence among references by 
scholars in eighteenth century documents concerning this 
painting lhat convinced me that the ncgro's presence was 
unorthodox for the period. Therefore. the negro seaman would 



not serve as an effective political symbol. 
Copley's Watson and the Shark is among one or the 

few grnnd paintings of the eighteenth century to contain a black 
image. It is an "integrated" painting devoid of any reference to 
the social d ivisioo of the races in its title or its composition. It 
is documented that the common able seaman was a lower class 
citizen. In England. they were ooce ordinary fisherboys, 
ilLiterate and struggling for mere survival. In order 10 glorify 
1he existence or ncgro sailors as unusual for the time. one 
would have to take them out of historical context to make an 
effective political statement. 

Copley's picture was not the first painting with black 
images to be shown at The Royal Academy. ln 1777, one year 
earlier. Agostino Brunias exhibited A Sunday Negro's Mt1rke1 
ill the Island of Dominica which created a somewhat sterilized 
vision of the negro slave community in the \Vest Indies.is The 
present location of this painting is unknown but examples or 
Brunias' style do survive: a negro group alone and at leisure, 
thus making no statement vis~a~vis placement in 1hc social 
structure of the slaveholder society. Indeed. it is not clear in 
the painting's conception that these people were slaves at all. 
The viewer is faced with a pleasant gathering of clean. well­
dresscd, merry negroes. This unrealistic treatment of the negro 
slave subject in art is typical of most of the eighteenth century. 
It is within the final decade of the century that depiction of 
slavery was used as propaganda to promote its abolition. as 
seen in George Morland's Execrable H,1111t111 Troffick of 1789 
(Figure 4). Since Watson was not an advocate of the abolition 
of slavery, it is: unlikely lhat he would have drawn attention to 
the issue in this manner. The artist who had actually seen the 
horrifying plight of the negro slave in the New World would 
not advance in his career had he chosen to immortalize such 
subject matter on canvas in an attempt to gain patronage. Prior 
to the emergence or the abolitionist movement. fine an using 
the black image was limited to such fanciful pictures as 
B111nias' and the few portraits where slaves were incorporated 
into the composition just as a favorite vase or piece of fumiwre 
would have been. As the moral issue of slavery became a 
prominent question in the fight for independence between 
B1i1ain and America, slaveholding became something of a sore 
subject to the eighteenth cemury aristocrat. What was once a 
stan,s symbol as seen in po11rJits like John He-sselius' Charles 
Calvert of 1761 (Figure 5) became less common as the 
abolitionist campaign accelerated in the later years of the 
century. Therefore. the fow black images undertaken during 
these turbu lent times did not attempt to portray the negro as 
they truly existed on the plantations. No commissioned eight­
eenth century picture documents the true condition or a ncgro 
slave. What we have surviving today is a glorified impression 
of a group of appreciative black natives. n,e acceptance of fine 
a,1 as a method of accurately recording current history was still 
in i1s infancy. If rcndercd in a naturalislic state. the slave would 
first and foremost represent oppression, an image unsuitable 
for the parlors of those who patronized art. It is also important 
to note that or the numerous portraits painted by Copley on both 
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continents, not one included a ncgro servant. 
The black individual was a rare sight in Britain prior 

to the huge economic success of the slave trade. Blacks had 
been simply identified as Africans. Several Africans were 
exotic functionaries in the courts of Europe-"part of the 
colorful decor of prince!)• magnificence.""' In Britain. mass 
opinion about the abolition of slavery began in the 1780s and 
peaked with the campaigns of 1788. 1792, and 1814.'° It wa.s 
in the late eighteenth century a.~ well, that sugar became a high 
demand product. As the demand for sugar increased. so did the 
demand for African slave labor to work the plantations or the 
West Indian colonies. This was the cause of what is known as 
the Atlantic Triangle between Britain, Africa. and the West 
Indies. Some statistics concerning the negro prcs:cnce in 
Britain, Cuba, and America during the mid to late eighteenth 
century will aid in our understanding or the degree of famiLiar­
ity Copley. Watson. and those like them, might have experi­
enced. This will also place the black crewman in 1Va1so11 a11d 
the Shark in perspective. 

The life of an urban ncgro in Boston was drastically 
different from that of the negro on the n1ral plantation. 
Throughout the entire colonial era in Massachuseus, Boston 
claimed the largest number or negroes in 1752 representing 
one tenth of the population." Boston, with six percent of the 
white population of Massachusetts in 1765. contained fifteen 
percent of the colony's slaves." Ownership or slaves during the 
eighteenth century in Boston was universal an1ong the urban 
elite and commonplace among the middle classes as well." 
Further, in the North, slavery did not develop on a large scale 
"for the thin soil and harsh climate did not pennit the plantation 
system of agriculture." Blacks were found in every occupation 
from printing 10 cabinetmaking. They helped to build New 
England ships that engaged in fishing. whaling, trading, and 
were employed in manning them as well.-" Economically, the 
free negroes of New England were discriminated against. often 
limiting their employment to unskilled labor, except for the 
seaman." "TI1e black seaman was a common4'sight in colonial 
New England, and in some ca.scs. nearly half of the whaling 
crews were Negroes."¼ This infonnation bec.omes very inter• 
esting when we look at Watson and the Shark and see the 
harpoonist at work. The harpoon is most commonly used on 
whaling vessels. On whaling ships in panicular, as early as 
1806. black men " ... more or less have been in command of 
vessels without an)' intennission. These sailors, regardless of 
color. stood on equal grounds as to their ability 10 rise through 
the ranks onboard ship."" The status of the negro seaman was 
unlike that or any other occupation at the time. Watson would 
not have been surprised to see a negro involved in his rescue. 
The negro sailor should have been a common sight 10 him 
involved, as he wa.s, in trade and in his familiarity with the ports 
of several cities. 

In London, it was fashionable in the eighteenth 
century to keep a black servant: they were regarded with 
"amusement" by most people." The prejudices in England, at 
this time. were primarily those concerning social rank. A 



servant was low-s1a1us, black or white. Negroes were imro­
duced into London as slaves by the American and West Indian 
planters. Unable 10 contain the influx of slaves into the city, 
Lord Mansfield declared in 1772 that there would be no slavery 
in England and tha1 any bondsman selling foot in the country 
was au1oma1ically free.'• This should not be confused with 1he 
acceptance of slavery in the British colonies which flourished 
until 1833. Slavery. to the urban elite of both London and 
Boston. was an issue which concerned them, at best, on a 
moral/spiritual level. The abolition of slavery meant they 
would have to employ rather 1han own I heir negro se1vants and 
laborer,. It did 1101 represent the devastating losses 1ha1 the 
plantation owners envisioned a1 the same time. 1l1a1 Copley 
had servants is indisputable. Whether any of his servants were 
black is not known. Because Copley traveled in elitist circles, 
i1 is probable 1hat he encountered negroes in 1he homes of his 
friends and neighbors. What appears as uno11hodox about 
Copley's painting, 10 1he modem viewer, is 1ha1 he made no 
reference 10 1he social placement of his black ligure, some­
thing we have become accustomed to seeing in works dated 
during African slavery. Boime describes this figure as "an 
exotic servant who awaits his master's next move. "40 He seems 
10 suggest 1ha1 the founeen year old, drowning "patron" 
Watson, was giving commands 10 his black servant. Which 
other ligurc in this composition could be considered a master? 
As a seaman in his element. the negro in Wa1so11 a11d 1/te Shark 
was equal 10 his ma1es in the boat and a distinction between 
them because of color was unnecessary. 

The final area in th.is discussion is Havana Harbor. 
Cuba, 1hc sc11ing for our painting. Copley did not visit Cuba 10 
create his background. Prown has shown tha1 Copley used a 
print 10 depict the harbor accurately. In his inquiries he might 
have asked about 1he sailors 10 be found there. The ratio of free 
people of color to slaves in Cuba in 1787 was I: 1.7." Writers 
on slavery in Cuba contend that the urban slave lived with for 
more freedom and money than their rural countcrpans. Despite 
1he fact that "1he sugar industry was one of the prime imponcrs 
of African slaves after 1800. the overwhelming bulk of the 
negrocs on Cuba neither lived nor worked on 1he great sugar 
plan1a1ions during lhe emire period of Cuban slavery."" The 
Lalin American slave codes were far more lenient in compari­
!iOll 10 those in America. The African slave was treated as a 
human being and enjoyed 1he basic rights of marriage, parent­
hood and family life. There is no concrete way 10 identify the 
sailor. who plucked Brook Watson ou1 of Havana Harbor as 
locals. European or American. With 1he exception of the 
harpo0nis1, all 1he figures appear dressed in like attire high­
lighting further the appearance of equality among 1he111. Close 
inspection of 1he sleeves on the ligures leaning ou1 of the boat 
and the oarsman in 1he forefront reveal the comparable quality 
of1ype ,md cons1ruc1ion 10 1he garment of the negro. I mention 
the au ire of 1hc seamen in 1his painting because both Boime and 
McElroy use the idea of the negro being "more fashionably 
dressed" 10 suppon their argument 1ha1 he has a special 
meaning and role in the painting. They cite that the figure is 
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unchamc1eris1ically auired and placed in the composition to 
draw auention 10 his use as a political S)'mbol." But according 
10 Franklin Knight, slaves in the city generalJy dressed in the 
styles of the whites." The sight of a "fashionably dressed" 
negro in Havana was. therefore. not a sight 10 cause heads to 
turn. Prior to 1884, when a man went to sea he carried most 
equipment with him; "a suit of oil clothes. nannel shirt or 
guernsey frock. sea boots."" When Fredrick Douglas escaped 
10 the nonh in 1838, he did so disguised'"~ a sailor. He writes, 
"In my clothing I was rigged ou1 in sailor style. I had on a red 
shit1 and a tarpaulin hal and black cravat tied in sailor fashion. 
carelessly and loosely about my neck. "46 Douglas goes on 10 
describe his passage mentioning the favorable 1reatmen1 he 
received because of the respect 1ha1 was given 10 a man of the 
sea. Admittedly, this event 100k place almost a century after 
the one in question. but I would suggest 1ha1 such respect did 
not happen over night especially in relation to the negro. I do 
not find ii convincing 10 describe Copley's sailor as over­
dressed for this scene. 

The black crewman in Warso11 a11d 1he Shark is on 
equal ground with the white crewmen. It is tempting to read 
meanings into so grand a picrure as this one. TI1e impact of 1he 
painting. given its size and naturalistic rendering of a life• 
threatening situation, is unavoidably spiritual leading to intro­
spection on 1he part of 1he viewer. I do not believe that there 
are any underlying issues at play here. The painting is nol in 
need of any effon 10 bring ou1 i1s meaning, nor does ii require 
1he societal ranking of its figures. It reminds the viewer of how 
man can be rendered helpless by the ravages ofnature. To carry 
Wa1so11 a11d rhe Shark into 1he realm of political commemary 
is a modern idea. Richard Dom1ent commented in his review 
that doing this would reduce this outstanding work of an to "a 
minor painting, a glorified political canoon." With 1his, I could 
not agree more. 

Aside from 1he drama at hand, Wa1so11 and rite Shark 
should be seen as a somewhat stylized but realistic rendering 
of one of the roles ncgroes played in eighteenth-century life. 
a role which, even ifonly when al sea, pul them on equal ground 
with 1he whites. The depictions of blacks 1hai were 10 follow 
this one do exemplify 1he inequitable 1reatmen1 of these 
people. setting them socially apan from whites; but ii is neither 
fair nor necc.~sary 10 question the basic intent of a work of art 
in view of those which follow i1 from 1he hands of differem 
anis1s. Copley went on to paint Demit of Major Pierso11 (Figure 
6) during 1782-84 and again gave his black figure individual 
identity and dignity. If historical fact did not tell us 1ha1 this 
figure was the servant of Major Pierson. present and active 
during 1he struggle, we would be forced 10 accept him as 
something more. Documented rac1 has kepi this picture free of 
modem speculation which is exactly what has clouded the 
intended message of Wa1so11 a11d rite Shark. 
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Figure I. John Singlc1on Copley, W0tso111111d the Shark. 1778. oil on canvru;. 71 3/4" x 90 1/2". Na1ional Gallery of Art, Washing1on: 
Ferdinand Larnmonl Belin Fund . 

..,__~'----'--.... ------
~ 

Figure 2. John Single1on Copley. Eight Men. 1777-78. charcoal and chalk. 9 3/4" x 11 7/8". Oetroil 
lns1i1u1c of An.s. City of Dctroi1 Purchase. 
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Figure 3. John Singleton Copley, /lead oft1 Negro, 
1777-78. oil o,i canvas, 2 1" x 16 1/4". Founders 
Socie1y Pul'Chase, Gibbs-Williams F'und, DeLroit 
lns:tiHne or An. 

Figure 4. George Morland, Exe,:rt1ble /Ju111t111 Trtif/ick or The AjJPcliQ11flle Sltn-es, replica of 1788 version, oil on canvas. 1789, 
33 1/2 .. x 48"'. Men ii Foundation Collection. Houston. 



Figure 5. John Hcssclius. ClwrlesCalvert. 1761. 
oil on c-•nvos. 5-0 1/4" X 40 1/4". The Bahimorc 
Museum of Art. gifl of Alfred R. and Henry G. 
Riggs in memory of Oe11eral Lawrason Rig.gs. 

Figure 6. John Singleton Copley. Death of Major Pierson, 1782-84. oil on ca1l\1as, 99" x 144". The Tate Gallery, London. 
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