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Illusion and Allusion 
Charles Willson Peales Staircase Group 
at the Columbianum Exhibition 

Wendy Bellion 

Charles Willson Peale, Staircase 

Group (Portrait of Raphaelle Peale 
and Titian Ramsay Peale), 1795. 
Oil, 89 1/2 x 39 3/8 in., shown as 
installed in a modern doorframe 
at the Philadelphia Museum of 
Art, George W. Elkins Collection 

One of the tallest tales in American art 

history begins as a parable of social mod- 

esty. In April 1856 Rembrandt Peale 

(1778-1860) wrote an article entitled 
"The Person and Mien of Washington" 
for the Crayon, a literary journal. The 

essay professed that George Washington, 
renowned for his political accomplish- 
ments, was also a pillar of etiquette. To 

impress the point upon his readers, Peale 
claimed that the president had even paid 
"polite respect to a picture" during a visit 
to the Philadelphia Museum: 

My father [Charles Willson Peale] had in- 
vited the General to see some Indian [wax- 
works] dressed in their proper habiliments. 
A painting, which he hadjustfinished, was 

placed in the room leading to the Indian de- 

partment. The painting represented my elder 
brother, with palette in hand, as stepping up 
a stairway, and a younger brother looking 
down. I observed that Washington, as he 

passed it, bowed politely to the painted 
figures, which he afterwards acknowledged 
he thought were livingpersons. If this first 

homage bestowed on the picture was not 
indicative of its merit, it was, at least, an- 
other instance of habitual politeness. 

Reiterated endlessly in twentieth-century 
studies of American art and the Peale fam- 

ily, the story of Washington's deception at 

the hands of Charles Willson Peale 

(1741-1827) helped crown the Staircase 

Group (frontispiece) as an icon of trompe 
l'oeil art-a pictorial deception. Although 
scholars have recently expressed doubt 
about the veracity of Rembrandt Peale's 

report, noting that his account followed a 

literary convention that celebrated artists 
who deceived authority figures, the legend 
remains alive and well in popular literature 
and children's books (fig. 1).1 

To regard the Staircase Group as a 

trompe l'oeil painting, however-whether 
or not one accepts Rembrandt Peale's ver- 
sion of events-is to see only half the pic- 
ture, for the work was presented to its 
audience as a portrait at its initial showing 
in 1795. The painting, then entitled 
Whole Length-Portraits of Two of His Sons 
on a Staircase, was one of five portraits 
Charles Willson Peale displayed at the 
Columbianum, an exhibition mounted 
in the Pennsylvania State House to honor 
the establishment of the nation's first art 

academy. The two sons in question were 

Raphaelle Peale (1774-1825), who poses 
with a painter's accoutrements at the base 
of the stairs, and Titian Ramsay Peale I 

(1780-1798), who peers around the left 

edge of the stairwell. As a portrait, the 
Staircase Group vexed Peale historian 
Charles Coleman Sellers, who ultimately 
concluded, after discussing the picture in 
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several books, that it "violated all the fixed 
conventions of normal portraiture of the 
time" and hence should be regarded 
mainly as an "eye fooler." Other scholars 
have posited brief interpretations of the 

figures as allegories of childhood and artis- 
tic progress, but their analyses neglect the 

painting's deceptive qualities.2 
To fully understand the visual and con- 

ceptual games that the Staircase Group en- 
acted in 1795, the painting's operations as 
portrait and trompe l'oeil demand equal, 
and integrated, consideration. The follow- 
ing pages reconstruct Peale's installation of 
the Staircase Group in the State House, ar- 

guing that he conceived the painting in 
direct relation to the establishment of the 
Columbianum academy and its inaugural 
exhibition. In manifold ways, the picture 
punned upon its architectural surround- 

ings and slyly visualized the academy's 
pedagogical ideals. Setting the painting 
within its original context of display re- 
veals its tricks to be richer than presumed 
and shows that trompe l'oeil's dialectics 
extended well beyond deception. 

The Columbianum Academy 
and Exhibition 

Charles Willson Peale was already a major 
figure in the cultural life of the early 
American republic when he assumed an 
active role in organizing the Columbi- 
anum. Following a brief period of study 
in Benjamin West's London studio, the 

Maryland native returned home to estab- 
lish himself as the mid-Atlantic region's 
premier portraitist. In the early 1780s he 
founded the Philadelphia Museum, also 
known as Peale's Museum, an institution 
that would eventually include hundreds of 

pictures and thousands of natural history 
specimens. When he painted the Staircase 

Group in 1795, Peale had paradoxically 
"bid adieu to portrait painting," as he an- 
nounced in a Philadelphia newspaper of 

April 1794, in order to concentrate on 
his museum. Reluctant to withdraw 

entirely from artistic activities, however, 
he couched his retirement in a manner 

designed to encourage continuing patron- 
age of his family: in his stead Peale 

Kathy Osborn, illustration of 

George Washington being deceived 

by the Staircase Group, 1993. From 
Michael O. Tunnell, The Jokes on 

George (Honesdale, Pennsylvania: 
Boyds Mills Press, 2001) 
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2 James Trenchard, View of Several 
Public Buildings in Philadelphia, 
1790. Engraving, 5 x 8 /4 in. 
Originally appeared in Columbian 
Magazine, January 1790. Library 
Company of Philadelphia 

recommended "his sons Raphael and 
Rembrandt as portrait painters, whose 
likenesses, and the excellency of their col- 

oring... will give general satisfaction." 
The Staircase Group would likewise help 
sustain the Peales' visibility within 
Philadelphia's art community.3 

Peale's Museum hosted the first meeting 
of the Columbianum on December 29, 
1794. The museum was then housed in 

Philosophical Hall, the headquarters of the 
American Philosophical Society, in the yard 
of the Pennsylvania State House-the city's 
geographic and symbolic center. A con- 
temporary print (fig. 2) shows the State 
House, with its prominent bell tower, fac- 
ing south from the center of the composi- 
tion; Philosophical Hall stands directly to 
the right. It was here that sixteen men, in- 
cluding sculptor William Rush, Irish en- 

graver John James Barralet, and Baptist 
clergyman Burgess Allison, gathered on 
December 29 to affirm their support for 
the "protection and encouragement of the 
fine arts." Their goal was to establish the 
first art academy in the United States, and 
they devised a name that would associate 
the fledgling school with familiar signs of 
national origin: "Columbianum" readily 
connoted "Christopher Columbus" or his 
female namesake "Columbia," the figura- 
tive emblem of the new republic. In Janu- 
ary 1795 the Columbianum attracted 
another fourteen members and drafted a 

preliminary constitution. The academy's 
members resolved to collect a library of art 
books and plaster casts of classical sculp- 
tures; they designated instructors of paint- 
ing, anatomy, and perspective; and they 
began teaching drawing classes at Peale's 
Museum.4 

Famously, these plans collapsed within 
a few months. Scholars have long attrib- 
uted the Columbianum's speedy dissolu- 
tion to its introduction of nude models 
into drawing classes, a practice that was 
common in European art academies but 
unprecedented in North America. The po- 
tential impropriety of life classes, it has 
been supposed, exacerbated concerns that 
the arts were symptoms of luxury, a sus- 
pected agent of vice, and therefore inimi- 
cal to a republic founded upon ideals of 
virtue. But there is limited evidence that 
the life classes caused disruption. The 
most scandalous documentation is anec- 
dotal: Rembrandt Peale claimed that his 
father voluntarily stripped for a class when 
a baker hired for the occasion fled the 
studio in embarrassment. More conse- 
quential factors probably instigated the 
Columbianum's premature demise. Soon 
after the academy was organized, members 
became embroiled in a fierce disagreement 
concerning its long-term future. Peale 
found his leadership challenged, and his 
creation of the Staircase Group may have 
been shaped in part by this experience.5 
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3 Charles Willson Peale, Self-portrait, 
ca. 1791. Oil, 25 5/8 x 20 3/8 in. 
National Portrait Gallery, Smith- 
sonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

The problem concerned the extent to 
which the Columbianum should be mod- 
eled upon London's Royal Academy, estab- 
lished in 1769 under the direction of Sir 

Joshua Reynolds. In the first of his fifteen 
Discourses for the academy, Reynolds 
aligned artistic accomplishment with na- 
tional identity, explaining that England 
had long awaited "an ornament so suited 
to its greatness." The institution aimed to 

supply "materials on which genius is to 

work," namely "able men to direct the stu- 
dent" and a collection of "great examples 
of the art," he said. Reynolds inspired a 
number of the Columbianum's founders to 
conceive similar ambitions. Indeed several 

presumed that "something on the plan of 
the British Academy," as amateur architect 
Samuel Blodgett put it, was intended from 
the outset. Blodgett, together with a hand- 
ful of artists who had trained in England, 
rallied around William Groombridge, an 

immigrant British landscape painter who 
endorsed the development of a school on 
"a broad and enlarged scale, suitable to 
that open and liberal mode of thinking 
and acting which characterizes an enlight- 
ened nation." For these individuals, the 

Royal Academy served as a conceptual 
prototype, an exemplar of pedagogical the- 

ory and cultural achievement. Groom- 

bridge and his supporters insisted that 

George Washington, who was nearing the 
end of his second presidential term, should 
be appointed honorary patron of the 
Columbianum, just as George III was the 

symbolic head of the Royal Academy. 
"The president is much delighted with 

[the academy] and will, when it is in a 

riper state, become the principal patron," 
Robert Field, a British portraitist, com- 
mented in a letter to aspiring art collector 
Robert Gilmor Jr.6 

These ideas seem well intentioned and 
innocent in hindsight, but they touched 
off fireworks in 1795. The proposal to cre- 
ate an academy office with a monarchical 

parallel and to appoint an elected presi- 
dent to that post infuriated the many 
founders of the Columbianum who sup- 
ported the egalitarian politics of Jefferson- 
ian republicanism. Equally worrisome was 
the prospect of a national academy. In- 
formed by anti-Federalist rhetoric about 
direct citizen participation in local political 
spheres, Peale (fig. 3) and his friends inter- 

preted the meaning of "national" literally 
and protested that Pennsylvania artists had 
no right to determine the interests of 
artists who resided in other states. When 

Groombridge's allies mocked this objec- 
tion as a "perverting and cramping [of] 
the original idea of a National College into 
a narrow and contracted plan of an Acade- 
mical Drawing School," a member of the 
Peale camp sprang to the defense. "Is it 
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ridiculous ... to have a regard for our fel- 
low citizens in the other states & consult 
them about the establishment of a su- 
premacy over them before the thing was 
carried into effect? We are not in a monar- 
chical subordination here, ready to receive 
anything which shall be condescendingly 
propagated from the seat of government," 
the writer argued in the Aurora General 
Advertiser.7 

During the second week of February 
the collective divided into two groups, each 
laying claim to the title "Columbianum." 
The breakup sparked an angry standoff 
in the daily newspapers, fueled by writers 
who contrived Latinate pseudonyms 
such as "Philadelphiensis" and "Philo- 
Columbianesis." The debate was marked 
by xenophobia, accusations of deceit, and 
contestation regarding "the original and 
real Columbianum"-an issue the Staircase 
Group would try to settle. Peale's support- 
ers warned that the secessionist "National 
College" was "a decoy to artists and an im- 
position on the public." The breakaway 
organization that met at Groombridge's 
house responded by imploring "the party 
at Peale's Museum" to "no longer torment 
or disgrace themselves with their pitiful 
quibbles and phraseological assortment of 
stratagems, deceptions, impostures, arrogance, 
vanity, and the rest of the nomenclature 
which bring up the train of their frivolous 
scurrility." Peale's side countered by ob- 
serving "the shifts employed by the Anglo- 
Columbianum. At one moment they 
assume the entire credit of originality, at 
another they are more modest, and only 
wish 'to lend a helping hand'.... Strange 
that eightforeigners should assume the 
name of Columbianum ... and then say 
that they only wish to lend a helping 
hand! What a set of purblind creatures 
must not Americans be supposed when 
such pitiful tricks are attempted to be 
palmed on them."8 

Benjamin Franklin Bache, editor of 
the newspaper in which much of this dis- 
course transpired, brought the bickering 
to an abrupt conclusion in early March. 

Noting that subscribers had complained 
about the "length and uninteresting 
nature of the altercation concerning the 
Columbianum," he announced that fur- 
ther publicity would be restricted to adver- 
tisements. The decision may have sealed 
the fate of Groombridge's cause: no fur- 
ther agitation on his behalf appeared in 
print. Peale's colleagues, however, pub- 
lished a lengthy declaration cum advertise- 
ment in Bache's Aurora GeneralAdvertiser 
on April 8. Dismissing the recent debacle 
as an unfortunate contest of "jealousy and 
ill will," the text foresaw a new era of 
democratic opportunity in the arts. "A 
West, a Copley, and a Trumbull" already 
had proven the abilities of American artists 
abroad; now private citizens were encour- 
aged to help cultivate "the rising genius of 
the American Republic" by directing their 
"leisure and opulence" toward support of 
painters at home.9 

Peale's group succeeded in organizing 
the event for which the Columbianum is 
best remembered: a grand exhibition- 
the likes of which most Americans had 
never before experienced-held in the 

Pennsylvania State House from late May 
through early July. It was expected to be 
the first in a series of annual spring exhi- 
bitions, and in preparation the school 

temporarily suspended classes on May 1. 
(It did not restore them after the exhibi- 
tion-another factor in the academy's 
demise.) Early that month, Columbianum 

secretary Samuel Lewis invited the sub- 
mission of artworks that were "fit for the 

public eye" and not previously included 
in "any public exhibition in the United 
States of America." Practicing artists 
and amateur enthusiasts responded with 
excitement. Over three dozen Americans 
and European immigrants sent about 
150 works of art to the State House. 
Portraits constituted nearly half of the 
exhibition and included likenesses of 

Washington, Jefferson, painters Benjamin 
West and Angelica Kauffman, poet 
Phillis Wheatley, and astronomer David 
Rittenhouse. Other artistic genres and 

23 American Art 

This content downloaded from 128.59.222.12 on Mon, 03 Aug 2015 22:57:27 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


media, such as prints, architectural draw- 
ings, and model ships, rounded out the 
exhibition. The American republic was 
embodied in the form of an allegorical 
sculpture, and landscapes of Philadelphia 
complemented views of London. Still-life 
paintings entitled Dutch Cheese, Herrings 
and Ribs of Raw Beefjoined Four Fruit 
Pieces and A Wood Duck, both attributed 
to John Singleton Copley. Members of 
the Peale family accounted for nearly 
one-fifth of the objects displayed.10 

The Columbianum exhibition also fea- 
tured at least five trompe l'oeil pictures. 
Lewis, a talented penman and prolific car- 
tographer, offered three works entitled A 
Deception. Raphaelle Peale likewise sub- 
mitted one Deception together with a 
dozen still-lifes and portraits.1 His father 
sent five portraits, including Whole 
Length-Portraits of Two of His Sons on a 
Staircase. The Staircase Group, as the 
painting is known today, was an oddity in 
Peale's oeuvre. The scale of the canvas ex- 
ceeded the usual dimensions of his work, 

and although Peale had long cultivated a 
naturalistic style, this was his first attempt 
at trompe l'oeil depiction. None of his 
other paintings, moreover, so complexly 
refer to the circumstances of their creation 
and exhibition. Staircase Group registered 
the Columbianum's anxieties about decep- 
tion and introduced new specters of 
substitution. 

The Staircase Group in the 

Pennsylvania State House 

The Staircase Group was a site-specific 
painting, made for and intended to be 
seen within a particular location in the 

Pennsylvania State House (fig. 4). The 

building's history made it an especially 
fitting place to display a masterpiece of 
virtual representation. Revolutionary-era 
legislators had met there to deliberate 

competing models of political representa- 
tion and frame the architecture of the 
federal government. The State House, 

4 William Birch, Back of the State 
House, 1799. Etching and engraving 
with watercolor, 12 34 15 1/2 in., 
from The City of Philadelphia in 
the State of Pennsylvania, North 
America; as it appeared in the Year 
1800 (Published by W. Birch, 
Springland Cot, near Neshaminy 
Bridge on the Bristol Road, Pa., 
1800). Library Company of 

Philadelphia 
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constructed in 1732 and renovated 
numerous times thereafter, was the capitol 
for Pennsylvania's representatives, councils, 
and Supreme Court. In 1774 and 1776 it 
hosted the First and Second Continental 

Congresses, at which independence from 
Great Britain was debated and declared; 
the following decade, it served as home 
to the Congress of the Confederation and 
the Constitutional Convention. In 1820 
it was renamed Independence Hall in 
commemoration of these epochal meetings. 

To mount an art exhibition on this hal- 
lowed ground was to appropriate a space 
laden with political significance for cul- 
tural purposes. The choice of the site may 
have been deliberate in this regard, for the 

building's history added credibility to the 
Columbianum's self-promotion as a re- 

publican institution. But practical consid- 
erations may also have steered the 
exhibition organizers to the State House: 
the structure boasted one of the largest 
rooms in Philadelphia, the Pennsylvania 
Senate Chamber. The room measured 

forty feet square and comprised the east- 
ern half of the second floor, providing 
ample space for a large art exhibition (the 

Chamber is designated "Assembly Room" 
in fig. 5). Tall windows spanned the north 
and south walls, and there was little deco- 
ration to compete with the display of art 

objects: the walls were whitewashed and 

modestly ornamented by several door- 
frames and an Ionic crown and corona.12 

The doorframes are of special interest 
because art historians have long supposed, 
despite the absence of supporting research, 
that Peale installed his Staircase Group 
within an existing doorway. Recent archi- 
tectural studies of the State House, to- 

gether with the visual evidence of the 

painting itself, allow this assumption to 
be tested. In preparation for the current 
restoration of the State House to its ap- 
pearance of 1776, scholars conducted ar- 
chitectural excavations revealing that the 
Senate Chamber had five doorways at the 
time of the Columbianum exhibition. A 
set of double doors in the north section of 
the room probably served as the main en- 
trance. Four doorframes capped by pedi- 
ments occupied the room's southern half. 
Three of these concealed closets: two 
flanked a fireplace in the eastern wall, and 
a third was cut into the western wall south 
of the double doors. The fourth doorway, 
in the southwest corner, opened onto a 
narrow passageway that led to the second- 
floor lobby.13 

In which, if any, of these spaces might 
Peale have displayed the Staircase Group? 
The double doors and the southwest cor- 
ner door can be eliminated from consider- 
ation, for they provided access to the 
Senate Chamber. That leaves the three 
closet doorways in the southern portion of 
the room-and Peale's depiction of light 
and shadows provides the necessary clue. 

Light appears to pour obliquely into the 
space of the picture from the left. It 

glances off Titian's face, fingers, and knee, 
as if these features projected through the 
picture plane, and it floods Raphaelle, so 
that his figure casts a dense shadow to the 
right. The logic of this orientation allows 
only one possibility: that the Staircase 
Group was installed within the empty 

25 American Art 

- 

This content downloaded from 128.59.222.12 on Mon, 03 Aug 2015 22:57:27 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


6 Charles Willson Peale, Staircase 
Group (detail of lower left margin) 

closet doorway in the western wall of the 
Senate Chamber. Here, natural light from 
the room's southern bank of windows 
would have seemed to illuminate the 
fictional stairwell. Peale even anticipated 
the way in which a shadow would fall (fig. 
6) if daylight skimmed a narrow structure 
to the left of the image: the doorway's 
wooden frame, which may have doubled 
as the painting's own. 

Art-historical tradition also holds that 
Peale added a wooden step to the bottom 
of the canvas to enhance the illusion of an 
actual staircase. This idea may have origi- 
nated as early as 1854, when a catalogue 
published for an auction of the Peale's 
Museum collections asserted that "it was 
not unusual for persons to approach [the 
painting] and place one foot on the first 

step, which was a real one, and dogs have 
been known to run against it, in the at- 

tempt to ascend." Although the catalogue 
entry was composed at a half-century's re- 
move from the Columbianum exhibition 
and rings full of colorful suggestions, sev- 
eral factors do support the idea that a 

length of wood, and possibly a full stair, 
formed part of the picture's original dis- 

play. Notably, Peale took care to depict a 
curved lip when he painted the outer 

tread of the painting's lowest step. This 
detail presupposes the installation of a 

piece of wood, consistent in color and 

grain with the painted stairs, placed di- 
rectly beneath the canvas in imitation of 
a vertical riser. In addition, the painter 
Charles Leslie, who saw the Staircase 

Group at Peale's Museum in the years fol- 

lowing the Columbianum exhibition, later 
recalled that "a real step projected on the 
floor of the room." At a certain distance, 
he wrote, "it was impossible to distinguish 
between the painted stairs and the wooden 
one; indeed, so complete was the decep- 
tion, that on first seeing it my wonder 
was at the man's remaining stationary."14 

Leslie's remarks beg the question of 
how spectators experienced the Staircase 

Group in the State House. Upon entering 
the room through one of the doors in the 
western wall, visitors initially took in the 
other art objects arrayed around the room. 

They encountered the painting, in other 
words, only after turning to face the wall 

through which they had entered. Was it 

immediately apparent that this was just 
another canvas? Or did the image mo- 

mentarily startle some viewers? As art 
historian Dorinda Evans has noted, the 

perspectival composition of the stairs and 
the boys' figures appears most persuasive 
when seen from five to eight feet away.15 
At any distance, Raphaelle and Titian 
Peale directly engage the observer's eye: 
halted in mid-step, as if distracted by the 
sudden arrival of a visitor, they stare in- 

tently outward from the stairwell. Their 

seeming acknowledgment of a person out- 
side the canvas, in real space and time, 
effectively dissolves the materiality of the 
canvas, eliding the plane that demarcates 
fiction from actuality. 

Further evidence suggests that Peale 
was not content to entice his audience 
with purely visual deceptions. The picture 
also pointed to a once extant, secret aspect 
of the architecture: a real garret stairway 
had been constructed behind the western 
wall some forty years before Peale installed 
his painting there. This narrow stairway 
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originated behind a door in the southwest 
corridor and led sharply northward, spiral- 
ing east at the top to open into an attic 
above the Senate Chamber. It may have 
been removed by 1795, and certainly was 
no longer in use: two decades earlier, it 
had been rendered obsolete by a wider 
stairway constructed between the lobby 
and attic.16 If the garret stairway was still 

present, however, then Peale's painting 
would have achieved a double deception 
by slyly alluding to a concealed feature 
of the very room in which it was shown. 

Though it replicated neither the architec- 
tural configuration nor the directional rise 
of the garret stairs, the Staircase Group 
successfully assumed that structure's place 
and purpose. 

Painting Portrayed 

As a trompe l'oeil object, the Staircase 

Group operated in a number of ways. In- 
stalled within the western wall of the State 
House Senate Chamber, the painting en- 
acted a twofold ruse of substitution and 
simulation, at once representing and pre- 
senting an attic stairway. By locating the 

painting within a doorframe and adding 
a step to the base of the canvas, Charles 
Willson Peale sutured pictorial space to ar- 
chitectural form, bedeviling efforts to dis- 
cern the boundaries of the real. He posed 
his sons upon the staircase in a manner 
sure to arrest the attention of an unsus- 

pecting spectator. And across the surface 
of the painting, he submerged brush 
strokes and stylized gestures-telltale 
marks of artistic fabrication and identity- 
in seamlessly painted contours and ex- 

pertly imitated textures. In fact, the only 
brush strokes visible are the greasy smears 
of pigment on Raphaelle's palette-osten- 
sibly Raphaelle's marks, not his father's. 

Of course, the ultimate proof of 
trompe l'oeil has traditionally rested upon 
the test of perception: did the Staircase 
Group fool anyone? Charles Leslie admit- 
ted that he was briefly taken in by the 

painting when he saw it displayed at 
Peale's Museum, and Rembrandt Peale 
claimed that George Washington fell prey 
to the same illusion. No contemporary ac- 
counts of the Columbianum exhibition 
have surfaced to indicate whether anyone 
was similarly duped at the State House. 
But perhaps the question of whether the 

painting deceived viewers is somewhat 

misplaced, for it reduces pictorial illusion 
to an operation of sheer mimesis.17 It also 
distracts attention from aspects of the 

image that paradoxically undermine the 

presumed intent of visual trickery. As 
Leslie noted, for example, the jig is up as 
soon as the viewer realizes that the other- 
wise lifelike figures of Raphaelle and 
Titian are frozen in place. Likewise, Peale's 

depiction of shadows was cued to a partic- 
ular cast of daylight and would have 
seemed illogical once the sun shifted 

position. Even more importantly, Peale 
introduced the Staircase Group to the 
Columbianum's audience in a manner that 

forthrightly acknowledged they were look- 

ing at a work of art. His original title- 
Whole Length-Portraits of Two of His Sons 
on a Staircase-assigned the picture to the 
familiar genre of portraiture and invited 

spectators to reckon with it as such. 
Peale's title also invites art-historical 

reckoning. How did the painting function 
as a portrait (and a double portrait at that)? 
And did its function as a portrait comple- 
ment or otherwise affect its operations as a 
pictorial deception? The first issue is easy 
to resolve in one regard: the Staircase 
Group represented two of Peale's sons. The 

image portrays Raphaelle Peale in the 
character of a painter. His instruments-a 
maulstick, palette, and brushes-swirl into 
view as he pauses in mid-climb and turns 
to gaze at the spectator. Within the context 
of the Columbianum exhibition, as Evans 
and other scholars have noted, the Stair- 
case Group announced Raphaelle's coming- 
of-age as a practicing artist, reaffirming 
his father's recommendation in April 
1794 of "Raphael and Rembrandt as por- 
trait painters." The twenty-one-year-old 
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7 Theory (left) and Practice (right), 
from George Richardson, Iconology; 
or a Collection of Emblematical 

Figures, Moral and Instructive, 
vol. 1, pl. XXIX (London, 1779). 
3 /2 x 4 1/2 in. each. Winterthur 
Library, Printed Book and 
Periodical Collection 

displayed an impressive number of pic- 
tures at the exhibition (only immigrant 
British printmaker and enamelist William 
Birch surpassed Raphaelle in the number 
of works contributed). Portrayed as a dili- 

gent student on his way to or from the 
studio-his palette smudged with pig- 
ments, his brushes gleaming with oil- 

Raphaelle also embodied the objectives of 
the exhibition in which he was participat- 
ing. Here, life-size and nearly in the flesh, 
was a representative of and for the nas- 
cent Columbianum academy. Perhaps 
Peale aimed to reward the exhibition- 

goers' patronage by reminding them, as 
one notice for the show had advised, that 
their financial support would help enable 
the "youth of our country [to] have an 

opportunity of studying and improving 
their talents in the fine arts, and thereby 
supersede the necessity and save the ex- 

pense of a foreign education."18 
Other aspects of the Staircase Group 

resist interpretation, however, especially 
Peale's depiction of Titian Ramsay, his 
third-born son. Aside from portraying the 

boy with an inquisitive expression, Peale 
communicated little information about 
him. Yet Titian's placement within the 

composition prompts several observations. 
As Raphaelle ascends, he descends, one 
knee bent in indication of his movement. 
Whereas Raphaelle's limbs intersect with 
his instruments to create geometric pat- 
terns of angles and lines, Titian slinks into 
a Hogarthian S-curve, his head cocked to 
his left as if ducking beneath the door- 
frame.19 The two figures present a study 
in complementary contrasts. At the same 
time, they are intimately connected by the 

diagonal line of Raphaelle's maulstick, 
which flows upward into Titian's forearm 
as the boy gestures left in the direction of 

something offstage. What does this enig- 
matic gesture signify? Did Peale select 
these two sons from among a brood of 
seven children and counterpoise them 

upon the staircase for purely composi- 
tional reasons? 

A fuller appreciation of the painting's 
dual function as portrait and trompe 
l'oeil may reside within another famous 

pair of figures. Juxtaposed upon the stair- 
case, Titian and Raphaelle resemble 
Cesare Ripa's Theory and Practice, time- 
honored emblems of the liberal arts. Ripa 
published his emblem book, the Iconologia, 
in 1593; an illustrated version followed 
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8 Painting, from George Richardson, 
Iconology; or a Collection of 
Emblematical Figures, Moral and 
Instructive, vol. 1, pl. XXXVI 

(London, 1779). 3 /2 x 4 /2 in. 
Winterthur Library, Printed Book 
and Periodical Collection 

ten years later. The book quickly became 
a treasured handbook for allegorical rep- 
resentation and was reprinted in numer- 
ous languages during the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. In 1779, fifteen 

years before the establishment of the 
Columbianum academy, George Richard- 
son published a two-volume folio edition 
of Ripa in London entitled Iconology; or a 
Collection of Emblematical Figures, Moral 
and Instructive. Peale had at least one 

copy near at hand: the British artist James 
Coxe, who established a drawing school 
in Philadelphia in 1790 and directed in- 
terested parties to call for him "at Mr. 
Peale's Museum," counted Richardson's 

Iconology among the texts in his extensive 

library.20 
Richardson's book included lengthy de- 

scriptions and lavish engravings of Ripa's 
emblems, including Theory and Practice 

(fig. 7). Theory, the author explained, "is 
the study of any art or science, and is rep- 
resented by the figure of a young woman, 
dressed in azure coloured drapery, in an 
attitude of contemplation, descending a 
staircase, with a pair of compasses on her 
head, having the points upwards." The 

compasses signified Theory's dedication to 
the demonstration of truth. Her descent 
of the staircase connoted "progressive 
movement," and her youth showed that 

"agility, ardor, hope and cheerfulness" 
were "suitable endowments to the study of 

Theory." Theory's counterpart, Practice, 
was "the actual performance or exercise 
of any profession." She was pictured as a 
mature woman resting her left foot upon 
a dais and leaning forward from the waist, 
intent upon two instruments, a compass 
and a pullet. Whereas Theory's head and 
hands were oriented upward, those of 
Practice turned downward, signifying her 
concentration "on earthly things."21 

Visual and conceptual parallels between 
Richardson's engravings and the Staircase 

Group suggest that Ripa's emblematic vo- 

cabulary informed Peale's creation of the 

painting. Raphaelle, as already noted, 
configures the generalized ideal of a 

practicing artist. Certain details further 
correlate with the emblem of Practice. 

Raphaelle is the elder brother, just as 
Practice is Theory's senior. His bodily 
position emulates Practice: both incline 
their torsos forward and place their left 
foot on an upper level. And Raphaelle 
carries the tools of his trade. Titian, in 
turn, revives Theory's "progressive move- 
ment" down the staircase. Youthful and 
curious, his bright features metaphorically 
suggest Theory's "contemplative" quali- 
ties, and his oddly pointed gesture recalls 
the purposeful pose of Theory's hands. 
Peale's careful highlighting of Titian's 
head and hand, the apparent effect of a 
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sunbeam that also bathes Raphaelle's 
palette, may also allude to Ripas emblem 
of Painting. As described and depicted by 
Richardson, three rays of light illuminat- 

ing Painting's head, hand, and palette sig- 
nify her aptitude for "invention, design, 
and colors" (fig. 8). 

Peale may have encouraged these asso- 
ciations for several reasons. Ripa's em- 
blems presented an imaginative system 
for portraying Raphaelle and Titian. 

Raphaelle's depiction as Practice had 
clear biographical resonance, but Titian's 

equation with Theory was equally appro- 
priate, for the boy had a keen appetite 
for learning. He took particular interest 
in natural history, his father's favorite 
scientific field, and helped Peale collect 
birds for the museum during an excur- 
sion to Delaware's Cape Henlopen in 
1793. "I have found Titian to be a con- 
siderable help-mate," Charles Willson 
Peale confided in his journal. "He is a 

diligent good boy." Peale could honor his 
son's enthusiasm for intellectual pursuits, 
and display his own hopes for the boy, by 
representing him in the form of Theory. 
Rembrandt Peale paid a related tribute to 
his brother when Titian succumbed to a 
brutal epidemic of yellow fever in 1798: 
"His early loss let Science mourn, re- 

sponsive with our frequent sighs."22 
By cloaking his boys in the attitudes of 

familiar emblems, Peale also added a se- 
mantic enigma to the painting's visual de- 

ceptions. Richardson encouraged this sort 
of representational gambit in the Iconology. 
Because viewers delight in recognizing 
camouflaged emblematic imagery, he said, 
a painter should "present to the under- 

standing and judgment of the spectator, 
something more than is offered to the ex- 
ternal eye; and in this attempt he will suc- 
ceed perfectly, if he knows the right use of 

allegory, and is dexterous enough, to em- 

ploy it as a transparent veil, which rather 
covers than conceals his thoughts."23 This 
advice sanctioned a practice already com- 
mon in eighteenth-century portraiture. 
The Swiss artist Angelica Kauffman, after 

whom Peale named a daughter, cast her- 
self in the role of Design "listening to the 

inspiration of Poetry" in a 1782 painting. 
And Reynolds, who occasionally portrayed 
female sitters as muses and deities, advo- 
cated the conflation of modern dress and 

allegorical figuration as a desirable mas- 

querade that added "variety" to portraits. 
There is evidence that Peale took heed 
of such precedents and advice at least 
once before painting the Staircase Group. 
Art historians Ellen Miles and Leslie 
Reinhardt have persuasively argued that 
in 1788 he represented the newlyweds 
Benjamin and Eleanor Ridgely Laming 
in the guise of Rinaldo and Armida, the 
fictional lovers ofTorquato Tasso's epic 
poem, Gerusalemme Liberata (1581).24 

Much as the Lamings don, to parse 
Richardson, the "transparent veil" of liter- 

ary characters, so Titian and Raphaelle 
Peale are "covered" in the sheer disguise of 

Theory and Practice. Their masquerade 
entailed more than one costume: Peale 
also inverted the traditional gender of 
these emblems. He was not the first to do 
so. Ten years before Ripa published the 

Iconologia, the German printmaker Hen- 
drick Goltzius represented Practice as a 
bearded man receiving instruction from 
Art, a winged female. Within his own re- 
cent memory, Peale might have recalled 
the carnivalesque twists of gender that oc- 
curred during a civic pageant he had 

helped organize: the Grand Federal Pro- 
cession of July 1788, an elaborate parade 
staged to mark Pennsylvania's ratification 
of the federal Constitution. The event fea- 
tured artisans enacting the roles of Ripa's 
emblems. Jonathan Gostelow, representing 
Philadelphia's cabinet makers, for example, 
carried a scale and dividers, the instru- 
ments of Architecture, while another man, 
costumed as Mercury in a white dress with 
"real wings attached to his head and feet 
and a garland of flowers around his tem- 

ples," celebrated the printers and binders. 
The most spectacular performances en- 
tailed figurations of Liberty, one of the 

omnipresent female emblems of the 
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revolutionary era: John Nixon, signifying 
Independence, headed the parade on 
horseback bearing Liberty's staff and cap.25 

Whether Peale expected the Columbi- 
anum's audience to understand a coded 
allusion to Theory and Practice is a matter 
of speculation, for none of the extant 
academy documents offer details concern- 
ing attendance at the exhibition. Artists, 
several of whom displayed objects with ti- 
tles indicating allegorical content, certainly 
comprised part of the crowd. It is also rea- 
sonable to assume that the event attracted 
men and women of middling and privi- 
leged socioeconomic backgrounds similar 
to those of subscribers to Peale's Museum 
in the mid-1790s: statesmen, merchants, 
lawyers, physicians, and clergymen. Peale 
encouraged relatives as far away as New 
York to visit the exhibition and, as keeper 
of the collections at the American Philo- 
sophical Society, surely appealed to 
Philadelphia's scientific and intellectual 
communities.26 Congressional delegates 
and members of the foreign diplomatic 
community may also have been in atten- 
dance, since Philadelphia was the interim 
federal capital during the 1790s. 

These viewers, like many early national 
Americans, were probably experienced in 
the identification of emblems. Emblems 
decorated surfaces ranging from broad- 
sides to ceramics and formed, as Roger 
Stein and other scholars have established, 
a "substantial part of Peale's and his 
generation's way of seeing and knowing, 
their cognitive equipment, and their way 
of visually and verbally shaping their 
understanding of their universe." Peale 
occasionally added texts to clarify the 
meaning of his emblematic imagery: in 
1781, when he displayed illuminated 
transparencies in Philadelphia windows 
to celebrate George Washington's wartime 
tour of the city, he identified certain as- 

pects of the imagery, including emblems 
of Painting, Sculpture, and Architecture, 
in terms resembling Richardson's text.27 

No such explanation accompanied the 

display of the Staircase Group, however, 

and the absence is telling. It suggests 
that Peale expected visitors to the 
Columbianum exhibit to apply their "un- 
derstanding and judgment," as Richardson 
put it, to see beyond the "transparent veil" 
of allegory. As the art historian Ronald 
Paulson has noted, the "veil of allegory" 
was a literary conceit that described the 
means by which "the poet traditionally 
protected the truth he was conveying from 
being debased by contact with the multi- 
tude." Whereas "an ordinary reader," as a 
writer for the Spectator explained, could 
understand the "plain, literal sense" of a 
representation, "men of greater penetra- 
tion" should be able to discern "hidden 
meaning." In eighteenth-century Britain, 
this aesthetic paradigm tied visual percep- 
tion and cognition to emerging hierarchies 
of taste and class. In post-revolutionary 
America, the effort to see beyond the ob- 
vious had a further implication: political 
agency was defined in part by one's ability 
to "contemplate and discriminate objects, 
extensive and complicated in their na- 
ture," as James Madison expressed in the 
Federalistpapers. Trompe l'oeil pictures, 
which challenged spectators to discern fact 
from illusion, convened thresholds for the 
performance of political subjectivity: de- 
tection and exposure of false appearances 
demonstrated one's mettle as a fit citizen 
of the republic.28 The Staircase Group, in- 
stalled within the seat of representative 
government, went a step further by invit- 
ing the Columbianum's audience to see 
"something more" than the portrait of two 
boys upon a staircase that was "offered to 
the external eye." 

Precisely what "hidden meanings" spec- 
tators were expected to understand brings 
us to another of Peale's potential motiva- 
tions for invoking Theory and Practice. 
On January 3, 1795, he chaired a meeting 
at which the academy's founders presented 
a draft of their constitution. It stated that 
the "Columbian College" was formed "for 
the encouragement of belles lettres, natu- 
ral history, physionomical anatomy and 
zoolomy [sic], operative chymistry [sic], 
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9 Gerard de Lairesse, frontispiece 
from The Art of Painting, trans. 
John Frederick Fritsch (London, 
1738). 5 /2 x 6 /2 in. Library 
Company of Philadelphia 

architecture, sculpture, historical painting, 
landscape painting, perspective, engraving, 
and such other branches of sciences as 
may be connected with the theory and 
practice of painting, sculpture, architec- 
ture, etcetera." The conceptual dyad of 
"theory and practice" helped structure 
the mission and organization of the 
Columbianum academy. As a leader of 
the Columbianum, Peale knew this lan- 
guage and may even have authored it.29 

The phrase "theory and practice" 
formed a regular part of eighteenth-cen- 
tury titles on all aspects of education, in- 
cluding painting and perspective manuals, 
and connoted a doctrine of classical hu- 
manism. Renaissance art theorists, eager 

to prove painting's merit as a liberal art, 
had urged artists to complement their 

training with a thorough education in let- 
ters. This balance of theory, the compre- 
hension of learned texts, and practice, the 

perfection of mechanical skills, comprised 
the pedagogical backbone of the modern 
art academy. So pervasive was this ideol- 

ogy that the French painter Gerard de 
Lairesse, who in 1707 wrote a treatise en- 
titled The Art ofPainting (a translation of 
which Peale owned), featured Theory and 
Practice assisting a blindfolded artist in 
the foreground of his emblem-rich fron- 

tispiece (fig. 9). Likewise, when Reynolds 
was commissioned to paint the ceiling of 
Somerset House, the home of the Royal 
Academy, he represented Theory elevated 
on a bank of clouds (fig. 10). The image, 
which reached a wider audience as a mez- 
zotint in 1785, depicted a young woman 

bearing a scroll inscribed, "Theory is the 

Knowledge of what is truly Nature." This 
declaration, as scholar Martin Postle has 
observed, "served not only to identify the 

allegorical figure represented but ulti- 

mately to draw attention to the intellec- 
tual basis of Reynolds's own art."30 It 

expressed the maxim of artistic imitation 
that Reynolds rehearsed throughout his 
Discourses: study the lessons embedded 
in the painting of ancient and modern 
masters while practicing selective imitation 
of nature. 

Just as Reynolds's Theory demonstrated 
the "intellectual basis" of his art, the Stair- 
case Group established Peale's familiarity 
with the learned notion of a "veil of alle- 

gory" and the educational principle of 

"theory and practice." And much as 

Theory articulated the pedagogical founda- 
tion of the Royal Academy, the Staircase 

Group celebrated the establishment of the 
Columbianum by visualizing its objectives. 
United upon Theory's staircase, Titian 
and Raphaelle Peale personified the acad- 

emy's mission to train aspiring students 
in the "theory and practice of painting, 
sculpture, [and] architecture." This image 
implicitly posited an importance for the 
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10 Sir Joshua Reynolds, Theory, 
ca. 1779. Oil, 68 x 68 in. Royal 
Academy of Arts, London 

school that Peale and his colleagues had 
been unwilling to state verbally. Their vi- 
sion of the academy, formulated in oppo- 
sition to Groombridge's attacks, had 

projected an inherently political institu- 
tion, one intended to help repudiate 
monarchy and affirm the democratic prin- 
ciples of local representation. By invoking 
the loftiest emblems of painting, however, 
the Staircase Group claimed a universal 

purpose for the Columbianum that lifted 
it above the particular concerns of Penn- 

sylvania artists. Ironically, given the nature 
of the Columbianum's internecine squab- 
bles, the picture set the ambitions of the 

Philadelphia academy squarely on par 
with its British counterpart. 

Self-Portrait of the Artist as Deceiver 

At once likeness and deception, portrait 
and trompe l'oeil, the Staircase Group 
combined two seemingly incompatible 
systems of representation. If the testimony 
of spectators can be believed, trompe 
l'oeil's effects were instantaneous, prompt- 
ing surprise, delight, and, on rare occa- 
sion, genuine perceptual confusion. 
Emblematic imagery, by contrast, invited 

circumspect "reading" by viewers literate 
in languages of signs. But in the eigh- 
teenth century, there was a ready way out 
of this impasse: Cartesian philosophy 
held that a viewer could simultaneously 
be deceived and fully cognizant of a 
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11 "Winding or Spiral Stairs in 

Perspective," from Jean Dubreuil, 
Bowless Practice of Perspective; or 
an Easy Method of Representing 
Natural Objects According to the 
Rules ofArt (London, 1782), 
p. 83. 7 1/4 x 5 1/4 in. Winterthur 

Library, Printed Book and 
Periodical Collection 

deception. Within this bimodal state of 

illusion, the mind retained mastery over 
the easily deluded senses. Edmund Burke, 
whose Philosophical Enquiry into the Ori- 

gin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beauti- 

ful was widely collected in colonial and 

early national America, concurred with 
the Abbe Jean Baptiste Dubos and other 

Enlightenment thinkers in arguing that 

subject matter generated representational 
illusions, whether pictorial or theatrical. 
In the tenacious hold of a moral and 

edifying subject, the beholder underwent 
a catharsis of sympathy for his fellow 
man, yielding to the representation's pre- 
tense of fiction for the sake of a collective 
social order. French art theorist Roger de 
Piles, whose musings on the appeal of 
illusionistic portraiture were reprinted 
verbatim in the second edition of the 

Encyclopedia Britannica (1778-83), pro- 
posed a different idea: that the painted 
surface of a picture-not subject matter- 

instigated dialectical experiences of decep- 
tion and awareness. Aesthetic attraction 
and perceptual illusion were felt in simul- 

taneity, he argued; caught within an end- 

lessly circular movement in which image 
and object successively vied for one's 
attention, the spectator yielded to the 
semblance of reality while examining 
the visual arrangement of color and 
chiaroscuro that "called" out and made 
him halt before the canvas.31 

Despite their differences, both theories 
allowed for the possibility that a viewer 
could willfully sustain a state of perceptual 
deception while observing the meanings 
or materiality of illusion. Such considera- 
tions inevitably would have roused curios- 

ity about the painter responsible for the 

depiction. In the case of Staircase Group, 
Peale encouraged viewers to reflect upon 
his abilities and achievements. Although 
his decision to paint a winding staircase 

may have been informed by the nearby 
location of a hidden stairway, he was no 
doubt also aware that staircases were gen- 
erally acknowledged to be exceedingly 
difficult subjects to represent. Authors of 

perspective treatises stressed their geomet- 
rical complexities and located instruc- 
tional drawings of staircases near the end 
of their texts to indicate the advanced na- 
ture of the topic.32 If Peale meant to 

imply that he had mastered the necessary 
perspectival skills, however, he struck a 

disingenuous stance. Formal similarities 
between the Staircase Group and perspec- 
tive plates suggest that he may have de- 
rived his composition from one of several 
available print sources (fig. 11). 
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12 "How to render a circular stair- 
case, artificially lit from above, 
with the light pouring out of the 
door," from Johann Jacob 
Schubler, Perspectiva. Pes-picturae. 
Das ist: Kurtze und leichte Verfas- 
sung derpracticabelsten Regul, zur 

perspectivischen Zeichnungs-Kunst, 
pl. 118 (Nuremburg, 1719-20). 
7 x 9 in. 

In addition to being regarded as tech- 
nically challenging imagery, staircases 
were explicitly associated with visual de- 
ception. Jean Dubreuil observed in his 
widely reprinted text, The Practice of Per- 
spective (later called Bowless Practice of 
Perspective), that "nothing gives a per- 
spective so much grace, or deceives the 
eye so easily" as the effects of chiaroscuro 
introduced by the alternating projection 
and recession of a stairway's treads and 
risers. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-cen- 
tury Europeans took this lesson to heart: 
trompe l'oeil staircases, together with 
other architectural illusions, decorated 
the walls of manor houses and orna- 
mented the pages of art treatises (fig. 12). 
Paolo and Benedetto Veronese's murals 
for the Villa Barbaro, occasionally cited 
as possible sources for the Staircase Group, 
depicted individuals passing through or 
peeking around doors, and figures climb- 
ing staircases could be spotted upon the 
walls of several continental and British 
castles. Inspired by such imagery-or 
possibly Peale's Staircase Group-a 
Connecticut church commissioned a 

trompe l'oeil staircase for one of its walls 
in 1817.33 

The iconography of the staircase, cou- 

pled with Peale's imperceptible brushwork 
and clever installation of the painting in 
the State House, set the artist within a 
centuries-old tradition of pictorial decep- 
tion. This was a rather compromised 
position to occupy in 1795. Although 
trompe l'oeil easel painting had become 

something of a phenomenon during the 
1700s, with simulated bas-reliefs and 

hunting trophies crowding the Paris salons 
and London exhibitions, French critics 
and British academicians were engaged 
in a spirited indictment of deception by 
the close of the eighteenth century. 
Reynolds launched a formidable attack 

upon trompe l'oeil in his Idler essays and 
Discourses, arguing that pictorial deception 
stalled artistic progress. Trompe l'oeil 

delighted the senses instead of the mind, 
hindering art's mission of encouraging 
"publick benefits," and persuaded un- 
learned spectators that mimetic precision 
was the apex of artistic achievement. 
"Leave the meaner artist servilely to sup- 
pose that those are the best paintings, 
which are most likely to deceive the spec- 
tator," Reynolds advised in 1771.34 

Reynolds's castigation of trompe l'oeil 

decisively shaped British opinion on the 

subject, but his influence on American 
aesthetics and art practices is hard to 
measure in this instance. Colonial and 
federal-era Americans seldom remarked 

upon trompe l'oeil art in writing, and 
Peale's thoughts about pictorial deception 
varied over time. He wrote nothing about 
the Staircase Group in 1795 and referred 
to it only briefly three decades later (it was 

long "admired for the deception pro- 
duced," Peale proudly noted in his autobi- 

ography of 1825-26). In 1808, he noted 
in a letter to his daughter Angelica, he 

"contemplated painting for the museum 
some pieces of deception of still life," but 
rejected the idea because such works were 
"of less value than portraits of living char- 
acters"-the collection of revolutionary 
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heroes and republican "worthies" dis- 

played in the museum. In later years, 
however, Peale unequivocally endorsed the 
creation of lifelike portraits, telling son-in- 
law Coleman Sellers that a "perfect 
illusion" was invaluable and asking Rem- 
brandt, "Why should we not finish our 

pictures so highly and make them so like, 
that it would be difficult to find any dif- 
ference between the picture and the origi- 
nal?" Peale elaborated upon these ideas in 
his autobiography: "If a painter ... paints 
a portrait in such perfection as to produce 
a perfect illusion of sight, in such perfec- 
tion that the spectator believes the real 

person is there, that happy painter will 
deserve to be caressed by the greatest of 
mortal beings.... The artist who makes 
such an illusive likeness, would be loved, 
would be admired, and would be honored 

by the children and children's children, 

nay, by all who might see such of perfec- 
tion of art for ages to come." In 1823 
he set out to prove these convictions by 
painting a magisterial self-portrait that 
combined aspects of The Artist in His 
Museum (1822) with the Staircase Group. 
Collapsing his two sons into a single 
figure, Peale appropriated Raphaelle's in- 
struments and assumed Titian's descent of 
the staircase. Although the Staircase Self- 
Portrait is believed to have perished in a 

mid-nineteenth-century fire, Peale exten- 

sively documented his work on the pic- 
ture. "I mean to make the whole piece 
a deception if I can," he confided to an- 
other son, Rubens Peale (1784-1865), 
who had commissioned the picture for 
the family's Baltimore Museum.35 

Peale's remarks on illusionism suggest 
the influence of a non-academic discourse 
of art writing that, although contempo- 
rary with the writings of Reynolds, ad- 
vanced a different notion: that trompe 
l'oeil was a desirable goal-indeed, the 

primary goal-of painting. Early in his 
career Peale read several books that pro- 
moted this idea, including Charles du 

Fresnoy's Art of Painting (1661, English 
translation 1695), which urged the painter 

to "conceal the pains and study which his 
art and work have cost him under a pleas- 
ing sort of deceit." In 1771 Edmund Jen- 
ings, one of Peale's early patrons, sent the 
artist an edition of Matthew Pilkington's 
Gentleman's and Connoisseurs Dictionary 

of Painters (1770); several years later, the 

painter and theater critic William Dunlap 
gave Peale a pocket-size English transla- 
tion of Antonio Palomino de Castro y 
Velasco's Account of the Lives and Works of 
the Most Eminent Spanish Painters, Sculp- 
tors, andArchitects (1739). These books 
were replete with accounts of dazzling illu- 
sions. Pilkington and Palomino showered 
honors upon artists who deceived specta- 
tors with portraits that seemed to breathe 
and fruit that appeared edible. Peale scrib- 
bled annotations throughout Pilkington's 

Dictionary, penciling a private admission 
next to a passage about the seventeenth- 

century Dutch painter Gerrit Dou, who 
was derided by eighteenth-century writers 
for his "lowly," detailed style and trompe 
l'oeil compositions: "The criticks are often 
severe on a laboured picture, but... nature 
is very perfect, and a judicious painter 
cannot finish too high." Peale devoted 

equal attention to Palomino's text, correct- 

ing misspellings in the translation and 

ornamenting pages with his signature. 
Palomino gave high praise to deceptive 
images, including a tabletop cluttered with 

drawings that he swore he "took to be the 
real things themselves" and a portrait by 
Velasquez which, when placed beside the 

sitter, left viewers "with amazement and 
even a sort of terror, without knowing 
which they were to speak to, or which was 
to answer them." Art historian Phoebe 

Lloyd, who first noted Peale's acquisition 
of this book, has suggested that Palomino 
licensed Peale to practice artistic decep- 
tion. Perhaps Peale took special notice of 
Palomino's praise for Antonio del Castilla 

y Saavedra: a painter who created "that 
celebrated stair-case, consisting of figures 
bigger than the life; the whole executed 
with singular mastery and bravery."36 
Peale's own staircase, consisting of life-size 
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figures masterfully executed, likewise 
earned the artist retrospective fame. 

Reconstructing the installation of the 
Staircase Group in the Pennsylvania State 
House reveals the manifold ways in which 
Peale conceived this painting in direct 
relation to the establishment of the 
Columbianum academy. Not only did 
Peale create the picture for the school's in- 

augural exhibition, as art historians have 
long suspected; he also planned it for a 

specific site within the Senate Chamber, 
appending features of the existing archi- 
tecture to fuse the Staircase Group with its 

surroundings. This armature of pictorial 
deception supported a camouflaged alle- 

gorical program. Arrayed in the familiar 
forms of Ripa's Theory and Practice, in- 
veterate emblems of artistic method and 
academic pedagogy, Titian and Raphaelle 

13 Charles Willson Peale, Staircase 

Group (detail from lower right 
corner) 

Peale embodied the founding principles of 
the Columbianum academy. 

Though Peale was visually absent from 
the picture, the Staircase Group was vested 
with his presence. Grand in scale, concept, 
and execution, the painting signaled 
Peale's triumph over his rivals in the 
Columbianum. It also decisively affirmed 
the location of the "original and real 
Columbianum": on the bottom step of 
the Staircase Group, Peale pictured a sub- 

scription ticket to his museum (fig. 13). 
Once "imprinted" with the museum's 
name-and thus doubling as Peale's signa- 
ture in the precise area of the canvas 
where the observer ordinarily seeks out 
signs of authorship-the card is now 
faded beyond recognition.37 But in 1795 
it interjected a final play of illusion and 
allusion. Curling upward at one corner 
so that it casts a shadow upon the step 
beneath, the ticket beckons the spectator's 
grasp and close inspection. At the same 
time, it draws the eye to the base of the 
long diagonal that begins at Raphaelle's 
shoe, leads up his leg and maulstick, and 
concludes at Titian's gesture in the oppo- 
site corner. There, poised upon the west- 
ern wall of the Senate Chamber, Titian 
appeared to point south across the room, 
up and outward through the windows 
that illuminated his features, to the 
building that still stands just southeast 
of the State House: Philosophical Hall, 
which housed Peale's Museum and the 
Columbianum academy. The Staircase 
Group pointed back at its creator. 
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