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THE BATTLES OF TRENTON AND

PRINCETON

AS PICTURED BY ARTISTS

There are so many pictures, chiefly engravings and hook

illustrations, of incidents connected with the Ihsvolution,
many reproduced from paintings, that at flrst thought it

w'ould apjiear there might be found among them quite a. num-

l>er depicting such important events as the battles of Trenton

and Princeton, but a review of all those of which I have any

knowledge shows comparatively few outstanding works in

which capable artists have rendered scenes of these two no

table battles. Some of the early steel engravings and a

greater number of l)Ook illustrations are reproductions of

drawings made by unskilled artists, who only picture dis

torted anatomy and impossible sceneiry and are not worthy

of comment. In the better pictures we might reasonably
expect to find an attempt, at least, to render the scenes true

to their subjects, and in the more important works correct

rendition of detail in the landscape and accessory objects of
historical import. But even the painters who produced their

pictures during the time when so many of the participants in

the events portrayed were still living and could have saipplied
descriptive data, and while the sites of the battle grounds
were in much the same condition as when the battles were

fought, do not appear to have thought it worth while to note

details of the scenes with the accuracy which the majority of

us today consider essential to^ pictures of this character.
Artists of our own time, when painting historical subjects,

and there are more than a few who‘ love ot' treat subjects of

the revolutionary period, often go to extreme trouble to acf

quire material and information to make their pictures con

form as near as posible to absolute historical truth.
We do, however, occasionally see a bc'autiful picture, the

product of a famous painter’s bnish, which shows utter dis

regard of important facts.

i
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For example, I recall picture recently painted by
artKt of international fame as a painter of colonial and

lutionary subject?. The picture represents
neeted with the battle of Trenton.

an

revo-

an incident com

„ » /-I, 1 shows the advance of
(rreene s Cdlumn, on the Pennington road, as it arrived in

the early morning in the vicinity of the village. The inci

dent shown in the piainting is desoribed in Irving’s Life of
Washington, as follows:

“As they approached the village Washington, who. was in

front, came to a man that was chopping wood by the roadside

and inquired, ‘Which way is the Hessian picket ?’
“I don’t know,” was the surly reply.

^ “You may tell,” said Captain Forrest, of the artillery,
for that is Gcmeral Washington.”
The aspect of the man changed in an instant. Eaising hisi

hands to Heaven, “God bless and prosper you,” cried he;
“the picket is in that house and the sentry stands near the
tree.”

Tt is
a most attractive picture and, judging it alone as

such, isi a line work of art. Washington is depicted at the
head of the column in conversation with the w-oodchopper who

is pointing to the picket post. The troops following him are

seen in perspective on the road. There is snow on the ground
but no other evidence of storm.. A number of inaccurate
details appear in the painting, but to the historian, or to any

OTe who visualizes the incident (if it ever happened), if he

is familiar with the history of that march to Trenton in the

early winter morning, the most glaring error in the picture is
the sun rising—and rising in the west! From the same book

which gave him an account of the incident the artist may

have learned the W''eather conditions of that twenty-sixth day
of December, 1776, at a quarter to. eight o’clock in the morn

ing. But the rising sun gives the picture' a wonderfully pleas
ing effect and the painter was more interested in that phase
of his work than in the mere matter of recording historical
fact. The incident offered a subject for painting a patriotic

theme, the sunlit sky adds beautiful color, the combination
produces a most attractive picture and why should he trouble

m*
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about a matter of so little consequence (to the painter) as

accuracy of historical detail ?

It may be surprising to some of you that the painter of an

historical subject would not ‘concern himself about the eor-

rectness of even the smallest detail of his picture, but in

working on the setting for an historical incident it is possible
for an artist toi adapt the scene to his own imagination of the

way it should look, rather than render it as history says it
actually did appear. In other words, to make a, grand com

position, with good drawing and attractive color; a picture
that Avill stir the emotions, appeal to a sense of appreciation
for the beautiful, the grand or the tragic, is his main objec
tive. And in his effort to accomplish this he does not hesitate

to sacrifice accuracy of detail if such detail interferes with

his conception of pictorial effect. Wliile this may not apply
to the modern artists as a rule, it may possibly make, plain to
you why such an error as that in the picture I have just criti
cized can oocur, and it undoubtedly explains: the reason for

another artist’s disregard of anything pertaining to accuracy

of historical detail in that most famous of all paintings! deal

ing with incidents connected with the battle of Trenton,
lyeutze’s Washington Crossing the Delaware.

I will venture the assertion that there is scarcely a person,

born and educated in the TTnited States, who has not seen a

reproduction in one form or another of this wonderfully
popular picture, and all those who have read any account of

the event itself know how false it is as a, record of the scene

depicted. The painting, however, is a grand composition and

a most inspiring work of art, in spite of the fact that there

is but one possibly correct historical detail in the picture.
Emanuel Leutze was bom in Germany in 1816.

parents emigrated to the United States while he ivas an infant

and settled in Tdiiladelphia. In 1841 he went to Dusseldorf
to study under the great German artist, Lessing, and it is

said that his Washington Crossing the Delaware was painted
while he was in that country; that the figure of W:as.hington

was painted from a German model and that Germans also
serv^ed a:s models for the soldiers shown in the boat.

Ilis
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AVhether or not tins is so, it is nevertholess true that the

artist ha,SI a.pparently made no attempt to show the incident in

Its proper historical setting. The crossing was made on a

dark, stormy night, the air was'intensely cold and filled with

sleet and hail, mingled with snow. General Stryker in his

history of the battles, of Trenton and Princeton says:
“yVII day Monday and Tuesday the l)ela,ware Piver was

clear of ice, but before noon on Wednesday, the 2.5th, it was

full of floating cakes of ice>, not very thick, however, from

some of its np}>er branches, which had been frozen by the
intense cold of December 20.”

Although a part of the sky is dark and the moon is shown,
.hentze SI painting has the appearance of broad daylight, with

out a sign of storm. The ice is very thick and in the middle

distance several men are seen pushing one of the boats, clear

while standing on a large floe. The ice is either floating up

river or else the Iwat is headed toward the Pennsylvania shores

The flair, with stars and strijies' as shown_ so consjiicuously in
the picture, ivas not designed until several months after the

battle of Trenton, and Washington, instead of crossing in a

crowded boat, was rowed across the river, with General Knox,
by a Pennsylvania fanner in a small boat.

Still, notwithstanding all its inaccuracies the picture ha,si

beco.me one of the most famo,us of all historical paintingsi,
and there is scarcely an illustrated history of the Kevolntion

Avhich does not contain a reproduction. Even in recent publi-
cationsi it has been used in preference to drawings which more

correctly represent the scenei

After Leutze’s picture the best known painting of the cross

ing is that of Thomas Sully, a distinguished Philadelphia
artist, born in 1783. This painter also, represents
represents the crossing by daylight, for a.lthough the sky i.
dark, the river and opposite shore can be seen for a, much

greater distance than woiild be possible on even the brightest
of moonlight nights. Referring to General Stryker’s, history
again w© find this statement on page 130: “As soon as it
became dark the troops came down- to the river bank, ready to

General Washington, who wasi on ho,rsebia,ck,
eagerly watched the boats as they pushed off one by

or in IS

IS

pass over.

one.
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7AS PICTURED BY ARTISTS.

freighted with men who were to strike a desperate blow for

the liberty of their country, or receive a crushing defeat from

their hireling foes.”
Washing-ton, mounted on a white horse, is shown on the

Pennsylvania shore watching the embarking of his troops.
Washington’s horse is usually pictured as a white one hut

know, from the letter of an eyewitness, that he rode a

sorrel chestnut horse at the battle of Trenton. Therefore, as it

is not probable he changed mounts between the time the troops

embarked and the battle, the white horse in Sully’si picture is

In Stryker’s history, page 160, we find the fol-
There is a tradition in Trenton, which cannot now

we

an error.

lowing:
be verified, fhat at this spot (the site on which he took posi

tion during the battle) a bullet struck the chestnut sorrel

horse on which Washington rode that day, and so disabled
the animal that another had to he procured for the general,

the wounded horse eting left in the village for treatment,”
In Sully’s painting the setting is a good representation of

the Delaware Diver and the Pennsylvania and New Jersey
The picture' is more correct from the his-shores in winter,

torian’s viewpoint than Leutze’s, and it was painted and

graved reproductions published years before the latter’s work

thought of. It Iwcame a celebrated painting but never
It might be sup^

en-

was

attained the popularity of I.eutze’s work,
posed because it is more correct it would be used tO' a. greater

extent by publishers of historical works to illustrate the cross

ing. That this is not so is possibly due to the fact that it

lacks the grandeur and animation which makes Leutze’s pic^

ture so attractive.

Felix 0. C. Parley’s drawing is very similar in composi
tion to Sully’s painting and like the latter, shows Washing

ton on a white horse, directing the embarking of his troops

from the Pennsylvania shore. It is possibly the next beft

known picture of the e\-ent and has been extensively used by

blishers of steel and wood engravings. The drawings of

the figures and rendering of action, as well asi the general

treatment of the subject, is better than in Sully’s picture. But

in this one also, the river and opposite shore and even a dis.-

pu
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tanee beyond, can be seen
day. distinctly as on a bright, clearas

l’*'' he w„ bem, i,.
AlJeef r “Tr”, " P''"''*' “P ilhirtralo™.

e of his work has been engraved than that of any other
American artist. For the works of Fenniinore Cboper alone

tLTaltorr drawings, and hiJTlhistia-tions altogether were: almost numberlesa.
Although drawings exeented by later artists to^ illustrate

to the

to menfi “ "I’^erons that any attempt
to mention them in this paper is impracticable, I am not

aware that_ any other original paintings than those I have

he siib eet a few years ago. If the result of my effort is not

a^notable work from the painters’ standard I have the satis,-

faction of knowing it is as true a historical record as a picture
can lie made mthoiit actually seeing the incident at the time

U occurred. In preparing the work I obtained all available
data, etaring upon the crossing of the Delaware,, handed down

to our time in written descriptions by soldiers, who partici
pated in the nr^ent. Cxeneral William S. Stryker and h>ancis

1,110^’7 '? the ma,t,erial, were probably the etst
iformed of any who have made a study of revolutionary

events in and about Trenton, and despite the fact that my

showing Wadiiiigton standing rather than sitting in the boat

has been criticized, I feel sure no one will ever paint the sul>-

.lect more true to historical facts, even though he may produce

a greater work of art. Kegarding the standing posture of

Washington in my picture- it may readily be imagined that

m Ins concern for the successful landing of the troops' Wash
ington wmuld a,ssunie a standing position as his boat neared

the Jersey shore, the ettter to see at the earliest moment what
was transpiring there.

The Battle of Trenton, like the crossing of the Delaware
s served as a subject for reputable artists. And here again

tlie older painters who might have made sketches of the battle

ground as it appeared at the time, and obtained descriptions
of the conflict at first band from those who participated
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failed to appreciate, evidently, the need of rendering such

important details. Even John Trumbull, an officer on Wash

ington’s staff and a painter of diistinction in his day, seeinsi
to have thought the historical setting of the event was not

es,sential to the picture.

In Trumbull’s painting the opposing forces are lined up

on either side, while Washington is receiving the surrender
of the Hessian Colonel Rail in the centre Ix'tween the two

lines. The village is not shown or indicated in any way, and
the surrender appears in this picture to have occurred on an

open plain. Some light clouds are sho^vn in the sky, but no

evidence of storm, not oven snow on the ground. Indeed, in

this respect there is nothing to indicate that the surrender

did not take place on a summer day. The picture is so at

variance with the facts as we know them that I ami convinced

Trumbull was not present at the battle, as some writers: have

claimed. General Stryker, in his history, mentions Joseph

Trumbull, colonel and commissary-general, as being on Wash

ington’s staff at the time of the battle of Trenton, but does

not name John, Trund)ull, who wa.si for a time, aide>-de-camp
to the commander in chief. If be had witnessed the scene I

am sure Trum.bnll would have paintedi the weather conditions
more correctly, he would not have rendered so formal a sur

render with all the military pomp displa,yed in the jiicture,

and would certainly have introduced a few houses to at least

represent the village.
He would have known that Rail, fatally wounded, was

l)eing carried to his quarters in the Stacy Potts: house, on

King Street, at alwout the same time the two Hessian regi

ments, first to surrender, threw down their arms in another

])art of the village. He would have kno:wn that Rail did not

])prsonally hand his sword to General Washington, but that

General Lo:rd Stirling, as senior officer in the advance, re

ceived the arms.: of the officers commanding the defeated Hes

sian regiments. But, even though the artist was not present

to witness the scene himself, we naturally wonder why he did

not obtain descriptions from those who did take paH, when,

it was so easy at the time he painted the picture to procure
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the iDformation froini thofe eyewitnesses, of whom
number were still living.
Some of yon who visited the recent exhibition of historical

punts at the Art Alhance building on South Warren Street
may remember having seen a brightly colored lithograph bear

ing the title: ‘Surrender of the Hessian Troops to General

Washington after the Battle of Trenton.” In this picture
the artist has let his imagination run wild, without any his

torical restriction whatever. He has produced a very fanciful
conception of the subject.
The American and Hessi

a. great

troops are facing each other in
opposite lines as in the Trnmhnll painting, and a central
group, representing Washington receiving the surrender from
Colonel completes the simi

an

In this picture also
siign of a village appears, bnt in lieu of houses the artist

shows high hills, resembling a range of mountains. On the

right IS a group of tents, giving the appearance of a military
camp, and on the left a nuniter of Indians add variety to the
scene.

no

_ Another picture noted in the exhibition was a steel engrav

ing, of about the sanie class as the picture just mentioned.
I his one, however, is somewhat more correct because it does

represent the fight in village street and in stormy
weather. The American troops are charging the Hessiansi in

perfect line formation, as though passing before a reviewing
officer. Washington, mounted on a white horse, is in the lead,
waving his sword and not condescending, to notice the
He is within a few feet of the Hessian
on him, with a ,
else, this picture

enemy,

cannon trained directly
gunner about to apply the fuse. If nothing

■ is a, good illustration of the charmed life
attributed to the Father of his Country by both friend and
foe.

There are innumerable pictures of this class- among the
sffiel engravings, lithographs, wood cuts and drawings pub
lished in the early part of the nineteenth century which have

abfolutely no artistic or historical value. They are valued,

however, by collectors of curios, to whom they appeal as speca-

mens of rare prints. They are worse than deheient in an edu

cational sense and abominable as pretentions to art.
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vVlonzo Chax>pel, a skillful artist who executed a great num

ber of paintings of historical events and personages for pur-

]X)3es of refiroduction by steel engraving, during the pre-cen

tennial period, is the painter of a well known picture showing

the wounded Colonel Kail, supported by one of his officers,
handing his sword to General Washington. This picture is.

open to the same criticism as the Trumbull painting regard

ing the surrender, but in Chapijiel’s w'ork the wdnter sky and

snow covered ground are more truthful, as are other details

of the composition.
But, for histo.rieal accuracy, one of the host paintings of

incidents connected wdth the battle of Trenton is, perhaps,

the one by George W. Flagg, depicting Generals Washington
and Greene visiting the dying Hessian commander at the

house of Stacy Potts.
Flagg, a painter of consid.6rable prominence, born 1816,

died 1897, is said to have made a careful study of the'apart-

The figures, in the picture are

actual portraits of the personages represented; that of Col

onel Rail being copied from a sketch made from life by John

Trumbull.

ment in wdiich Kail died.

A half-tone reproduction of this picture is on
page 191 of Stryker’s hi.?tory a.nd a foot-note, states that the

original painting is in the possession of one of the descend

ants of Stacy Potts, Joseph P. Idoyd, of Orange, Kew Jersey.

Of the fight itself, the most correct of the older pictures of

which I have any knowledge, is a drawing by C. Schuossele.
In this picture is shown some of the houses which stood, near

the junction of King and Queen Streets as they actually
appeared at the time of the battle, lla.milton’s battery,

in

position at the head of King Street, has opened fire on the

Hessian front and the American troops are rushing forward.
The scene is spirited and full of action and the correct details

of the setting show the artist has made a careful study of the

ground and history of the battle. A small steel engraving
of

this picture is in possession of the Old Barracks Association,
as is also a painting of my own, executed in 1893, showing

practically the same scene, but from a position farther north,

as the Chambers’ estate, from.j the ground now knowm
.diich Washington directed operations during the battle.
on
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There are, probably, other pictures in e^htence, of this

frdenTrTi'; '''"t 7 American inde^
riendenee, but those I have mentioned are the only ones of any
eonsequenee with which I am familiar.

A large painting of the surrender of the Von Knyphausen

north of the Assnnpmk creek, which hung for several years

m the Broad Street Bank, in this, city, prior to 1916, was: a

representation of the scene closely conforming to historical
data,, and the bronze tablets on the Battle Monument
also made to adhere closely to known facts of the battle.

^ the second battle of Trenton, or the Battle of the As-

sunpink, a,s: it ,s more often named, I know of no picture
worthy of comment, excepting, of course, Trumbull’s portrait

of Was,hin,j^on at the Assunpink Bridge,” which cannot
piO'perly be cla.ssed as a painting of the battle.

I have seen an

ing, which

are

old print, jiossiUy engraved from a, paint-
_ purports ot be a representation of the battle of the

Assunpink, but the bridge which is consipicuoiiisly shown in

t ie picture and on which the principal struggle is taking
place,^ IS in no way like the one which spanned the creek

tliat time while a five story building, prominently placed and
presumably intended to represent the old Stacy mill is an
absurdity.

The Trumbull portrait of Washington, showing a, bit of

the Assunpink battle, as a background, was painted in Phila

delphia in 1792. Two years previously, in 1790, the same

artist liad painted another, and very similar portrait of

Washington, for the city of New York, also a, whole length
hgure in full uniform, standing by a, white horse. This pic
ture IS so like the former that the same title might be con

sistently applied to it. To 1 nunbull, Washington ga,v0 more

sittings than he accorded any other painter, exeejA Cha,rles
VVilson Peale.

Of the Assunpink portrait the painter himself says: “I

undertook It * * * m«®ning to give his military character
m the most sublime moment of its exertion, the evenino- pre-

vious_ ot the battle of Princeton, when viewing the^ vast

superiority of his approiaching enemy and the impossibility

at
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of again crossing the Delaware or retreating down the river,

he conceives the"plan, of returning by a night march into the

country from which he had just, been driven, thus cutting
oft

the enemy’s communication and destroying his depot of stores

and provisions at Brunswick. I told the president my object.;

he entered into it warmly and as the work advanced we

talked of the scene, its dangers, its, almost desperation. He

looked the scene again and I happily transferred to the can

vas the lofty expression of his animated countenance, the high

The result was, in ary ownresolve to conquer or perish. • ^ i w
opinion, eminently successful, and the General was

satisfted.

To Charles Wilson Peale belongs, the distinction of paint

ing more original portraits of Washington than any
other

artist. Peale also served in the, American army during the

revolution and it was due to this fact, perhaps, that he

enabled to induce Washington to sit to him' so often,
said he made fourteen different pictures from life and exe^

One painting, a full length,

was

It is

ciited many replicas of these,
commenced at Valley Forge in the spring of 1778 con-

Erunswiek after the battle of Monmouth and
was

tinned at Nerw

finally finished at Philadelphia. ,
Peale painted the full length portrait of Washington

which

represents him standing on the battle field of Princeton,
with

General Mercer lying on the grO'und wounded and supported
bv his aide. Major John Armstrong, and in the distance

the

troops engaged in battle. This picture was painted
for the

College of New Jersey, now Princeton University, and
occu

pies a frame in the university museum in which was fonnerly

displayed a portrait of King George the Second The
latter

is said to hia,ve been destroyed by a cannon ball from Hamil

ton’s battery, which pierced the wall of Nassa.u Hall during

the battle and went through the canvas, cutting oft the head

of his Brittanic majesty. _
Of the battle of Princeton there are several pictured

sions, most of which might be labeled as any other_
battle of

the revolution and be just as true to the scene. A lithograph

among the prints at the recent Art Alliance: exhibition,
ai-

lered to be a, representation of the battle of Princeton,
was

fearfully and wonderfully conceived. The publisher,
N. Cdr-

ver-
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from Graham’s. Magazine. ^

ton, or ineidLt »cClhCTewhh,tnf
wo;^ndi*!jrf"SntrarMoC^^^^^ ”um;e'nor"
painting Imt have seen an engraviim of rlhTt
p.™™„ of The PrLJto: Z r ■'"-

S- in^ J saw did not give credit to the painter

n IWiiving a Salute on the Battle Field Trenton ” bv

ST'S IfSThoTr^fc
po^pr;TT4T,TT;,:j:;;T;“EhoMmyer, handsome en.ongh to do credit to the title '
W “««G>tion and not painted from lifethose of Irnmhnll and Peale.
Faed’a painting was
known

can

en-

d’he por-
! as were

The head of Washington in
1 . P^^^tly copied from Stuart’s well

the .hill of oTottaTr"""
I will niemtion

discourse Avhich I
Several

one other picture and close this, rambling

vear^ p® not do justice to its subject'



15AS T>ICTURBI> BY ARTTSTS.

artist was but the picture made such an iraprassion on my

mind that it is vividly before me whenever I have occasion
to recall it, and as it represented, the ragged eon.tinenta.ls,
after the battle of Trenton, marching through the village on

their way to recross the Delaware, it may be appropriately
recalled here.

The striking thing about the picture was the way it im

pressed the spectator with the realism of the .sioene and made

him, feel that ho wa.s one of that motley Iwdy of men march

ing toward him with excitement and joy beaming in their
faces, their bodies exhilarated with the pleasure of victory,

all thought of weariness and discomfort gone as they stride

through the .sileet and snow of the cold winter day. There

may have been errors in the picture that an historian, familiar

with Trenton battle history, could criticize; I was myself too

young and unacquainted with sncli history at the time toi

know, but the picture was a real work of art by a master
painter. As yon ga.zed at it you felt the blood warm in your

veins, vour feet move with an impulse to keep step with the

shrill music of hfes and marshal beat of drums by musicians
at the head of the column.

In imagination you marched with those men who had just
broken another link in the chain which bound them, to a. tyran

nical monarch and commenced, with this first victory, that

series of brilliant military movements, which was to free the

American colonies from an abhorrent nile, and make possible

the founding of the greatest government, and the liest, in tlie

history of the world.
I believe a painter cannot be too careful when preparing to

historical subject, to informyiaint a picture dealing with an,
liimself thoroughly concerning every item of historical detail

which is to enter into his composition and become a part of

the scene he is aliout to produce, for his work, besides an

appeal to the senses, should lx? a medium of education,
and

as such must record events of historical import as truthfully

the writer of history is expected to do—but when a painter

can, with the product of his brush, stir our latent emrtious,

swell our pride of country and inspire renewed patriotism,, as

as
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COD <] the painter through the picture just noted he
P ishes the purpose for which the Great Master ’
verse endowed him with skid, and if in sueh
found a trivial detail historically inaccurate Ihe
excused, because the artist has
fully rare achievement.

accom-

of the tJni-

a picture is

error may bo
atoned for it by his' wonder-


