The Copley Family 
(1776-1777)
John Singleton Copley 

Introduction 
The American Revolution not only changed the nation's form of government but also marked alterations in its views on other matters, including architecture, clothing styles, and the family. John Singleton Copley's portrait of his own family limns some of these changes. 

Questions to Consider 
1. One art expert has suggested that we can obtain some notion of the social ideas or relationships embodied in a picture by examining who is next to whom, who is how far from or inclining toward or away from or touching whom; whose eyes turn, whose eyes meet, and who is standing or sitting next to what.Many art historians have also pointed out that how the light falls in a picture, where the areas of light and dark are concentrated, and the artist's use of color help in determining social ideas and relationships. With these things in mind, answer the following: 

a. What does the artist wish the viewer to see as the center of attention? What are the reasons for your thinking? 

b. Who is on the periphery of the focus of attention? What might this mean about the importance or role of the figures? 

c. Who is looking at whom? Who is looking at the viewer? What effect do these gazes have? 

d. What social ideas regarding family roles are expressed in the painting? What might have influenced the artist's interpretation of family life? 

2. Further analysis of the Copley portrait involves examining the details.


a) Who is the subject in this detail? How do you know? What does his position, attitude, and line of vision tell you about the social ideas in the picture? 



b) What is the toddler holding? What does this detail add to your determination of social ideas conveyed by the picture? 



c) What is depicted in the background of the picture? How does it compare with the foreground? What does this add to the artist's message? 



d) What is depicted in this detail? What does this detail add to your determination of the social ideas conveyed by the picture? 




3. Write a paragraph in which you present an analysis of The Copley Family. (You may wish to explore more fully the material associated with the Copley portrait at the National Gallery of Art web site for additional evidence for your interpretation. Remember to footnote or otherwise indicate the source for your materials.) 



Source 





Source: John Singleton Copley
American, 1738 - 1815
"The Copley Family", 1776/1777
oil on canvas, 1.841 x 2.292 m (72 1/2 x 90 1/4 in.)
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