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Seventeen years after Benjamin West settled in England, a London newspaper’s review of the 1780 Royal Academy exhibi-
tion stated that The Battle of La Hogue “exceeds all that ever came from Mr. West’s pencil.” In 1692, Louis XIV of France
had mounted an ill-fated attempt to return James 11, a fellow Catholic, to the throne of England. In response, Britain and
her Protestant allies, the Dutch, massed their fleets and engaged the enemy for five days off the northern French coast
near La Hogue. Benjamin West condensed the events of the long battle into one dramatic com position that, by employing
much artistic or poetic license, is largely propaganda.

Standing in a boat at the left, for instance, Vice Admiral George Rooke embodies heroic command with his upright
posture and raised sword. Yet, in order to survey the maneuvers, he undoubtedly gave orders from a distance. Beached
in the center distance is the French flagship, the Royal Sun. Actually burned and sunk a few days before this encounter,
the Royal Sun is here deliberately refloated - only to be run against the cliffs so that West might symbolize the French
defeat. This complex, multi-figured panorama is an excellent example of West’s influential early style, and of the balanced
designs and carefully blended brushwork of eighteenth-century neoclassicism.
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Benjamin West, (born October 10, 1738, near Springfield, Pennsylvania [U.S.]—died March 11, 1820,
London, England), American-born painter of historical, religious, and mythological subjects who had a
profound influence on the development of historical painting in Britain. He was historical painter to
George Ill (1772-1801) and a founder of the Royal Academy (1768), of which in 1792 he succeeded Sir
Joshua Reynolds as president.

As a young man, West showed precocious artistic talent and was sent to Philadelphia in 1756 to study
painting. At 20 years of age he was a successful portraitist in New York City and in 1760, through the
assistance of friends, he sailed for Italy, where Neoclassicism was rapidly gaining ground. West visited
most of the leading cities of Italy and in 1763 went to London, where he set up as a portrait painter. His
subsequent patronage by George IIl and the assurance of financial support from the crown absolved him
of the necessity to continue to earn a living through portraiture. In London he soon became intimate
with Sir Joshua Reynolds and gained widespread popularity. “The Death of General Wolfe” (c. 1771;
several versions exist), one of his best-known and—at the time—most controversial works, made a
noteworthy concession to realism in its use of modern dress rather than antique drapery to depict a
contemporary historical event within a classical composition. It was considered by many academicians
to be an affront to the art of history painting, but ultimately it was a popular success and won Reynolds’
approval.

Though loyal to America, West retained the king’s friendship and patronage until 1801. In 1802 he
visited Paris and exhibited his final sketch for “Death on the Pale Horse” (c. 1802; several versions exist),
which anticipated developments in French Romantic painting. He never returned to the United States,
but through such pupils as Washington Allston, Gilbert Stuart, Charles Willson Peale, and John Singleton
Copley, he exerted considerable influence on the development of art in that country during the first
decades of the 19th century.



