
STEPHEN PEABODY (1741-1819), 1809 
 
John Johnston (1752-1818) 
oil on canvas 
29 1/4 x 24 1/2  (74.29 x 61.59) 
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. James B. Thompson, 1982 
Hewes Number: 95 
 
Ex. Coll.: Sitter; through the family to the sitter’s great-great-great-grandson, the donor. 
 
Publications: 
Harriet Webster Marr, ‘Parson Peabody,’ Yankee 12 (September 1948): 34. 
 

Stephen Peabody, born in Andover, Massachusetts, began his studies at Harvard College in 

1763. During his years there, he kept a detailed diary recording the progress of his studies, his 

antics with fellow classmates, and his leadership in a student uprising in 1767. He graduated in 

1769 and taught grammar school until his 1772 ordination as the minister of the newly 

established First Congregational Church in Atkinson, New Hampshire. Peabody, an orthodox 

Calvinist, opened his home to his parishioners and was remembered as a generous and caring 

pastor.1 Copies of his published sermons are preserved in the American Antiquarian Society’s 

imprint collection. In 1787 Peabody founded Atkinson Academy for the education of young 

men. His daughter Polly and her friends demanded to be taught with the boys, and in 1794 the 

academy became the first coeducational institution of its type in the United States.2  

Peabody kept a detailed journal during most of his life, noting community events, 

political changes, daily weather, and deaths, births, and baptisms in his parish. Because his life 

spanned the years of the American Revolution, Peabody’s diaries are full of references to battles 

and politics of the era. He recorded his protest of policies leading to Shay’s Rebellion in 1786, 

noted the Great Fire in Boston in 1787, and commented on the adminstration of Thomas 

Jefferson. The diaries, which also include personal notes about his family and farm, are 

preserved at the American Antiquarian Society.3

 

In 1809, at the urging of his stepson William Smith Shaw (1778-1826) and his brother-in-law, 

President John Adams (1735-1826), Peabody decided to commission portraits of himself and his 

second wife, Elizabeth (1750-1815). He recorded the transaction in great detail in his diary, 

providing rare commentary on patronage and the process of portrait painting in the United States 



at the turn of the century.  

On September 1, 1809, Peabody visited the fashionable Boston painter Gilbert Stuart 

(1775-1828), who was recommended by the Adams family. ‘He shewed us some inimitable 

likenesses, but asks 100 dollars apiece. I cannot go to his price. We inquired for a man by the 

name of Johnston who took likenesses of Governor Phillips and his family, found [that] he was 

in Dorchester with his daughter.... PM I took my horse and chaise, with Mr. Foster & Elizabeth 

& we rode out to Dorchester and found Mr. Johnston with a very agreeable family. I conversed 

with him on my beliefs. He has a shop in Boston and agreed to take our portraits for 30 dollars 

apiece...I am to write him, and we gave encouragement if he would do the business for 

something less. We were treated very politely.’4 Peabody arranged to have Johnston paint his 

portrait, noting: ‘They say Johnston is equally good if it were not for drink. I shall risk his taking 

mine.’5 William Smith Shaw insisted that his mother be painted by Stuart, however, and agreed 

to pay the difference. 

Peabody’s sittings began toward the middle of October 1809. ‘[W]ent to Mr. Johnston’s 

painting room where I found him working. After a few moments conversation, I sat down and he 

began to take a portrait on canvas he had prepared for the purpose. It was very cozy until One. I 

found it a Jobb to set thus confined.’ After a recess for lunch, Peabody ‘returned to my sitting till 

we were both tired. We adjourned till morning.’ The following day, Peabody was permitted to 

see the incomplete portrait and noted: ‘[T]ook a look at my Phiz and did not like it too well. I set 

again till I almost grew to the chair.’ After lunch, he ‘walked up to Stewart’s [sic] where I met 

with [Elizabeth] & sister Adams. Their likenesses begin to look well.’ 

The next day, Peabody borrowed a formal clerical robe from a friend and returned to 

Johnston’s studio. ‘He had done considerable to it and I believe it will be a good likeness. I set 

again till I was weary.... Mr. Johnston did the portrate [sic] to the gown & band, got thro’ what 

he was going to do before night.’ The portrait was completed the next day, and Peabody wrote: 

‘I came on to Johnston’s shop, he was there and gave the finishing touches to my portrate.... We 

all think it will be middling well done at least. He asks 30 dollars for doing it. I paid him 15 and 

am to send the other soon.’ There was then a considerable and unexplained delay, as Peabody 

did not record paying the balance and receiving his portrait until nearly two years later. Gilbert 

Stuart, however, whom Peabody called a ‘whistling fellow,’ did not complete Elizabeth 

Peabody’s portrait until September 1811, also two years after the original commission (fig. 25).6  



 

Johnston’s likeness of Peabody, with its freely curling hair and hint of a smile, captures the 

minister’s exuberant personality. A student at Atkinson Academy, where the pupils were 

regularly awakened at sunrise by Peabody’s loud and boisterous singing, recalled: ‘In person, 

Mr. Peabody was large and commanding, having attained full six feet in height, and being 

otherwise of very portly dimensions. His eye was black, and his face swarthy but well 

proportioned. His hair was bushy and curling, swelling out to ample rotundity behind.’7 The 

painting hung for many years in Atkinson Academy before it was given to the American 

Antiquarian Society in 1982.  
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