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CHAPTER 1 A Closer Look 1

A Closer Look: Samplers

Sarah Fuller (born Gloucester 1787), Sacred to the Memory of the immortal George
Washington,1800. Silk on linen. Gift of E. Hyde Cox. [#1998.36]

Look closely at the textile. Respond to the questions below.
What do you see?
What do you think is happening in this sampler?
What do you wonder about?
Writing prompt: This sampler was made to honor a hero. My hero is...
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CHAPTER 1 A Closer Look 1

Teacher Notes

Samplers, primarily a utilitarian endeavor brought over
from England, were one of the earliest mediums for artistic expression in colonial life. A sampler is a piece of embroidery worked in various stitches to demonstrate skill,
typically containing the alphabet or adages. Sewing was
an essential skill for family life as all clothing and linens
were handmade. Seventeenth-century girls were taught
to sew samplers at home or by a woman in the community, but by the eighteenth century, some, particularly
those from upper-class families, learned in school. Fiveand six-year-olds would start with a marking sampler
employing letters, numbers and a quote, simultaneously
learning literacy, arithmetic and sewing skills. Upon completion the samplers were often framed and displayed
at home as decoration and even status symbols. This
mourning piece was created in 1800 to commemorate
the death of George Washington. This type of sampler
was meant to convey affection for the deceased and
respect for the solemnity of death. Samplers are more
than treasured decorative arts from the eighteenth and
nineteenth century. They are documentary evidence of a
way of life. Upon further examination they speak to the
viewer about social and cultural values of early America.
For more information, visit http://www.capeannmuseum.org.
Extensions
PreK–5 (Social Studies)
Girls across America made mourning samplers to commemorate George Washington. These samplers were
often full of symbolism. What symbols do you see? Why
do you think they were chosen? What symbols might
you choose if you made a sampler?
6–8 (ELA)
Samplers contained symbolism that was often used to
express a mood. Write a poem that elaborates on the
mood you think the sampler is conveying. Incorporate
the text of the sampler into your poem.
9–12 (Visual Arts)
Samplers give us a glimpse into America’s past and a
certain way of doing something. Using various materials, create a sampler that serves the same purpose
today that it would have served back then.

Standards
Elementary School (Massachusetts History and Social
Science Curriculum Framework)
1.3 Identify and explain the meaning of American national symbols: B. the bald eagle.
1.5 Give reasons for celebrating the events or people
commemorated in national and Massachusetts holidays.
5.18 Describe the life and achievements of important
leaders during the Revolution and the early years of the
United States. G. George Washington.
Middle School (Massachusetts Curriculum Framework
for English Language Arts and Literacy)
Write short narratives, poems, scripts, or personal reflections that demonstrate understanding of the literary
concepts of mood, tone, point of view, personification,
or symbolism.
High School (Massachusetts Arts Curriculum Framework)
Arts in U.S. History: The American Revolution, Creating
a New Nation (1750–1815)
Decorative arts such as needlework
Connections 6.6 Describe and analyze examples of art
forms that integrate practical functions with aesthetic
concerns.

(LEFT and ABOVE) Sarah
Fuller (born Gloucester 1787),
Sacred to the Memory of the
immortal George Washington [details], 1800. Silk on
linen. Gift of E. Hyde Cox.
[#1998.36]
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CHAPTER 1 A Closer Look 2

A Closer Look: Alfred Wiggin

Alfred J. Wiggin (1823-1883), Eliza Dennison Wiggin and Child,
1856. Oil on canvas. Gift of the estate of Thelma Dennison, 1995.
[# 1995.68]

Alfred J. Wiggin (1823-1883), Eliza Dennison Wiggin and Child,
c. 1856. Daguerreotype

Look closely at the portrait and daguerreotype. Respond to the questions below.
What do you see?
What do you think is happening in these images?
What do you wonder about?
Writing prompt: A woman and child pose for a portrait. Last time I got my picture taken, I...
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CHAPTER 1 A Closer Look 2

Teacher Notes
Notable folk artist, Alfred James (A.J.) Wiggin (1823–
1883) arrived on Cape Ann in the 1840s. Wiggin lived
first in Rockport and then moved to the Dennison Homestead in Annisquam around 1852. Four years later, he
married Eliza Ann Dennison. He remained in the area
until 1868, when he and his family moved to South Boston. Although he spent the rest of his life in Boston, he
continued to visit Cape Ann for business and pleasure.
By 1846 the world began changing for painters like
Wiggin. Daguerreotypes became the first generally available photographs and threatened the livelihood of itinerant portraitists, whose merchandise could be replaced
with less expensive documentary images. Wiggin was
not alone in deciding to work with photographs and
learn from them. He himself became a photographer and
based a painting of his wife and an unknown child on his
own daguerreotype. This was not, of course, a commissioned work, and it may have been a practice piece for
painting from photographs.
In the arena of formal portraiture, photography took a
backseat to painting. There was no color photography,
no way to add expression or invent settings other than
with a studio backdrop. The idea that photography could
be used to create rather than document did not occur to
artists until many years into the future.
For more information, visit http://www.capeannmuseum.org.
Extensions

ing these portraits as the beginning or the end of the
story.
Standards
Elementary School (Massachusetts History and Social
Science Curriculum Framework)
Grade 3 Content and Skills
2. Observe visual sources such as historic paintings, photographs, or illustrations that accompany historical narratives, and describe details such as clothing, setting, or
action.
Middle School (Massachusetts Arts Curriculum Framework)
Visual Arts Standard 9: Inventions, technologies and the
arts
9.2 Identify and describe examples of how the discovery
of new inventions and technologies, or the availability of
new materials brought about changes in the arts in various time periods and cultures.
9.3 Identify and describe examples of how artists make
innovative use of technologies and inventions.
High School (Massachusetts Curriculum Framework for
English Language Arts and Literacy)
Writing Standards Grade 11–12.
3. Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique, well-chosen
details, and well-structured event sequences.

PreK–5 (Social Studies)
These two images give a snapshot of life in 1856. What
do they tell about the clothing that women and children
wore at the time? How are the clothes that we wear
today different? Do students dress differently for school
portraits?
6–8 (Art)
The invention of photography changed the work of artists. How did Wiggin use this technology to benefit his
work as an artist? How did photography impact the person posing for the painting? How do artists use technology today?
9–12 (ELA)
The relationship between the woman and child pictured
is unknown. Write a fictional narrative of their story us-

Alfred J. Wiggin
(1823-1883), Eliza
Dennison Wiggin
and Child[detail],
1856. Oil on
canvas.
Gift of the estate
of Thelma Dennison, 1995. [#
1995.68]
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