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This rendition of a fierce naval battle is profoundly at odds with 
what one expects from Fitz Henry Lane. The artist is best known for 
his placid views of harbors with towering ships floating silently on 
glassy waters, such as Boston Harbor (Fig. 1). His painting The United 
States Frigate “President” Engaging the British Squadron, 1815 demon-
strates that the artist could take a very different approach to a sub-
ject that demanded it.1 

Through the influence of the British-born maritime painter 
Robert Salmon, whom he encountered in Boston, Lane became part 
of the long tradition of British and American nautical painters.2 The 
War of 1812 began appearing in naval art during the war itself and 
continued for decades thereafter.3 While Lane was training in the 
Pendleton lithography firm in Boston in the 1830s, he presumably 
was exposed to popular prints of the war. In this painting, Lane 
perhaps drew on those memories when he made the unusual choice 
to look back thirty-five years to the War of 1812, a conflict he is 
known to have depicted in only one other painting.4 Lane may have 
been working for a now-unknown patron, but the artist also had his 
own memories of the conflict, which had raged while he was grow-
ing up in Gloucester, Massachusetts, devastating the local economy. 
A Stephen Lane, who may have been Lane’s older brother, died serv-
ing in the local militia.5 

Although he could have portrayed one of many American 
naval victories, Lane instead painted the devastating loss to the 
British of the President, one of six frigates constructed about 1800  
as the foundation of the American navy.6 The painting focuses  
on the President as the ship fights alone against a squadron of British 
vessels. Lane placed the American ship in the foreground riding  
a rough sea and firing its cannons at the British (a ship to the Presi-
dent’s right appears in the middle ground, while smoke from the 
President’s cannons indicates another ship outside the canvas to the 
American vessel’s left). A dismasted hulk almost lost in the smoke  

of battle is all that remains of a vessel the Americans have already 
defeated, while a fresh British ship emerges from the distance to join 
the group confronting the beleaguered President. American sailors 
swarm through the rigging of their ship to replace torn-away sails, 
heedless of the missiles that splash into the waves just short of the 
President’s hull. Although the distant British ships are sketchily 
painted and shrouded in smoke, Lane’s crisp brushwork and clear 
lighting accentuate the heroic Americans in the foreground. 

Lane’s vision of the President’s final battle seems inspired  
by American accounts. The Boston Athenæum, where Lane exhib- 
ited paintings and whose library he probably used to do research, 
owned contemporary books that included the incident.7 Lane prob-
ably knew Abel Bowen’s popular book The Naval Monument, which 
had been in the Athenæum’s collection since 1816.8 Bowen related 
the tale of the battle through letters from Commodore Stephen 
Decatur, captain of the President, to the secretary of the navy. Lane 
was accustomed to making painstakingly precise renderings of  
ships at peace; here he applied this exactitude to narrating the  
particulars of the battle. 

In early 1815 the British maintained a naval blockade of  
New York Harbor, trapping the USS President. As a strong west wind 
diverted the British squadron from the coast, Decatur attempted to 
run the blockade, precipitating the events shown in Lane’s painting.9 
Decatur wrote that on the morning of 14 January 1815, “the ship in 
going out [of the harbor] grounded on the bar.” The ship was badly 
damaged, but high winds prevented its return to port. The President, 
once off the bar, was chased by four ships that fired on her. The 
American attempted to retreat from her pursuers, increasing her 
speed by jettisoning water, anchors, and other heavy objects. Lane 
therefore depicts the American vessel riding high in the water but 
with an anchor still at her bow. The British ship Endymion (the dis-
masted vessel in the background) caught up to the President, and the 
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Fig. 1. Fitz Henry Lane, Boston Harbor, c. 1850−55. Oil on canvas 26 × 42 in.  
(66 × 106.7 cm). Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, M. and M. Karolik Collection of 
American Paintings, 1815−1865, by exchange, 66.339

two ships exchanged fire. The American vessel, too crippled by its 
grounding to maneuver well, was unable to board the Endymion with 
its marine force. The fight continued until many of the President’s 
crew were injured or killed and her rigging badly damaged, as shown 
in detail by Lane. In the painting, the Endymion fires what must be 
some of her last shots before Decatur’s ship “disabled and silenced” 
the British vessel. The British ships Pomone and Tenedos approached 
and fired on the Americans, as seen in Lane’s painting. In the face  
of this new force, Decatur stated, “We were of course compelled to 
abandon her [the President].” 

Decatur wrote to the secretary of the navy, “It is with emotions 
of pride I bear testimony to the gallantry and steadiness of every 
officer and man I had the honor to command on this occasion . . . 
almost under the guns of so vastly a superior force, when . . . it was  
. . . self-evident, that whatever their exertions might be, they must 
ultimately be captured.”10 Lane, in showing the President engaging 
two British ships and having already defeated a third, chose the most 
heroic moment from the battle, when the Americans fought on in 
the face of inevitable defeat.

Lane’s image accords with the words of the court of inquiry 
that investigated the loss of the President. The president of the court 
wrote to the secretary of the navy, “[The crew of the President] fought 
with a spirit, which no prospect of success could have heightened. . . . 
In this unequal conflict the enemy gained a ship, but the victory was 
ours.”11 Lane celebrated, not an American triumph, but a more com-
plex and tragic event. The praise of bravery even in defeat accords 
well with the romantic aura of his more contemplative paintings. 
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1. Landscape: Rural Scenery, which features 
the same female figure and is set in a 
related landscape, may have been painted 
as a pendant to Cottage Scenery. Bingham 
found a ready market for his work in the 
American Art-Union. At least nineteen of 
Bingham’s paintings were purchased and 
distributed by the union between 1845 
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distributed by the union’s sister institu-
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nati. See Michael Edward Shapiro, George 
Caleb Bingham (New York: Harry N. 
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Although he had only limited financial 
success during his stay in the nation’s 
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Sully, Andrew Jackson
1. On portraits of Jackson by Sully, see 
Edward Biddle and Mantle Fielding, The 
Life and Works of Thomas Sully (Philadel-
phia, 1921; New York: Da Capo Press, 
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Lane, The United States Frigate “President” 
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by Richard Rathbun, The National Gallery 
of Art, Department of Art of the National 
Museum (Washington, D.C.: Government 
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Museum of Art, 1999), 33, 59, 245. Coyle 
lent several works to the exhibitions of 
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