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The earliest documentation of the woman depicted in this portrait is dated March 19, 1693, when 

Maria Catherine Gross joined the Second Church in Boston. The following year, after the death 

of her husband, mariner William Gross (1665-94), she was appointed administrator of his small 

estate.1 In 1697 Maria Catherine Gross was married again, to Samuel Mears, Jr. (1671-1727), a 

prosperous innkeeper who owned the George Tavern in Boston. Maria Catherine Mears had four 

children and probably assisted her husband with the inn, which was described as ‘an estate of 

twenty acres, extending to the Roxbury line on the south.... It had orchards, gardens and a site 

commanding a view of Boston and its harbor on one side and Cambridge Bay with the shore of 

the mainland on the other.’2 Maria Catherine Mears died on July 9, 1706.3

An 1839 history gives the sitter’s maiden name as Maria Catherine Smith.4 Family 

tradition maintained that she was the daughter of Thomas Smith, who came to Boston from 



England, but there was more than one Thomas Smith in Boston during the closing decades of the 

seventeenth century.  One was a mariner; another a portrait painter who, about 1680, completed a 

self-portrait (Worcester Art Museum) and copied a portrait of the Reverend William Ames 

(1576-1633) for Harvard College.5 According to family history, Thomas Smith the mariner and 

navigator was also Thomas Smith the portrait painter. A note written c. 1900 accompanying the 

portrait of Maria Catherine Smith, states: ‘In 1693 Capt. Thomas Smith painted the portrait of his 

daughter Catherina Maria Smith [sic] who married Samuel Mears, Dec. 7, 1697.’6  This notation 

is problematical, as the death date for Thomas Smith the mariner has been recorded as 1688.7 A 

further complication is that Maria Catherine Smith’s brother was also a mariner named Thomas.8 

This detail has impeded accurate genealogical research, and the exact connection between Maria 

Catherine Smith and the painter Thomas Smith remains unclear. 

 

In 1986 the attribution of this portrait to Thomas Smith was questioned by art historian Wayne 

Craven, who argued that stylistic differences between the self-portrait and the image of Maria 

Catherine Smith were too extreme to be the work of the same artist.9 He noted the similarity of 

Maria Catherine’s portrait to the work of the English portrait painters Peter Lely (1618-80) and 

Godfrey Kneller (1645-1723) and commented on the ‘Restoration raffishness, a sensuality and 

fleshiness, and a devotion to current fashions’ exhibited in the portrait. ‘In earlier images of New 

England women such exposure of flesh would have been forbidden, and when Maria Catherine’s 

portrait was first displayed in her Boston home around 1690, it very probably shocked many who 

saw it.’10  

This painting descended through women in the Mears family and was actively sought for 

the collection by American Antiquarian Society staff beginning in the 1920s. A former librarian 

of the Society, Samuel Foster Haven (cat. 65), was related to Captain Thomas Smith on his 

mother’s side and once owned both the self-portrait and a portrait of Smith’s wife, now lost.11 

The painting of Maria Catherine Smith was owned by one of Haven’s cousins and was stored for 

many years before it was given to the American Antiquarian Society in 1934. 
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