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The artist David Claypool Johnston painted in oils and watercolor, worked as an engraver and 

lithographer, and published a popular comic annual, Scraps, from 1828 until 1849. Born in 

Philadelphia, in 1815 he was apprenticed there to engraver and actor Francis Kearney (1785-

1837). After working as an engraver and actor in Philadelphia, Johnston moved to Boston in 

1825 and quickly gained renown as a satirist. His lithographed caricatures of American 

politicians and military leaders earned him the title ‘The American Cruikshank,’ after the highly 

esteemed British caricaturist George Cruikshank (1792-1878).’1  

  In Boston, Johnston found steady employment with the Pendleton lithography firm. He 

illustrated sheet music covers, drew portraits of prominent actors and actresses, and designed 

scathing caricatures. His work came to the attention of several book publishers, who soon jobbed 

out their illustration needs to him. In books such as The Thousand and One Nights, or the 

Arabian Nights’ Entertainments (1832) and Surgical Observations on Tumours, with Cases and 

Operations (1837), Johnston provided images for a variety of audiences ranging from young 

readers to professionals.2 He also contributed illustrations to journals, including the Boston 

Monthly Magazine and the American Journal of Science and Arts. Many publications featuring 

his illustrations are housed at the American Antiquarian Society. Johnston also sent original 

drawings and watercolors to the annual exhibitions of the Boston Athenaeum and taught drawing 

to pupils such as Louisa May Alcott (1832-88) and his own son Thomas Murphy Johnston.3  

The American Antiquarian Society holds a large archive of Johnston’s work, along with 

some personal papers obtained from descendants in 1933. The collection contains dozens of the 

artist’s prints, several drawings, books, and 174 original watercolors, including a small self-



portrait (fig. 20).4  Taken together, Johnston’s artistic productions, and in particular his published 

caricatures, offer a substantial, visual record of nineteenth-century American life. 

 

This portrait of the artist by his eldest son was included in the 1933 acquisition. Thomas Murphy 

Johnston studied drawing with his father and took lessons in painting from William Morris Hunt 

(1824-79) and Samuel Rowse (1822-1901). He worked in oils and crayon, and, like his father, 

was occasionally employed by Boston lithographers. The younger Johnston was known as a 

‘figure painter’ and often exhibited portraits at the Boston Athenaeum, including an image of his 

mother, Sarah Murphy Johnston (1811-80), that was widely admired.5 Some of his other sitters 

included Charles Sumner, John Greenleaf Whittier, and Ralph Waldo Emerson.6  After the death 

of his father in 1865, Thomas Murphy Johnston went to France for further artistic education but 

died there less than a year after his arrival. His accomplishments were summarized in an 

obituary: ‘His work was remarkable for correct and vigorous drawing, and his coloring was at 

once delicate, rich and pure. As a portrait painter he was eminently successful.’7  
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