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Richard Mather, the first of the Mather family dynasty in America, was born in Lowton, 

Lancashire, England, and was a clergyman in nearby Toxteth and Prescott before immigrating to 

Dorchester, Massachusetts, in 1635. The following year he became the minister of the church in 

Dorchester and spent the rest of his life writing and preaching Congregationalist doctrine. His 

grandson Cotton Mather (cat. #78) recalled, ‘His way of preaching was very plain, studiously 

avoiding obscure and foreign terms and unnecessary citation of Latin sentences; and aiming to 

shoot his arrows not over the heads, but into the hearts of his hearers.’1   

Richard Mather supported the colonists' separation from the Church of England and published 

Church Government and Church Covenant Discussed in 1643 and A Platform of Church 

Discipline in 1649 which, taken together, served as a basis for the organization of 

Congregational churches in New England and had far-reaching implications for democratic 

government.2 Mather was also one of the translators of The Whole Booke of Psalmes (1640).3 

Commonly referred to as the Bay Psalm Book, it is the first book printed in the colonies. 



Mather's sermon notes, and drafts of his writings are preserved in the American Antiquarian 

Society's manuscript collection. 

 

According to family history, this portrait of Richard Mather was painted from life in Boston in 

his old age. On several occasions over the years, the painting, cherished as a relic of the early 

days of America, was restored and ‘improved.’ By the nineteenth century, the majority of the 

original surface was lost and what remained was buried under coats of varnish and overpaint. In 

1804 the Reverend William Bentley of Salem (cat. #8) saw the Mather family portraits during a 

visit to Cambridge, Massachusetts, and observed in his diary that ‘[The portraits'] situation does 

not promise their long preservation.’ Of Richard Mather’s portrait, he observed pessimistically. 

‘That of Richard will soon be gone.’ Also, that ‘It agrees as well as possible with my block 

print.’4 Bentley was referring to the print (fig. # ) made by John Foster around 1670 to 

accompany the publication of The Life and Death of that Reverend Man of God, Mr. Richard 

Mather. Foster, a Dorchester schoolteacher, began working as an engraver in the 1670s. In 1675 

he set up a press and became the first printer in Boston, steadily producing books, almanacs and 

sermons.5  It is generally accepted that Foster based his print of Richard Mather, the first 

woodcut portrait printed in America, on the painted portrait now at the American Antiquarian 

Society.6  

Consideration of the possibility that Foster may have also painted the original portrait of 

Mather dates from 1935. In her research on Foster, Louisa Dresser noted that his inventory 

contained ‘Colours’ and that he was referred to as ‘a rare Apelles,’ a term used to describe 

painters, not printers.7  In 1950 Virgil Baker noted that Foster had been baptized by Richard 

Mather and had printed several works written by his son, connections to the family that may 

have resulted in a commission.8  This image of Richard Mather may indeed have come from 

Foster's hand, however, the deteriorated condition of the portrait makes a definite attribution 

impossible.9  
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     9 Despite its wrecked condition, this portrait has been copied several 

times. George F. Wright (1828-81) copied the image for the Connecticut 
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