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Debated in the nineteenth century, the identity of the sitter in this portrait was determined by 

1946 to be Samuel Mather, the youngest son of Increase Mather (cats. 80-81).1 Samuel was born 

in Boston and, as a young man of fourteen, travelled to England with his father. He completed 

his studies abroad and graduated in absentia from Harvard College in 1690. He returned to 

Massachusetts in 1692 and for the next six years preached at various churches around Boston 

and also took the M.A. at Harvard.  

In 1698 Samuel Mather returned to England, where he married and purchased land. He 

became the minister of Witney in Oxfordshire and built the first Congregational church there in 

1712. Mather, who never returned to America, was described by an English biographer as having 

‘a blunt, forthright manner, tempered, it may be, with humour a trifle hard.’ Like his forbears and 

siblings, Mather was clergyman with publications to his credit. He wrote religious tracts, 

including A Compendious History of the Rise and Progress of the Reformation (1715) and A 

Discourse Concerning the Necessity of Believing the Doctrine of the Trinity (1719). One of his 

most important works was his Memoir of Increase Mather (1725), which brought him critical 

acclaim in both England and Massachusetts.2  

 



Sometime during the preparation of his biography of his father, Samuel Mather had his portrait 

painted.3 The attribution of the American Antiquarian Society’s canvas to the English artist 

Richard Philips is based on the existence of a mezzotint of Mather dated c. 1725 (fig. 23). This 

print, very similar in composition to the painting, was engraved by the English artist John Simon 

(1675-c. 1755) and bears the inscription ‘R. Philips pinx.’4 Little is known of this artist’s work, 

and he has been described as a ‘capable but conservative London portrait painter working in the 

mold of Kneller.’5 Philips’s other sitters included Massachusetts governor Jonathan Belcher, and 

the Reverend Thomas Wilson, a Scottish Episcopal clergyman.6  

This portrait of Samuel Mather may have been sent to American relatives after his death. 

It was in the family’s possession in 1804, although at that time it was thought to be a portrait of 

Samuel Mather of Dublin, Increase Mather’s brother.7 The portrait was given to the American 

Antiquarian Society in 1815, with images of several other Mather family members (cats. 79-80, 

82, 85).8
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