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EXCEEDINGLY RARE, VIEW OF CHARLESTON, SOUTH CAROLINA,
AS IT APPEARED IN 1773
ACQUIRED FOR THE ART MUSEUMS OF COLONIAL WILLIAMSBURG

Williamsburg, VA (July 11, 2017)—A rare, historically important view of Charleston, South Carolina,
showing its appearance at the time of the American Revolution was recently purchased by the
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation for its collection: A View of CHARLES-TOWN, in the Capital of
SOUTH CAROLINA, engraved in London by Samuel Smith after a painting by Thomas Leitch,
depicts recognizable Charleston landmarks during its peak of prosperity prior to the outbreak of the
war.
“Acquisition of this exceptional, pre-Revolutionary view perfectly addresses the Foundation’s core
mission, particularly since it furthers our understanding of early America and its Southern colonies,”
said Mitchell B. Reiss, president and CEO of Colonial Williamsburg. “I applaud our generous donors
for making the purchase a reality.”
“Eighteenth-century views of American cities are relatively rare, and those of southern centers even
more so,” said Ronald L. Hurst, the Foundation’s Carlisle Humelsine chief curator and vice president
for collections, conservation, and museums. “At nearly three feet in width and retaining its original

water coloring, this outstanding view of one of the South’s great seaports is exceptionally rare and
important.”
This print, in its full original color, was engraved in 1774 after Leitch painted his scene within a year
of his arrival in Charleston from London in 1773 and arranged for it to be shipped back there to be
engraved for printing. Although little is known about Leitch, an advertisement that he placed in the
South Carolina Gazette soliciting subscribers to assist with the cost of producing the print, and noting
that he was sending the painting “home” to have it engraved, confirms he came from London.
The artist rendered his painting in the Dutch panoramic style that enhanced the expanse of the
coastline by increasing its width in relation to its height, forcing the viewer’s eye to move back and
forth across the canvas. The image is curious, however; while earlier versions of Charleston show
calm seas and dozens of merchant ships in the harbor, in this one, Leitch included only one British
trading ship in the harbor. Only about six months earlier, Massachusetts traveler Josiah Quincy noted
of the Charleston harbor that “the number of shipping far surpassed all I had ever seen in
Boston….”
As Colonial Williamsburg’s Deputy Chief Curator Margaret Pritchard speculates, “It is possible that
the notable absence of trading vessels venturing into the choppy waters of the Cooper River, under
stormy skies, was intended to suggest the political tension between Charlestonians and the Mother
country.” In 1773, just months before Leitch painted his view, Britain passed the Tea Act, and
Charleston’s outraged citizens left the British-imported tea on the docks to rot. It was the following
year in which townspeople elected delegates to the Continental Congress.
Although the print was engraved in 1774, it was not issued until 1776. Other known copies are held
at the Yale University Art Gallery, the New York Public Library and the Gibbes Museum of Art in
Charleston. The original painting is in the collection of the Museum of Early Southern Decorative
Arts (MESDA).
The print was acquired through The Friends of Colonial Williamsburg Collections Fund, which
restricts its funds for object purchases.
Colonial historians, Southern art admirers and Revolutionary War enthusiasts alike will find A View of
CHARLES-TOWN, in the Capital of SOUTH CAROLINA and Colonial Williamsburg’s other
important prints of great interest thus further solidifying this collection’s importance as it depicts
American history.

Image: A View of CHARLES-TOWN, the Capital of SOUTH CAROLINA; engraved by Samuel Smith after
Thomas Leitch; hand-colored line engraving; London, England, June 3, 1776; Museum Purchase, The Friends
of Colonial Williamsburg Collections Fund, 2017-287.

About the Art Museums of Colonial Williamsburg
The Art Museums of Colonial Williamsburg include the Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum and the
DeWitt Wallace Decorative Arts Museum. The Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum is home to the nation’s
premier collection of American folk art, with more than 7,000 folk art objects made during the 18th, 19th and 20th
centuries. The DeWitt Wallace Decorative Arts Museum exhibits the best in British and American fine and
decorative arts from 1670–1840. The Art Museums of Colonial Williamsburg are located at the intersection of
Francis and South Henry Streets in Williamsburg, Va., and are entered through the Public Hospital of 1773.
Expansion of the museum broke ground on April 27, 2017. Once completed, the museums’ expansion will provide a
new entrance, improved public access, increased exhibition space and guest services among other enhancements. Museum
hours are 10:00 a.m. to 7:00 p.m. daily.
About The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation
Colonial Williamsburg operates the world’s largest living history museum, preserving Virginia’s 18th-century capital as
a fully functioning city. Fun, engaging experiences transport guests back in time and highlight the relevance of
America’s founding era to contemporary life. The Colonial Williamsburg experience includes more than 500 restored or
reconstructed buildings, historic trade shops, renowned museums of decorative arts and folk art, extensive educational
outreach programs for students and teachers, lodging, culinary options from historic taverns to casual or elegant dining,
the Golden Horseshoe Golf Club featuring 45 holes designed by Robert Trent Jones Sr. and his son Rees Jones, a fullservice spa and fitness center managed by Trilogy Spa, pools, retail stores and gardens. Philanthropic support and
revenue from admissions, products and hospitality operations sustain Colonial Williamsburg’s educational programs
and preservation initiatives.
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