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Family Reading Guide for "The Painter and the President”
Conversation starters for parents and children

Getting Started

What This Book Is About

"The Painter and the President" tells the true story of how George Washington, who hated
sitting for portraits, and Gilbert Stuart, the most talented portrait painter of his time, worked
together to create one of America's most iconic images—the portrait that still appears on the
one-dollar bill. Despite Washington's impatience, his painful false teeth, and his naturally
reserved personality, Stuart persisted in trying to capture the true essence of America's first
president. The book reveals the human side of creating history and shows how even famous
historical figures dealt with everyday challenges and personality conflicts.

Key Themes Your Child Will Encounter:

e Legacy and how we're remembered: How people think about their place in history and
make choices to shape how they'll be remembered

¢ The creative process and artistic skill: What it takes to create great art, especially when
facing difficult circumstances

e Working with challenging personalities: How people with different temperaments
collaborate to achieve important goals

o Persistence through discomfort: Both men had to push through frustration and physical
challenges to create something lasting

¢ The human side of history: Understanding that historical figures were real people with
real problems, pain, and personalities

e Problem-solving and adaptability: How Stuart tried different approaches to get
Washington to relax and reveal his true character

Tip for Parents: This book offers wonderful opportunities to look at real dollar bills and discuss
how the image came to be. Let your child's curiosity about the portrait, Washington, or art in
general guide deeper conversations about history and creativity.

Character Connection Questions
About George Washington
e Why do you think Washington hated sitting for portraits even though he knew they were
important?
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e How do you think his painful false teeth affected his mood during portrait sessions?
¢ What does Washington's decision to sit for portraits despite hating it tell us about his
character?
e How would you describe Washington's personality based on this story?
About Gilbert Stuart
¢ What made Gilbert Stuart such a talented portrait painter?
e How did Stuart try to make Washington more comfortable and natural?
e Why was painting Washington's portrait so important for Stuart's own career?
¢ What does Stuart's persistence tell us about being an artist?

Big Ideas to Explore
Legacy and Being Remembered
¢ Why do you think people want to be remembered after they're gone?
e How is a portrait different from a photograph in preserving someone's image?
e What are different ways people today preserve memories and images of themselves?
¢ If you could create something that would last for hundreds of years, what would it be?
The Creative Process
o What challenges did Stuart face in creating a great portrait of Washington?
¢ How is painting a portrait different from just copying what you see?
¢ What does it mean to capture someone's "essence" or true character in a portrait?
e How did Stuart's different strategies show creativity and problem-solving?
Working Through Challenges
¢ How did both men show persistence in completing this project?
¢ What would you have done if you were Stuart and your subject was uncomfortable and
unwilling?
e How do people work together successfully even when they have very different
personalities?
¢ When have you had to do something uncomfortable because it was important?

Fun Conversation Starters

Historical Imagination
¢ What do you think a portrait sitting in the 1700s was really like?
¢ How would life be different without cameras or phones to take pictures?
e What other famous portraits or paintings do you know about?
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e If you could travel back in time to watch Stuart paint Washington, what would you want
to see?
Art and Artists
e Have you ever had your portrait drawn or painted? How did it feel to sit still?
e What do you think makes a good portrait versus just an okay one?
e How do you think artists decide what details to include and what to leave out?
e If you could paint anyone's portrait, who would you choose and why?
Money and Symbols
¢ Why do you think we put Washington's portrait on money?
¢ What other presidents or people appear on U.S. currency?
e If you could design money, what images would you include?
e How does seeing Washington on dollar bills keep his memory alive?

Discussion Activities
Portrait Exploration
e Look at real dollar bills together and examine Washington's portrait closely
e Find other portraits of George Washington and compare them to Stuart's
e Try drawing simple portraits of each other and discuss the challenges
¢ Visit a museum or look online at famous portraits from different time periods
Real-World Connections
e Research George Washington's life beyond being president
e Learn about Gilbert Stuart's other famous portraits
e Explore what life was like in the 1790s
e Discuss how photography changed the way we remember people

Conversation Tips for Parents
Creating Safe Spaces
o Make history personal and relatable - connect historical figures to everyday experiences
and emotions
¢ Acknowledge that famous people were human - they got frustrated, uncomfortable,
and had bad days too
¢ Celebrate both perspectives - both Washington's discomfort and Stuart's artistic vision
were valid
e Connect to your child's experiences - have they ever had to do something
uncomfortable for an important reason?



o i

B O O K S

Email: bridget@paperdragonreads.com Phone: (407) 212-7759

Encouraging Historical Thinking
o Ask "why" questions: "Why do you think Washington agreed to sit for so many portraits
despite hating it?"
o Explore different perspectives: "How do you think Stuart felt when Washington was
grumpy?"
o Make connections: "How is this like or different from taking photos today?"
e Wonder together: "What do you think they talked about during the portrait sessions?"
Making It Personal
¢ Connect to family history: Share stories about family photos or portraits and why they
matter
o Discuss legacy: Talk about what your family values and how you want to be remembered
o Explore creativity: Discuss times when you or family members had to solve creative
problems
e Celebrate persistence: Share family stories about working through difficult situations

Questions by Age Group
For Younger Readers (Ages 6-8)
Focus on basic story elements and relatable experiences:
e What's the funniest part of the story?
¢ How do you think Washington's teeth hurt made him feel grumpy?
e Have you ever had to sit still for a long time? How did that feel?
e What would you say to make Washington smile for his portrait?
For Older Readers (Ages 9-11)
Explore deeper themes of legacy, art, and historical context:
e Why do you think leaders care so much about how they're remembered?
¢ What skills does it take to be a great portrait painter?
o How did life before photography change how people thought about portraits?
¢ What does this story teach us about collaboration and persistence?

Handling Historical Context
Life in the 1700s
e Explain that dental care was very different and more painful in Washington's time
e Discuss how the lack of photography made portraits extremely valuable
¢ Help children understand social expectations for presidents and public figures
e Connect to how technology changes daily life and work
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Understanding Artistic Process
o Explain that great art takes time, skill, and often many attempts
¢ Discuss how artists need to understand people, not just how to paint
e Explore the difference between technical skill and creative vision
e Connect to any artistic pursuits your child enjoys
Working Relationships
e Discuss how professionals sometimes need to work with people they find challenging
e Explore strategies for staying focused on important goals despite frustrations
e Talk about mutual respect even when personalities clash
¢ Connect to your child's experiences working with different types of people

Activity Ideas
Art Projects
e Try drawing or painting portraits of family members
e Create self-portraits and discuss what you want them to show about you
¢ Experiment with trying to capture someone's personality in a drawing
e Make a family portrait gallery showing different family members' artistic styles
Historical Research
e Research other famous portraits and their stories
e Learn about George Washington's life and presidency
e Explore how portrait painting techniques have evolved
e Investigate other artists from the 1700s and their work
Creative Writing
e Write diary entries from Washington's or Stuart's perspective during portrait sessions
e Create dialogue between the two men during difficult moments
¢ Write about what you imagine they discussed during the hours of sitting
¢ Imagine Washington seeing his portrait on money for the first time
Museum and Cultural Connections
¢ Visit art museums to see historical portraits
e Look for portraits of other historical figures and discuss their stories
o Find portraits by Gilbert Stuart in museum collections
e Explore how your community remembers and honors important local figures
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Remember

"The Painter and the President" provides wonderful opportunities to discuss history, art, legacy,

and persistence in a way that makes these concepts concrete and accessible. By focusing on the

relationship between two real people facing real challenges, the book helps children understand
that history is made by humans dealing with very human problems.

Use this story as a starting point to explore how we remember important people and events,
how artists work, and why persistence matters even when things are difficult or uncomfortable.
The book's focus on the specific challenge of creating one famous portrait makes big historical
concepts tangible and engaging.

Most importantly, let the story inspire conversations about what your family values, how you
want to be remembered, and the importance of creating things that last—whether that's art,
traditions, memories, or relationships. Washington and Stuart's collaboration reminds us that
sometimes the most enduring achievements come from working through challenges and
differences to create something truly meaningful.



