
Poor Richard, 1733
Philadelphia: Printed and sold by B. Franklin, [1732]
Rosenbach Museum & Library, Philadelphia
Photo by Peter Harholdt

Benjamin Franklin made his living as a printer until he retired in
1748 to devote his life to politics and scientific research. Among
his successful printing ventures in 18th-century Philadelphia
were a newspaper, books, and many pamphlets and broadsides.
Late in 1732, he published the first in a series of almanacs titled 
Poor Richard’s Almanack. Entertaining prefaces and revised and
improved proverbs made Franklin’s almanacs different from 
others on the market. “I endeavored to make it both entertaining
and useful,” Franklin said. Poor Richard’s Almanack was one of 
the most widely circulated English language periodicals of the
18th century. 
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I have sometimes almost wished it had been my Destiny to 
be born two or three Centuries hence. For Invention and
Improvement are prolific, and beget more of their Kind. Many 
of great Importance, now unthought of, will before that Period 
be procur’d; and then I might not only enjoy their Advantages,
but have my Curiosity satisfy’d in knowing what they are to be.

––Benjamin Franklin to the Reverend John Lathrop, 1788

Top Portion of a Lightning Rod, ca. 1756
Designed by Benjamin Franklin 
The Frankliniana Collection,
The Franklin Institute, Inc., Philadelphia
Photo by Peter Harholdt

Curious about a wide range of subjects, Franklin was highly
regarded in America and abroad for his investigations into 
various scientific phenomena. In 1746, he began experimenting
with static electricity, encouraged by developments in Europe.
Over the course of several years, Franklin and his colleagues 
discovered that sharp-pointed metal placed high on a building 
or ship and grounded with copper wire, could effectively draw
out of storm clouds electrical charges that might otherwise have
caused damage or injury below. This lightning rod, from the
Wister house on High Street (now Market Street), in Philadelphia,
is believed to be one of the earliest lightning rods erected 
by Franklin.

Constitution of the United States
[Philadelphia: Dunlap and Claypoole, 1787]
With Benjamin Franklin’s handwritten annotations
American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia
Owned by Benjamin Franklin
Photo by Frank Margeson

Benjamin Franklin was a master diplomat and negotiator who
rarely misstepped in his dealings with national leaders and 
foreign governments. Franklin was older than most of the other
Founders, and was the only person to have signed five of
America’s key founding documents: the Albany Plan of Union
(1754), the Declaration of Independence (1776), the Treaties of
Amity and Commerce with France (1778), the Treaty of Paris
(1783) and the U.S. Constitution (1787). This illustration 
shows the first printing of the Constitution as adopted by the
Constitutional Convention, with Franklin’s handwritten notes 
in the margins. 

cientist, inventor, diplomat, philanthropist,

entrepreneur and printer, Benjamin Franklin was

one of the most remarkable Americans of any

generation. Franklin was drawn to reading, writing

and—most famously—printing, in order to 

communicate his ideas and to influence those

around him. He is perhaps best known to

Americans through the clever maxims in his 

Poor Richard’s Almanack. In the very first edition

of the Almanack in 1733, Franklin appears to

have predicted the path of his life and diplomatic

career when he wrote, “A fine genius in his own

country, is like gold in the mine.”  

This exhibit reveals Franklin’s world on both

sides of the Atlantic. An “American original,”

Franklin had an extraordinarily accomplished life

which, like gold taken from the mine, was valued

and appreciated both at home and abroad. Travel

with him from his humble family home in

Boston to the lofty political, social and scientific

circles of 18th century London and Paris, and

you will come to understand how important

Franklin was in helping to shape the history of

the United States and the identity and character

of the American people.

Portrait of Benjamin Franklin, 1738–1746
Robert Feke
Harvard University Portrait Collection, Cambridge, Mass., 
bequest of Dr. John Collins Warren, 1856
Descended in the family of John Franklin.
Photo by Katya Kallsen

Widely accepted as the earliest known likeness of Benjamin Franklin, this portrait has
occasionally been thought to have been of his brother John, since it descended in John’s
family. Robert Feke—a painter who worked in Boston, Philadelphia, and cities in
between—portrayed Franklin as a well-to-do gentleman in a traditional pose. While the
portrait was being done, Franklin was probably approaching retirement from his printing
business, by which time he had already acquired an ample fortune.

Portrait of Benjamin Franklin, 1762
Mason Chamberlin
Philadelphia Museum of Art
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Wharton Sinkler
Photo by Graydon Wood

This was one of Benjamin Franklin’s favorite likenesses, commissioned
by a friend from Chamberlin, a leading British portraitist. It shows
Franklin as the world first knew him: the man who tamed lightning. 
His fame as a scientist provided an introduction to individuals and
groups in England and France who were essential to the success of 
his diplomatic missions there. 

then do not squander 

Glass Armonica (English), 1761–1762
Built by Charles James; owned by Benjamin Franklin
The Frankliniana Collection, 
The Franklin Institute, Inc., Philadelphia
Descended in the family of William Bache
Photo by Peter Harholdt

Benjamin Franklin’s inquisitive mind, commitment to furthering
the common good, and lifelong interest in science and practical
solutions to problems, led him to discoveries in areas as diverse
as electricity, health and medicine, oceanography and geology.
He once chased a dust-devil for miles on horseback to learn more
about its characteristics. Among his many inventions were 
swimming paddles, a flexible catheter and bifocal lenses. Franklin
loved music and singing; his own favorite invention was an 
adaptation of musical water glasses called the glass armonica,
which produced sounds when moistened fingers touched the
rims of glass bowls. Mozart, among others, composed music for 
the armonica.

Time; for that’s the Stuff  Life is made of  —Poor Richard’s Almanack, 1746

Seal of the Library Company, 1731–1733
Philip Syng, Jr.
Library Company of Philadelphia
Photo by Peter Harholdt

Franklin and his colleagues in the Junto  founded the Library
Company of Philadelphia in 1731 as a place where citizens could
improve themselves through self-education. This subscription
library was the first of numerous civic enhancements Franklin 
initiated throughout his life. He went on to organize the first 
firefighting brigade in the city, the colonies’ first successful 
property insurance company, and “The American Society for
Promoting and Propagating Useful Knowledge,” which became
the American Philosophical Society. Franklin’s dual goals of 
establishing a college and a hospital were realized with the
founding of the Philadelphia Academy, later the University of
Pennsylvania, in 1751, and the Pennsylvania Hospital in 1752.

Benjamin Franklin’s Epitaph, n.d.
Yale University Library, New Haven

Franklin is thought to have first composed his epitaph in 1728, at the
age of 22. This is believed to be the earliest version in his own hand. 
When he died 62 years later, he was buried in the cemetery of Christ
Church, in Philadelphia.  His tombstone is a simple flat slab, bearing
only his name and that of his wife, Deborah.

The Body of 
B. Franklin,

Printer; 
Like the Cover of an old Book,

Its Contents worn out,
And stript of its Lettering and Gilding,

Lies here, Food for Worms.
But the work shall not be wholly lost:

For it will , as he believ’d, appear once more,
In a new & more perfect Edition,

Corrected and amended
By the Author.

He was born Jan. 6, 1706
Died        17

Chart of Virtues: “Temperance,”
based on an illustration in the manuscript of 
Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography, 1771–1789
The Huntington Library, San Marino, California

As a young man, Benjamin Franklin began a “bold and arduous
Project of arriving at moral Perfection.” He drew up a list of 13
virtues, and made “a little book in which I allotted a Page for 
each of the Virtues.” Franklin devoted a week to practicing each
virtue and marked every lapse with a black spot. On this page
from his autobiography is an example of his chart for the virtue
of “Temperance.” It shows that Franklin succeeded with his 
chosen virtue that week, but had a good deal of trouble with
“Silence” and “Order.” The other virtues he valued were
Resolution, Frugality, Industry, Sincerity, Justice, Moderation,
Cleanliness, Tranquility, Chastity and Humility. To be humble, 
he advised, “Imitate Jesus and Socrates.”

Inventor

Philanthropist

Dost thou love Life?       

Benjamin  Franklin: In Search   of a Better World
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TEMPERANCE

Form of the Pages

Eat not to Dulness.
Drink not to Elevation.

•• • • •
• • • • • •• •

• •
•

1a 1b 1c 1d 1e

1f 1g 1h 1i 1j

1 Ben Numbered  9/25/07  2:02 PM  Page 1


