
  

ABSTRACT 

 
WILS, JAMES R. “E Pluribus Unum: Revolutionary Monuments and the Nation in the Early 

American Republic, 1776-1846” (Under the direction of Dr. Craig Thompson Friend). 

 
 

At the end of the American Revolutionary War, Americans began to erect monuments to 

the American Revolution, marking a commemorative tradition that had emerged from the 

collective memory of a shared American past. Historians have often attempted to understand 

American monuments, including those of the early republic, within a democratic framework, 

created and consumed by the American people. They have not considered the republican 

contexts for early national monuments, consequently casting regional differences in monuments 

as symbolic of the strains of the United States’ fledgling democracy. “E Pluribus Unum: 

Revolutionary Monuments and the Nation in the Early American Republic, 1776-1848” 

examines early monuments to the Revolution, addressing the interplay between “official” 

national monumentalism and more vernacular forms that played out at local and regional levels. I 

argue that in trying to create a unified, official cultural identity, national leaders employed 

monuments as rhetorical strategies to stimulate suitable national feeling. Meanwhile, 

communities drew their own commemorative meanings of the Revolution. In both official and 

vernacular commemorations, the intentions were to model proper virtue for generations of 

Americans. Investigating the republican purposes for early national monuments to the American 

Revolution, rather than the democratic consumption thereof, enables a better understanding of 

how tensions between national and local, official and vernacular played a role in creating the 

American tradition of monumental commemoration.  

Building upon recent public and scholarly interest in the rhetoric of American 

monuments, this dissertation examines how, between the Revolutionary War and the Civil War, 



 
 

 
 

the American Revolution manifested in the American commemorative landscape, public 

monuments, and collective memory. Through personal journals/correspondence, regional 

newspapers, architectural plans, and government records, I reveal the common threads of 

republican sentiment among commissioners, producers, and beholders of early American 

monuments to the Revolution. I further reveal that early national commemorative customs 

derived from colonial traditions meted out among a regionally and socially diverse population 

that came to recognize a collective past through disparate commemorative experiences. As 

official efforts to commemorate the Revolution with monuments fell flat at the end of the 

eighteenth century, vernacular monuments took up the mantle of honoring the services and 

sacrifices in defense of liberty, erecting Neoclassical monuments to announce the new American 

republic’s continuity with ancient republics. When George Washington died in 1799, citizens 

relied on contemporary understandings of monumental forms to commemorate Washington with 

collectibles and personal relics, as well as early tourism to sites associated with Washington and 

the Revolution. Thus, a national commemorative tradition emerged, and after the War of 1812, 

as the republic enjoyed a new wave of nationalistic zeal, grand monuments reappeared to 

commemorate the Revolution, while local monuments gradually moved away from Neoclassical 

sculpture toward austere obelisks that honored the democratic American “Everyman” in place of 

the traditional, elite “Great Man.” The expansion of political democracy in the United States, 

though, was hardly an extension of social equality, and public monuments in the 1830s and 

1840s espoused an official narrative of white nativism and indigenous savagery that underscored 

antebellum Westward expansion, hardening racial categorizations as debates over slavery flared, 

as the early American republic drew to a close. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A FORGOTTEN GODDESS 

 
Charles M. Higgins was dissatisfied. Born in County Leitrim, Ireland, in 1854, he had 

been a proud New Yorker since he was six years old. He and his family moved to Brooklyn in 

1860, just before the Civil War tore the United States apart. Although the Higgins family 

enrolled Charles in school, he left at nine to find work to help support his family. He taught 

himself drafting and found work at a local newspaper, experimenting with India ink mixtures in 

his off time. Having developed a popular variant of the ink by 1880, Higgins began his own 

company and earned a modest fortune, and by the early twentieth century, he was a leading 

Brooklynite. An avid history enthusiast, he was one of the founders of the Kings County 

Historical Society in 1911, donating money and time to the preservation of Brooklyn’s 

Revolutionary War legacy. By the late 1910s, after the Great War ended and as the deadly 

Spanish pandemic receded, a post-war economic boom drove American prosperity to 

unprecedented heights and democracy expanded to more people than ever before. Brooklyn was 

part of this growth, but despite his efforts, Higgins believed that historians and cultural 

commentators had failed to give Brooklyn its long-overdue attention. He worried that the United 

States would eventually forget what happened in Brooklyn in the late summer of 1776, as New 

York joined fellow colonies in the revolutionary struggle.1 

 
1 “Chas. M. Higgins, Manufacturer, Dies at Home.” Brooklyn Daily Eagle, 22 October 1929; 

“C.M. Higgins Dies; Ink Manufacturer.” New York Times, 23 October 1929; Jeff Richman, 

“Minerva: Facing What?” GW: Green-Wood Cemetery, August 14, 2012, https://www.green-

wood.com/2012/minerva-facing-what/ (accessed 26 February 2018); Dan Brenner, “Altar to 

Liberty, Green-Wood Cemetery,” Brooklyn Public Library: Center for Brooklyn History, 

September 19, 2019, https://www.brooklynhistory.org/photos-of-the-week/altar-to-liberty-green-

wood-cemetery/ (accessed 3 June 2020). 
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Fought on August 27, 1776, the Battle of Long Island was the first major battle following 

the Declaration of Independence and, in terms of combined deployment and combat strength, the 

largest battle of the war. The bloodiest fighting occurred around a series of hills known as the 

Heights of Guan, today more often referred to as Battle Hill. It was there that American forces 

inflicted the greatest number of casualties on the enemy. Ultimately, superior British forces 

under General William Howe routed George Washington and the Continental Army, giving the 

British control of New York for the remainder of the war. Despite the American loss, the battle 

has nevertheless been regarded as symbolic of the vicious struggle for independence and of the 

bloody sacrifices required of patriots in the name of Liberty.2 Charles Higgins found it 

unconscionable that no one had installed great artworks or memorial edifices in the near century 

and a half since the battle, resolving to correct such a glaring omission on the American 

commemorative landscape. 

 Battle Hill, the highest natural point in Brooklyn, became the home of Green-Wood 

Cemetery in 1838, one of the nation’s earliest rural cemeteries. The hill had since entombed 

some of Brooklyn’s most notable former residents, from William “Boss” Tweed to Reverend 

Henry Ward Beecher, attracting a significant number of annual tourists by the late 1860s.3 There, 

 
2 Charles H. Lewis, Cut Off: Colonel Jedediah Huntington's 17th Continental (Conn.) Regiment 

at the Battle of Long Island August 27, 1776 (Westminster, MD: Heritage Books, 2009), 190; see 

also Thomas Warren Field, The Battle of Long Island (Brooklyn: Long Island Historical Society, 

1869); Henry Phelps Johnson, The Campaign of 1776 Around New York and Brooklyn 

(Brooklyn: Long Island Historical Society, 1878); Charles Francis Adams, “The Battle of Long 

Island,” American Historical Review 1 (July 1896): 650-70; John J. Gallagher, The Battle of 

Long Island 1776 (Brooklyn: Castle Books, 1995). 
3 “Notable Residents,” GW: Green-Wood Cemetery, August 14, 2012, https://www.green-

wood.com/notable-residents/ (accessed 26 February 2018). Today Green-Wood Cemetery is 

final resting place to over 570,000 permanent residents, including composer Leonard Bernstein, 

artist Jean-Michel Basquiat, and Brooklyn Dodgers owner Charles Ebbets. In 2018, the number 

of visitors averaged 330,000 annually. 
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Charles Higgins purchased ten burial plots for a family mausoleum, wishing to rest eternally 

among the historically significant. He spent a considerable sum building a tomb and contributed 

to preserving the cemetery and the surrounding landscape. He did not stop there, however. Early 

in 1920, Higgins purchased several lots in front of his tomb and donated them to the cemetery for 

the placement of a monument, not to the individually deceased surrounding the location, but to 

the glorious deeds of long-dead patriots. On August 27, dignitaries such as New York governor 

Al Smith and Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt dedicated the monument to 

the Battle of Long Island, a granite Altar to Liberty guarded by a life-sized bronze statue of the 

Roman deity, Minerva, patroness of trade and the arts, goddess of wisdom, law, justice, and 

defensive—consequently, honorable—warfare (see Appendix A, Figure I.1).4 Hence, the history 

of monumentalism in the United States, as it regards the American Revolution, entered the 

twentieth century. 

* * * 

Monuments, like other forms of commemoration, are features of historical cultural 

production, processes undertaken for as long as civilizations have existed. Ancient Africans were 

noted monument-builders, as were the Mediterranean societies of classical antiquity and the 

pagan peoples of western Europe. The indigenous societies of the Americas were also adept in 

this regard, creating remarkable monumental structures that remain at sites like Cahokia and 

Chichén Itzá. From Africa to Europe to the Americas, such structures were meant to withstand 

the test of time for specific historical and commemorative purposes, and they embodied their 

creators’ attempts to shape, revise, and interpret the memories that bound peoples together into 

 
4 Richman, “Minerva: Facing What?”; Brenner, “Altar to Liberty,”; Frederick W. Ruckstull, 

Altar to Liberty: Minerva, bronze, 1920, Green-Wood Cemetery, Brooklyn, NY. 
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communities. The fact that we can identify the financier and the sculptor of Green-Wood 

Cemetery’s statue of Minerva does not, in practical terms, differentiate Higgins’s monument to 

the American Revolution from the ancient statues of gods or the pillars of god-kings, built by 

laborers whose names have long since been forgotten. They all serve the same essential purpose 

and bear the weight of history and memory in silent witness to the ages.  

The ages, though, are more than a euphemism for the passing of time, for within that 

passing exist limitless revisions and reinterpretations that mingle and muddle the real peoples, 

choices, and movements of the past with our collective memories of them and of their meanings. 

As French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs suggested in the early twentieth century, “there is no 

universal memory. Every collective memory requires the support of a group delimited in space 

and time.”5 In his instrumental presentist approach to collective memory, Halbwachs asserted 

that the needs of the present exert enormous influence over commemorative reconstructions of 

the past. Historian Kirk Savage expanded on Halbwachs’s presentist claim, explaining that 

“collective memory is a product of social groups and their ever evolving character and 

interests.”6 Professional renderings of historical narratives, seeking complexity and diversity, if 

not perfect accuracy, are relatively recent trends in history production, and they continue to be 

but one manner in which to engage history. More often, and for much longer, peoples established 

their places in the grand historical narratives by conforming those histories to their temporally 

social predispositions. Thus, as historian Michael Hattem wrote, “[m]emory lives in the shadow 

 
5 Maurice Halbwachs and Jeanne Alexandre, La Mémoire Collective (Paris: Presses 

Universitaires de France, 1950), 51. 
6 Kirk Savage, “History, Memory, and Monuments: An Overview of the Scholarly Literature on 

Commemoration,” National Park Service, 2006, https://www.nps.gov/parkhistory/resedu/ 

savage.htm (accessed 22 March 2016). 
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cast by history.”7 Hattem is correct, but by equal measure, history also lives in the shadow cast 

by memory. History presents a recorded past, but memory hosts an experiential past that often 

exerts far more influence in human societies. Historian John Lukacs advised in 1968 that “[t]he 

remembered past is a much larger category than the recorded past.”8 David W. Blight, a historian 

of African American studies, commented, “Memory is often owned, history interpreted. Memory 

is passed down through generations; history is revised. Memory often coalesces in objects, sites, 

and monuments; history seeks to understand contexts in all their complexity. History asserts the 

authority of academic training and canons of evidence; memory carries the often more 

immediate authority of community membership and experience.”9 Perhaps Bernard Bailyn put it 

best: “[Memory]’s relation to the past is an embrace. It is not a critical, skeptical reconstruction 

of what happened. It is the spontaneous, unquestioned experience of the past. It is absolute…and 

it is ultimately emotional, not intellectual.”10 The collective processes of remembering, 

commemorating, and forgetting have long clouded the historian’s pursuit of an accurate and 

authentic narrative of the past.  

In discussing the historical collective memories of revolutionary movements, historians 

have often concluded that revolutionary peoples sought separation from their collective pasts in 

the interests of creating new social and political orders. Hattem reminded us that a vital function 

of the revolutions in France, Russia, and across Latin America was to reinvent histories by 

 
7 Michael D. Hattem, Past and Prologue: Politics and Memory in the American Revolution (New 

Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2020), 3. 
8 John Lukacs, Historical Consciousness; or, The Remembered Past (New York: Harper & Row, 

1968),  
9 David W. Blight, “Historians and “Memory,”” Commonplace: The Journal of Early American 

Life 2 (April 2002), http://commonplace.online/article/historians-and-memory/ (accessed 17 

April 2021). 
10 Bernard Bailyn, “Considering the Slave Trade: History and Memory,” William and Mary 

Quarterly 58 (January 2001): 245-252. 
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eliminating entire periods, silencing the voices of dissenting peoples, and even reconstructing 

perceptions of time.11 Renowned cultural historian Michael Kammen drew this parallel to the 

American Revolution as well, asserting that citizens of the United States “overwhelmingly 

believed” that their shared colonial pasts, mired in “Old World history” and a “colonial heritage 

of nonage and oppression,” no longer mattered. The Revolution was not about what lay behind, 

but ahead.12 Other historians, before and since Kammen, have agreed: Antonello Gerbi compared 

the Revolution to anti-history; Jack P. Greene argued that Revolutionary Americans were 

astutely aware of the significance of their own actions in constituting a breakdown in the 

historical connections that bound them to Great Britain. For these and other scholars, Thomas 

Jefferson’s admonition that “I like the dreams of the future better than the history of the past” 

drove the Revolution and the nation it created.13 

Michael Hattem disagreed, claiming that Americans did not do any of the radical, 

history-breaking things that their revolutionary counterparts in Latin America and Europe did. 

Revolutionary Americans did not observe radical revisions in perceptions of time and truth, 

neither did they seek to strike their colonial pasts from official histories. Rather, they embraced 

colonial pasts as part of a shared heritage and incorporated them into a larger national identity. 

 
11 Hattem, Past and Prologue, 1.  
12 Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in American 

Culture (New York: Knopf, 1991), 5. 
13 Hattem, Past and Prologue, 2; Antonello Gerbi, The Dispute of the New World: The History of 

a Polemic, 1750-1900 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1973), 247; Jack P. Greene, 

The Intellectual Construction of America: Exceptionalism and Identity from 1492 to 1800 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 163; Thomas Jefferson to John Adams, 

1 August 1816, in The Papers of Thomas Jefferson: Retirement Series, ed. J. Jefferson Looney et 

al., 17 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004-20), 10: 285. On processes of 

nationalism, see Don H. Doyle and Marco Antonio Palmplona, “Americanizing the Conversation 

on Nationalism,” in Nationalism in the New World, ed. Don H. Doyle and Marco Antonio 

Pamplona (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2006), 3-5. 
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Hattem interpreted this process in three stages: First, in the decades preceding the Revolution, 

American colonists began to deconstruct their relationship to Great Britain—historically as well 

as politically—and to simultaneously develop a collective colonial past. Second, after securing 

independence, citizens of the new republic revisited that colonial past and redefined its meaning 

in the context of the early nation’s political necessity. Third, throughout the era, Americans 

engaged in the cultural construction of a grand national history steeped in origin mythology—the 

landing of the Pilgrim Fathers, for example—and illustrated with symbolic depictions of the 

American past, including the appropriation and incorporation of natural and indigenous histories. 

Hattem argued that the entire process, from pre- to post-Revolutionary America, was “informed 

by distinct cultural understandings of the relationship between the past and the present and the 

period’s shifting political and cultural circumstances.”14 

Hattem’s framework for analyzing early national perceptions of the past is particularly 

useful in tracing the early history of American monuments, although he did not analyze such 

commemorations. Often grandiose but occasionally demure, monuments of all types are tributes 

to the past, not to the future. They are symbols that embody a society’s admiration for the 

legacies of those who came before. The building of monuments, from commission to dedication, 

constitutes complex sociopolitical processes in which history, memory, and meaning are drawn 

together into a single moment, forever destined to proclaim its story to the world. This was true 

of the ancient world and it was true of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as well. From the 

earliest days of the American Revolution, monuments—statues, pillars, etc.—played a key role 

in the development of local and national commemorative cultures and were among the most 

visible and constant reminders of the nation’s birth.  

 
14 Hattem, Past and Prologue, 2-4. 
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Hattem argued that the history-making activities of Revolutionary Americans 

progressively led them toward the creation of a singular origin mythology.15 Collective memory 

of the nation’s birth, however, was subject to endless revision and reinterpretation throughout the 

early republic. Thus, we find that while Americans coalesced around a shared colonial past, this 

did not result in a singular, national interpretation of their origins. Commemorative activities 

often reflected tension between national cohesion and local, or sometimes regional, 

susceptibilities. Simon P. Newman examined this concept through festive culture in the early 

republic, asserting that ordinary peoples helped contributed to political culture by participating in 

holiday celebrations, festivals, parades, memorial services, and public debates. Local, regional, 

and increasingly partisan biases that coincided with the emergence of the two-party system often 

shaped such events in ways that remain entrenched in American political culture.16 David 

Waldstreicher traced the extensive reporting and reproduction of such festivals in early national 

print culture—for example in newspapers and broadsides—which allowed disparate and often 

marginal communities to connect to an emerging American identity. By populating a festive 

calendar with new holidays marking the ratification of the Constitution, Washington’s birthday, 

and other distinguished events, national leaders made explicit vernacular political arguments as 

ordinary citizens found avenues for participation through ritual, tribute, and even protest. 

Whereas Waldstreicher pointed to the Fourth of July as a model for other patriotic festivals, Len 

Travers argued that celebrating the Fourth rapidly obscured all other patriotic observances and 

legitimized for the people, in a Revolutionary context, the progress of a single nation comprised 

of diverse and vernacular communities. The political tension, therefore, resulted from partisan 

 
15 Hattem, Past and Prologue, 2-10. 
16 Simon P. Newman, Parades and Politics of the Street: Festive Culture in the Early American 

Republic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999). 
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desires to control the meaning of the Fourth itself. Partisanship relied heavily on historical claims 

to the Revolutionary origins and spirit of the nation.17 

In her documentary history of early American national culture, historian Eve Kornfeld 

examined the careful efforts taken by leading citizens to establish a story of nationhood through 

the development of a national literature. Kornfeld traced early national attempts to create epic 

poetry, historical narratives of the Revolution, observations about American society and its 

proper moral structure, and even a simpler, purer English language for the American people. She 

contended that for the intellectual elites among American society, the “creation of a strong, 

independent national culture seemed necessary to preserve the American Republic itself,” and 

that “[w]ithout national stories and heroes . . . a nation could not cohere.”18 In other words, the 

very survival of the nation depended on a culture that provided role models and heroic deeds in 

which the American people founded a national identity.19 Monument-building complemented 

these literary developments as the heroes and events of the Revolution provided inspiration for 

public sculptures. 

Study of American monumental history has, in recent decades, gained momentum within 

the larger framework of American commemorative studies. Much of the extant scholarship is 

constricted, however, to the democratically consumed monuments of the post-Civil War era and 

the twentieth century. Michael Kammen’s scholarship on American memory, for example, gave 

 
17 David Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American Nationalism, 

1776-1820 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997); Len Travers, Celebrating the 

Fourth: Independence Day and the Rites of Nationalism in the Early Republic (Boston: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 1999). 
18 Eve Kornfeld, Creating an American Culture, 1775-1800: A Brief History with Documents 

(Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2001), 8. 
19 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983). 
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only summary treatment to monuments of the early American republic, citing eighteenth-century 

public monuments to heroes, events, and ideas as symbols of “national and political ideology” 

that took on the “role that religion had customarily played in civic culture.”20 In this regard, 

Kammen was at least partially correct, but in what little he said of such monuments, he described 

them as “banal and foolishly sentimental to us” and not in practice before the French Revolution, 

to say nothing of America’s.21 In line with his belief that Revolutionary Americans wished to 

disassociate themselves from their British and colonial pasts, Kammen looked only to 

monuments built after 1870 as engendering continuity with or paying homage to the collective 

national memory of a shared history.22 

Kammen and others have pointed to John Quincy Adams’s seemingly ubiquitous 1831 

conjecture that “Democracy has no monuments” as a virtual edict regarding American 

commemoration in the era preceding the Civil War.23 Therefore, those memorial structures that 

would otherwise have constituted monuments from 1776 to about 1846 must have been 

something other than democratic, though Kammen was careful not to intrinsically connect early 

American monuments to undemocratic sentiment. Rather, he specified that in their tribute to the 

 
20 Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory, 33; Michael Kammen, “Democratizing American 

Commemorative Monuments,” Virginia Quarterly Review 77 (spring 2001): 280-88. 
21 Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory, 33-34. 
22 Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory, 33. For more about American monuments of the post-

Civil War era, see Kirk Savage, Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1999); Kirk Savage, Monument Wars (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2009); Erika Doss, Memorial Mania: Public Feeling in America (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2012); David Gobel and Daves Rossell, eds., Commemoration in America: 

Essays on Monuments, Memorials, and Memory (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 

2013); Thomas H. Connor, War and Remembrance: The Story of the American Battlefield 

Monuments Commission (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2018). 
23 John Quincy Adams, Memoirs of John Quincy Adams, comprising portions of his diary from 

1795 to 1848, ed. by Charles Francis Adams, 12 vols. (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippencott and Co., 

1876), 8: 433. 
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“vision, leadership, and civic convictions of extraordinary individuals,” such monuments do not 

embody the diverse and egalitarian spirit of the democratic American “Everyman,” as historian 

Carl Becker put it. Kammen specifically cited, in contrast with early national monuments to 

individual persons, four austere nineteenth-century obelisks—the Bunker Hill Monument in 

Massachusetts, the Groton Monument in Connecticut, the Chalmette Monument in Louisiana, 

and the Bennington Monument in Vermont—as deliberately democratic commemorative 

gestures.24 In making these assertions, however, Kammen neglected to consider the sociopolitical 

culture of the era before the 1850s, as it regarded commemorative monuments in the United 

States. Revisiting and reinterpreting Adams’s intended meaning, perhaps, will facilitate a more 

thorough understanding of early American monumental energies. On December 11, 1831, John 

Quincy Adams penned an entry in his diary, discussing the efforts of a German Swiss visitor 

wishing to sell a collection of old medals, coins, and gems. Therein, Adams, in a cantankerous 

tone reminiscent of his father, lamented “But this worthy gentleman has mistaken the taste of the 

country to which he has brought these treasures. Democracy has no forefathers, it looks to no 

posterity; it is swallowed up in the present, and thinks of nothing but itself. This is the vice of 

democracy; and it is incurable. Democracy has no monuments; it strikes no medals; it bears the 

head of no man on a coin; its very essence is iconoclastic.”25 In this context, it is clearer that 

Adams is not prescribing a commemorative tradition for the United States, but that tradition 

established in his own lifetime was changing into something with which he was neither familiar 

nor comfortable. Given the bruising national defeat he had suffered at the hands of Democrat 

 
24 Kammen, “Democratizing American Commemorative Monuments,” 280; Carl Becker, 

“Everyman His Own Historian,” American Historical Review 37 (January 1932): 221-36. I 

discuss two of these obelisks—at Bunker Hill in Charlestown, Massachusetts and at Fort 

Griswold, near Groton, Connecticut—in the fourth and fifth chapters of this dissertation. 
25 Adams, Memoirs, 433. 
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Andrew Jackson, ushering in a new era in American political incivility, it is no wonder Adams 

lamented as he did.26 Democracy was not a concept that the old guard of the Revolution—the 

elder John Adams and his compatriots—would have welcomed openly in either rhetoric or ritual. 

After all, they conceived the United States as a republic, not a democracy, and a republic, John 

Quincy Adams insisted, it remained.  

 It is therein, I think, that perceptions of public monuments in the early American 

republic, particularly those which were to encapsulate an emerging national identity, have been 

misread. In viewing monuments as commemorative culture meant to be consumed 

democratically—by the people and for the people—historians have not heretofore considered the 

republican mindset—by the patriarchy in the name of the people—of the American public 

during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.27 Republicanism, although most 

certainly anti-monarchial, embraced the language and ideologies of democracy only with 

extreme caution.  

For a generation of American leadership before and during the Revolution, republicanism 

formed the basis of political consciousness.28 Although post-Revolutionary generations 

increasingly, from the 1820s, sought to democratize the socioeconomic and political 

environment of the United States, they did not do so at the complete expense of their republican 

 
26 For more about the election of 1828 and John Quincy Adams’s attitudes regarding his defeat, 

see Charles N. Edel, Nationbuilder: John Quincy Adams and the Grand Strategy of the Republic 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 254-56; Fred Kaplan, John Quincy Adams: 

American Visionary (New York: Harper Collins, 2014), 445-46; William J. Cooper, The Lost 

Founding Father: John Quincy Adams and the Transformation of American Politics (Westport, 

CT: Greenwood Press, 2017), 288-89, 345-46. 
27 I speak specifically of Michael Kammen and Kirk Savage, as well as Erika Doss, as scholars 

who have not considered the Republican mindset behind monuments of the early American 

Republic. 
28 Robert Kelley, “Ideology and Political Culture from Jefferson to Nixon,” American Historical 

Review. 82 (June 1977): 531-62. 
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foundations, the vestiges of which have lasted in federal and state governments for over two 

centuries. Republican ideals naturally wielded significant influence over commemorative efforts 

to honor American revolutionaries, usually by establishing a framework for acceptable 

memorials. Honoring revolutionaries with stone monuments—which were expensive—required 

those revolutionaries embody ideals of republican virtue. What exactly those ideals were and 

how important they were in the minds of officeholders has been no small matter of historical 

complexity.29  

Our contemporary understanding of republicanism draws heavily from debate between 

economy and ideology as political motivators in eighteenth-century America. Prior to the social 

history movement of the 1960s, economic historians such as Charles Beard and Arthur 

Schlesinger asserted that material self-interest eclipsed classical ideas and ethics for most 

republican elites. For Beard and his contemporaries, the lofty rhetoric of liberty and 

egalitarianism was little more than a ruse for concealing the subversive economic activities of 

eighteenth-century colonials. In the 1950s, political scientist Louis Hartz argued that John 

Locke’s model of classical liberalism, grounded in property ownership, was the key tenet for 

economically-motivated American political activity.30 In the 1960s, a new generation of 

historians, especially Bernard Bailyn and Gordon S. Wood, pushed back against the prevailing 

 
29 Bernard Bailyn, The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge, MA: 

Belknap Press, 1967). For a fuller understanding of the shifting historical paradigms regarding 

American republicanism through the twentieth century, see Daniel T. Rodgers, “Republicanism: 

The Career of a Concept,” Journal of American History 79 (June 1992): 11-38. 
30 Charles Beard, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States (New 

York: Macmillan Company, 1913); Vernon L. Parrington, Main Currents in American Thought 

(New York: Harcourt, Brace, & World, Inc., 1927); Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr., The Colonial 

Merchants and the American Revolution, 1763-1776 (New York: Facsimile Library, Inc., 1939); 

Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America: an Interpretation of American Political Thought 

Since the Revolution (New York: Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1955). 
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theory of economic determinism. They contended that philosophical principles regarding civic 

virtue, anti-corruption, and consent of the governed, in fact, formed the bedrock of American 

republicanism. For Bailyn and Wood, colonial American republicanism owed much to British 

country party ideology, which relied on Classical republicanism as its source and which opposed 

the monarchial tyranny of the court party.31 Still other scholars, including Joyce Appleby, 

continued to stress how Lockean liberalism was counterpart to republicanism in American 

society and  eventually triumphed over the purer, classically-derived ideals as eighteenth-century 

thinkers. That liberal triumph trended toward fundamental individualism.32 

Among those eighteenth-century philosophes that Bailyn and Wood found so attractive 

was Jean-Jacques Rousseau. As Wood explained, “Rousseau’s ‘general will’ was only one 

brilliant effort among many more pedestrian attempts to discover somehow above all the diverse 

and selfish wills the one supreme moral good to which all parts of the body politic must 

surrender.”33 Particularly enticing among Rousseau’s social analyses was his defense of civil 

religion as an integral function of an ideal republican society. Believing that formal religion—

which required individual zeal to the divine and bred intolerance of the non-faithful—was 

harmful to the state, Rousseau instead recommended a civil religion based on appropriately 

virtuous behavior and municipal responsibility. In an ideal society that embraced civil religion, 

citizens enjoyed freedom of personal faith but adhered to a public sense of morality which 

 
31 Bailyn, Ideological Origins of the American Revolution; Gordon S. Wood, The Creation of the 

American Republic, 1776-1787 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1969); Gordon 

S. Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992). 
32 Joyce Appleby, Liberalism and Republicanism in the Historical Imagination (Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press, 1992); Isaac Kramnick, Republicanism and Bourgeois 

Radicalism in Late Eighteenth-Century England and America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 1990). 
33 Wood, The Creation of the American Republic, 59.  
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regarded justice, tolerance, and the inviolability of the social contract as the principle tenets of an 

honorable civilization.34 

Regardless of motivation, patriotism and civic responsibility clearly stood paramount as 

twin pillars of republican virtue throughout the American Revolution and well into the early 

republic. If material interest drove revolutionary sentiment, few proclaimed it publicly at the 

time. Rather, the virtues of republicanism appeared in public notices of all kinds, from baptismal 

announcements for children named after ardent patriots to obituaries extolling the civic and 

patriotic character of those dearly departed.35 Monuments in the early republic, then, needed to 

visualize and incorporate the values of a republican society into their structural and artistic 

design. As republican leaders called for new American monuments to replace the symbols of 

imperial power, public memorials increasingly put virtue on display, often without depicting a 

human figure at all. Consequently, Kammen’s examples of rare democratic monumentalism in 

the four nineteenth-century obelisks fails to consider how republican sentiments manifested in at 

least two of those designs.36 

In fact, in discussing ideological sentiments at work in early national monument design, it 

may be more useful to consider democracy in the context of multilocality. Just as the colonies 

represented thirteen separate peoples, so the Revolution and its memorial meaning had at least 

thirteen diverse variations, each with its own emphases on the events and heroes of those locales. 

Within each colony—and later, each state—there existed numerous sub-narratives, depending on 

whether a community was urban or rural, coastal or inland, upper- or lower-class. Although 

 
34 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Du Contrat Social; ou, Principes du Droit Politique (Amsterdam: 

Marc Michel Rey, 1762), IV:8, trans. by the author. 
35 “Last Sunday was baptized . . .” Pennsylvania Packet (Philadelphia), 8 November 1778; “To 

this list of virtues let me add . . .” Pennsylvania Packet (Philadelphia), 15 December 1778 
36 Kammen, “Democratizing American Commemorative Monuments,” 280. 
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republicanism acted as the central driving force behind early commemoration, particularly as it 

regarded the American Revolution, parochial memory often presented challenges with which 

national—or official—commemorative efforts had to contend. And though it is true that the 

Continental, Confederation, and Federal Congresses all called for monuments at various stages 

between 1776 and 1846, local—or vernacular—communities actually implemented such efforts, 

and more. For example, when the Continental Congress resolved in 1777 to erect a monument in 

Boston to fallen hero Joseph Warren, local Freemasons and patriotic elites executed the plan 

after the war ended. Accordingly, a simple Tuscan pillar placed atop Breed’s Hill in 1785 was as 

much a tribute to Boston’s part in the war—and Joseph Warren’s Masonic connections—as it 

was about a larger “national” Revolution.37 

The primary purpose of this dissertation, then, is to refocus the conversation regarding 

early monuments to the American Revolution, tracing efforts to stimulate a truly republican 

national identity out of disparate commemorative traditions with which colonial communities 

had long been accustomed. The tension between official and vernacular memories formed the 

core of early efforts to construct monuments to the Revolution. As national leaders sought to 

create a unified, official cultural identity, employing monuments as rhetorical devices to 

facilitate suitable national feeling, communities pushed back with their own values and ideas of 

what the Revolution meant and how it should be commemorated. Official and vernacular 

 
37 John Bodnar, Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the 

Twentieth Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), 13-14. Public historian 

John Bodnar contended that collective public memory resulted from official and vernacular 

cultural expressions—sociopolitical elites of the early republic cultivated official memory by 

promoting a homogenized national version of the American Revolution through symbols and 

monuments. Vernacular memory, on the other hand, represented diverse and fluid social interests 

that are “grounded in parts of the whole.” I use the terms “official” and “vernacular” throughout 

my dissertation to draw a contrast between nationalized commemorative activity and that which 

played out in local or regional contexts. 
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purposes were the same: to illuminate, for the citizenry, exemplars of proper republican virtue. 

By examining such intentions behind both local and national monuments, rather than the 

democratic consumption thereof, we may better understand how such tensions played a role in 

creating monuments that incorporated vernacular and official narratives. 

Before going any further, allow me to establish a few parameters regarding the definition 

of a monument. Americans of the early republic understood monuments as statues and buildings 

that commemorated notable persons or events. Indeed, this is congruous with their erection of the 

Bunker Hill Monument, for example, and our contemporary uses of the Washington Monument 

and the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC. Nevertheless, such edifices are not the only 

commemorative objects that appear in this dissertation. Early national Americans also 

understood monuments to be sites of historical interest or importance. In this sense, they 

categorized Native American mounds as monuments. They also venerated certain objects that 

acted as totems of memory. Sociologist Émile Durkheim, of whom Maurice Halbwachs was a 

student, believed totems—items deemed sacred and imbued with cultural power—were crucial 

features of collective thought and memory, triggering important individual memories which 

enabled people to recall and extend the unity of an effervescent group experience in the past. The 

American Revolution was such an experience, uniting disparate peoples in the common cause of 

liberty and, ultimately, independence. For this reason, I also include grand artworks such as John 

Trumbull’s series of paintings of the Revolution that hang in the U.S. Capitol rotunda, medals 

and other collectibles such as the Comitia Americana series, and some literature such as Daniel 

Webster’s oratory regarding the Bunker Hill Monument and Ralph Waldo Emerson’s poem 

delivered at the dedication of the Battle Monument in Concord, Massachusetts. As totems, such 

objects served as monuments because, like statues and columns, they allowed patriotic 
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Americans to remember the experiences of the Revolution, even as the actual revolutionaries 

passed on.38 

I should also note what I do not cover in terms of monuments. For citizens of the early 

republic, a monument might have been a grand family mausoleum or a simple keepsake, a 

testament to a life’s work or just a legal document such as a title or license. These types of 

personal or private memorials do not play heavily into this dissertation. Although some of the 

monuments I discuss were indeed funerary, commemorative of the dead, they were generally not 

raised in cemeteries or over the final resting places of the deceased themselves.39 Thus, 

monuments, for the purposes of this study, are those public works of commemorative art—

statues, paintings, lithographs, medals—to which broad segments of American society had at 

least tangible access through viewership, patronage, or ownership. 

Professional duty obligates me to admit, also, that some personal preference has informed 

my selection of monuments for this study. I do not intend to imply that I have only discussed 

monuments that I like. In fact, in one case (and I try to avoid revealing which), I might go so far 

as to say I dislike it, at least aesthetically. Rather, I have, wherever possible, selected examples 

that I have personally seen. This is not true of every monument I discuss; some are gone, and 

others never came to be. Nevertheless, in setting limits for this dissertation, I felt it important to 

incorporate my own readings of monuments and their meanings from both historical perspective 

 
38 Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, trans. and ed. by Karen E. Fields 

(New York: Free Press, 1995). 
39 A thoughtful study of such personal monuments in the commemoration of the dead may be 

found in Susan M. Stabile’s Memory’s Daughters: The Material Culture of Remembrance in 

Eighteenth-Century America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2004), 178-227. Rarely, the 

remains of the dead have been reinterred beneath the monuments that honor them, but in most 

cases, the monument appeared first. 
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as well as a contemporary one. Therefore, I have made my personal experiences with these 

monuments at least part of my analyses.  

The resulting selection of monumental examples for this dissertation, therefore, is not 

comprehensive of all stone or bronze memorials erected to the memory of the Revolution or its 

major figures between 1776 and 1846. Indeed, that would be a seemingly impossible task, given 

Americans’ propensity to neglect and forget (or pilfer materials from) small, neighborhood 

memorials in the early republic, and since. Nevertheless, the examples that appear in this study 

do represent extensive coverage of monuments built during the early national era, which 

comprised roughly four percent of all monuments in the United States dedicated to the American 

Revolution, or roughly forty of five hundred. The data below considers nearly five hundred such 

monuments built between 1780 and 2020, distributed by their respective dedication dates:40 

 

 
40 Kieran J. O’Keefe, “Monuments to the American Revolution,” Journal of the American 

Revolution, September 17, 2019, https://allthingsliberty.com/2019/09/monuments-to- 

the-american-revolution/ (accessed 12 January 2020). 
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The first significant spike in monumental efforts came during the 1850s, as a divided nation 

descended toward civil war. The rise of American prosperity in the Gilded Age, and the Colonial 

Revival movement that it funded, resulted in the greatest amount of activity, with another 

significant spike for the Bicentennial celebration of 1976. Other scholars, from Michael Kammen 

to Erika Doss, have done a thorough job of examining the monument manias of the late 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.41 

I seek to reveal the interplay between official and vernacular incentives responsible for 

monuments to the American Revolution from 1776 to 1846, specifically within a republican 

context. In doing so, I have consulted not only the monuments themselves but print culture 

related to such memorials, including newspapers and published oratories. Such sources have 

been invaluable for identifying and analyzing the use of republican rhetoric as it regarded 

monuments and their meanings for the communities that created them. I have also attempted to 

trace, where appropriate, the communal and legislative processes that resulted—or failed to 

result—in monument commissions and constructions. This has been insightful in discerning 

when and how political tensions, often stemming from local or regional concerns, altered or 

eliminated plans for monuments. 

In reading monuments and monumental objects, I have further sought republican rhetoric 

through the analytical framework of “visual well-being,” an idea founded in Aristotelian 

philosophy. This concept suggests that humans are aesthetically and emotionally susceptible to 

vividness—clarity or intensity—in art and sculpture, and that as a central component of visual 

well-being, positive vivid symbolism engendered a sense of health, contentment, and prosperity, 

 
41 Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory; Doss, Memorial Mania. 
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or, as Thomas Jefferson might have put it, a sense of happiness.42 Such vivid symbols—

monuments and other works of public art—enabled Americans to perceive and interpret an event 

or idea from the past by employing their own visually perceptive experiences. As a historical 

practice, according to art historian Wendy Bellion, Americans of the early republic—informed 

by Scottish Enlightenment philosophy—thus relied on their senses to provide them with 

empirical data which, in turn, comprised knowledge. They did not derive understanding from 

abstract concepts and intellectual formulations, but from their own visual perceptions. They used 

monuments and monumental objects, replete with symbolism, to draw their own interpretations 

about the past and its meanings.43 Often, such symbols included mythological allegory and 

imagery drawn from ancient Egyptian and Hellenic cultures and filtered through the republican 

lens of pre-imperial Rome. In making comparisons between Classical and Neoclassical 

monuments, I do not intend to Latinize the early republic but rather to tease out the common 

republican strains appropriated from earlier republics to commemorate the United States. Still, 

early Americans would have had little issue with Latinizing their national experiment. They 

looked to Rome and other great civilizations of the past as models for their new republic and 

 
42 Victoria J. Gallagher, et. al., “Visual Wellbeing: Intersections of Rhetorical Design and 

Theory,” Design Issues 27 (spring 2011): 27-40; Brendan Cook, Pursuing Eudaimonia: Re-

Appropriating the Greek Philosophical Foundations of the Christian Apophatic Tradition 

(Newcastle-upon-Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2013), 1; Carli N. Conklin, “The 

Origins of the Pursuit of Happiness,” Washington University Jurisprudence Review 7 (Fall 

2015): 195-262. 
43 Wendy Bellion, Citizen Spectator: Art, Illusion, and Visual Perception in Early National 

America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011), 5, 16, 28-30, 110-11; Thomas 
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a fuller analyses of the Scottish Enlightenment’s influence in the early American republic, see 
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strove to emulate them, in political philosophy as well as commemorative public art and 

architecture. Consequently, symbols of Roman, Greek, Egyptian, and Native Americans 

antiquities permeated early republic culture. Minerva, as a sort of patroness of the early republic, 

weaves her way throughout this dissertation, appearing in medals, paintings, and of course, 

statuary. I have come to think of her as a guide, much like Virgil was for Dante.44 

I engage with local monuments to the Revolution through French sociologist Pierre 

Nora’s framework regarding sites and realms of memory, and political historian Benedict 

Anderson’s theses about the origins of the nation as a sociopolitical concept.45 Nora expounded 

upon Halbwachs’s instrumental presentist analysis of commemoration, suggesting that collective 

memories become detached from the pasts they interpret. Commemorative traditions of pre-

modern societies lost much of their meaning as modernity emerged, and social elites imitated 

those traditions in support of nationalism.46 Like most human societies at some point during their 

developments, colonial Americans lived the majority of their lives in the communities where 

their families settled. They did not identify with a broader sense of British colonialism, and 

although their immersion in and dependence upon British markets connected them to British 

society, history and memory, from their perspective, was local. British historian Eric Hobsbawm 

suggested, though, that modernity resulted in social changes that destroyed traditional customs 

and required the invention of new traditions to establish cultural authority and social control.47 

As a result, monuments invited vernacular commemorative narratives into a more comprehensive 

 
44 Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, trans. by Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1904). 
45 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” Representations 26 

(Spring 1989): 7-24; Anderson, Imagined Communities. 
46 Nora, “Between Memory and History,” 7-24. 
47 Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, Invention of Tradition (New York: Cambridge 

University Press, 1992). 
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sphere of memory, stimulating the evolution of a national memory and identity and, therefore, a 

shared historical consensus. Nevertheless, vernacular communities were largely responsible for 

financing, designing, and building even the official monuments ordered by Congress, enabling 

local or regional publics to cast their colloquial versions of the Revolutionary narrative. Thus, 

Massachusetts and Virginia, among other states, claimed special ownership of the Revolution by 

identifying the entire struggle with the earliest battles of the war or the native status of George 

Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and other gentlemanly elites. Yet, truly 

cohesive national commemorative identity remained elusive. 

Additional research for this dissertation includes individual impressions regarding 

monuments of the early republic. In journals and in correspondence, Americans often remarked 

on monuments, artworks, and general topics of Revolutionary memory. Visitors to monuments 

and to other important commemorative locations described their feelings upon encountering such 

sites. Examining the historical record for such commentary provides a sense of public feeling in 

the early United States. Finally, I have tried to incorporate, wherever possible, individual 

experiences and views of the artists responsible for producing American monuments and grand 

artworks. Their personal beliefs and values often manifested in their works, and their collective 

contributions to American national symbolism enriched and often complicated the development 

of American national memory. 

Citing distinguished collective memory theorist Alon Confino—who complained that 

cultural memory studies suffered from narrow and static focus on individual topics of the past—

Michael Hattem admonished historians not to focus solely on memory as it materialized in 

specific times and spaces. Rather, he argued that only by studying how memory changes over 

time, and how it interacts with other sociocultural and political forces, can we truly use that 
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information to answer historical questions.48 By tracing the evolution of republican memories 

throughout the first six decades of the nation’s history, in the context of the public monuments 

they provoked, we can answer a fundamental question, common among most studies of the early 

United States: how did the many, in spite of all justifiable logic, become one?  

* * * 

The complex nation had been built, in many regards, on the collective memory of a 

shared past. An official memory of the American Revolution, though, could not long contend 

with the regional and local idiosyncrasies that Americans had embodied since long before 

nationhood, particularly the regional disagreements over who should partake of that shared past. 

In my first chapter, “Anglo-American Commemoration and the First American Monument, 

1776-1788,” I demonstrate that American monumental commemoration borrowed from British 

and colonial traditions but diverged from those traditions in their anti-monarchial sentiments and 

symbols—the visual rhetoric of republicanism. Removing imperial monuments and erecting 

republican ones in their stead engendered a distinctly American tradition that began in local 

settings. Those local settings, however, remained rooted in pre-national cultural and 

commemorative identities, represented in the milieux de mémoire of colonial and Revolutionary 

community life. 

Having established an emerging American tradition with Montgomery’s monument, in 

the second chapter, “The Roots of American Nationalism in Local Revolutionary Monuments, 

1788-1799,” I turn to the vernacular monumental efforts that began to coalesce around military 

 
48 Hattem, Past and Prologue, 7; Alon Confino, “Memory and the History of Mentalities,” in 

Cultural Memory Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll and 

Ansgar Nünning (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2008): 77-84; Alon Confino, “Collective Memory and 

Cultural History: Problems of Method,” American Historical Review 102 (December 1997): 
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and political “Great Men” of the Revolution. Americans of the late eighteenth century perceived 

the Revolution within these vernacular contexts. In the years following the Revolution, locality 

often mattered more than nationality. Communities claimed their heroic sons and drank toasts to 

the sacrifices made by friends and neighbors. Coinciding with the first written histories of the 

Revolution, though, commemorative practices elevated vernacular sentiments to national 

prominence via monuments in Massachusetts and Virginia. As though to accompany the texts by 

Mercy Otis Warren and David Ramsay, monuments provided a visual narrative of the nation’s 

origins. Gradually, the milieux de mémoire of the colonial and early national periods shifted 

toward lieux de mémoire in the forms of Neoclassical public monuments to military leaders such 

as Richard Montgomery, Joseph Warren, and George Washington. Such monuments, funerary at 

first but becoming tributary and ceremonial over time, enabled Americans to envision a 

commemorative historical narrative regarding the United States and the Revolution that created 

it. Many communities boasted battlefields or military heroes of their own and sought local 

ownership of the Revolution through commemorating members of their communities.49 

Chapter Three, “Art and Apotheosis: George Washington and Commemorative Identity, 

1799-1815,” explores the embodiment of national identity in the late George Washington. Grand 

Neoclassical monumentalism, as it regarded the Revolution, stagnated in the years after 

 
49 For comprehensive analysis of memory and commemoration regarding military and 

battlefields, see: Thomas Chambers, Memories of War: Visiting Battlegrounds and Bonefields in 

the Early American Republic (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2012); Sarah Purcell, Sealed 

With Blood: War, Sacrifice, and Memory in Revolutionary America (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2005). For memory regarding specific servicemen of the American 

Revolution, see Alfred F. Young, The Shoemaker and the Tea Party: Memory and the American 

Revolution (Boston: Beacon Press, 2000). For early histories of the American Revolution, see 

David Ramsay, The History of the American Revolution, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: R. Aiken & Son, 

1789); Mercy Otis Warren, History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American 

Revolution, 3 vols. (Boston: Manning & Loring, 1805). 
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Washington’s death in 1799, even as his own legacy became central to the official cultural 

narrative. The dawn of the nineteenth century introduced new tensions regarding monuments, to 

Washington or otherwise, as citizens grappled with the meaning of the Revolution and their 

national destiny. In the absence of monuments, though, Americans found new ways to 

commemorate the national patriarch and emerging folk hero by incorporating an expansive 

understanding of monumental forms such as art prints, broadside replicas, human relics, and 

early historic tourism. Thus, despite political debate at the highest echelons, a national 

commemorative tradition emerged, centered on Washington and the founding generation. By 

engaging with personal monuments and collectibles, Americans hoped for inspiration from the 

Revolution as they sought their own way forward. Similarly, Washington’s birthplace and other 

sites of historical importance such as battlefields and the ruins of old forts garnered increasing 

attention as tourists from the upper classes visited those spaces out of a sense of virtuous 

republican duty. Such patriotic endeavors allowed young men, especially, to claim ownership in 

the nation they intended to lead. Ironically, in the absence of grand monuments, a national 

commemorative tradition appeared to make the most headway in this brief period, resulting in a 

more active period of monumentalism in the years after the War of 1812. 

Chapter Four, “Remembering the Revolution in the Renewed Republic, 1815-1829,” 

explores the United States amid a new wave of national zeal following its second war with Great 

Britain. Renewed republican national zeal in the wake of the War of 1812 brought numerous 

monumental projects to public attention. Although several of them related to George 

Washington, they were presented to the nation through vernacular frameworks. Baltimore’s 

general soared above the rooftops of the city; Raleigh’s stately Roman patriarch sat writing at the 

center of government. Both exemplified the virtuous character of George Washington in his 



 

27 
 

willingness to let power pass to someone else. This character, and that of Washington’s 

compatriots, was further commemorated by the grand artworks of John Trumbull that came to 

reside in the United States Capitol Rotunda. As the official memory of the Revolution and its 

architects emerged in the District of Columbia and other cities, other monuments increasingly 

came to represent the contributions and sacrifices of many, rather than one. As political 

democracy expanded in the 1820s and 1830s, monuments shifted in form and function to 

acknowledge gratitude for the services of common soldiers, militiamen, and even 

noncombatants. Political democracy was only for white men, though, and through the visual 

rhetoric of monuments and other commemorative activity, the official narrative of the American 

Revolution came to be one of white progress. Expanded democracy for white men, to include the 

landless and the poor, suggested that ordinary American people controlled their own destinies 

and could shape and interpret historical memory without the guidance of republican patriarchs. 

Local and regional monuments, especially, became subject to democratization and their designs 

began to model the austerely ornamented obelisks which Michael Kammen employed as 

exceptions to what he considered the undemocratic monuments of the early republic.50 Such 

structures gently pushed back against republican commemorative ideals, their creators preferring 

to celebrate the achievements of the American “Everyman” in place of the “Great Man.” 

In the fifth and final chapter, “The (Un)Democratization of American Revolutionary 

Monuments, 1824-1846,” I examine the early antebellum period and the gradual democratization 

of American memory as political democracy expanded at the expense of social inclusivity. 

Questions about race, power, and citizenship dominated much of the period from the 1820s to 

the 1840s, complicating the official commemorative traditions that sought to present the United 

 
50 Kammen, “Democratizing American Commemorative Monuments,” 280. 
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States as one unified people. Even national monuments hinted at regional issues such as 

westward expansion and conflict with indigenous peoples, while vernacular monuments retreated 

from the Revolutionary rhetoric of equality and unity even as they appeared more democratic 

and inclusive. In the South, where utter inequality lingered and thrived, monuments to the 

Revolution remained scarce before the 1850s. Monumental visual rhetoric presented a decidedly 

Eurocentric image of American progress without including other peoples involved in the 

emergence of American national identity. African Americans, for example, were completely 

absent from most visual rhetoric of the early republic. White women, if depicted in monumental 

works, tended to occupy traditionally domestic roles as designated by male-driven society. 

Native Americans, often included in early national art and sculpture because they represented a 

continental antiquity, were relegated to positions of enmity, apartheid, or compliance.51 

Monuments and monumental artworks that elevated white Americans over their indigenous 

neighbors visually justified the continual suppression of Native cultures, as the early republic 

drew to a close in the 1840s and the nation’s new destiny and identity lay in the West.  

While offering new perspective on early national monuments to the Revolution, this 

dissertation makes several historiographical contributions to early American memory studies in 

general. Monuments reflected the tensions which Simon Newman and David Waldstreicher 

examined in festive and print culture, and they generated debate at many levels of government 

over the extent—and costs—of ornamentation, the appropriate tributary symbolism, and the 

proper recipients of such honors. As essential features of commemorative activity, monuments 

were often subject to the same kinds of political revisionism that Len Travers discussed 

 
51 Vivien Green Fryd, Art and Empire: The Politics of Ethnicity in the United States Capitol, 
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regarding the Fourth of July. Furthermore, monuments are, in many ways, merely three-

dimensional manifestations of the linguistic and literary cultural activities which Eve Kornfeld 

explicated in the development of national culture. They enabled Americans to publicly visualize 

the stories and heroes of the Revolution, thereby engaging and educating virtuous republican 

citizens in much the same manner as history and poetry. Michael Hattem perceived all this 

commemorative and literary activity as essential in the production of early national history 

culture in America. These scholars offer a compelling but incomplete narrative of early 

American republic commemorative culture. This dissertation demonstrates that public 

monuments—like festivals and broadsides—engendered and informed patriotic sentiment among 

Americans from disparate vernacular foundations. Thus, in a nationalizing republican society, 

monuments were essential means of public discourse. They allowed Americans to connect to 

their collective pasts and to derive meaning from the Revolution that would enrich their 

contemporary lives and communities.52  

 At its very essence, this dissertation is about the connections that Americans make—

connections between communities and with the nation, connections between vernacular and 

official narratives that inform American culture and society, and often tenuous connections 

between history (as an accurate record of the past) and the collective memory of lived 

experiences and accepted truths. Monuments, like the pages of a textbook, testify to the breadth 

of American engagement with the histories of individuals, communities, states, and the nation. 

For citizens of the early American republic, their symbols were intended to enforce or to 

reinforce lessons about virtue and about the common good for generations after they are created. 

 
52 Newman, Parades and Politics of the Street; Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes; 
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In our own contemporary moment, monuments have again become rallying points for the voices 

of “the people” to be heard. They speak to us with the echoes of our own words and deeds. Many 

of them have become increasingly more democratic, as Michael Kammen asserted, but their 

republican roots echo strongly in their commemorative purposes—civic virtue, moral activism, 

and the public good. Of course, monuments of a bygone epoch continue to stand for the 

republican ideals for which they were created, but they reach out from the past to connect with 

the descendants of those long-dead heroes who brought the United States into existence. 

* * * 

Charles Higgins’s statue of Minerva in Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn seems to 

stand alone, silently bearing witness to the passing of the ages as she defends liberty from the 

corruptive influences of a society which has forgotten its past. Built in 1920, she represents an 

era in which democracy expanded further than it ever had before—American women received 

the right to vote for the first time and ideals of American democracy broadcast worldwide in the 

wake of World War I. A Roman goddess of war thus seems an odd choice in a democratic 

society hoping for peace in a post-war world. But Charles Higgins carried on a tradition that was 

born in the early republic, and it was with republican intent that Minerva once again graced the 

American landscape. And she is not alone. 

 From the vantage at the crest of the hill, upon which Minerva stands at her alter of liberty 

in Green-Wood Cemetery, one can see clearly across New York Harbor. In plain view is another 

goddess, a colossal bronze lady with a crown of stars, her ankles unshackled by the chains of 

enslavement, bearing a torch aloft to the heavens and carrying a tablet that welcomes all lovers 

of liberty to seek refuge on her shores beyond that harbor. That is, of course, her name—Liberty. 

Gifted to the United States by the French Republic in 1886 and sculpted by Frédéric Auguste 
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Bartholdi, the Statue of Liberty does not stand for the American Revolution. Rather, she 

represents the post-Emancipation republic, and for over a century, she has represented the 

rhetoric of the Revolution—equality among men and the inalienable rights of life, liberty, and 

the pursuit of happiness. Little did anyone know in 1886 that within four decades, Lady Liberty 

would have a sister across the harbor. As the colossus in New York Harbor raises her torch aloft 

to light the world, her salute is returned by the raised hand of that early patroness of the 

American Republic, Minerva, a goddess forgotten amid the gravestones of Brooklyn (see 

Appendix A, Figure I.2).
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CHAPTER ONE 

ANGLO-AMERICAN COMMEMORATION AND THE FIRST AMERICAN 

MONUMENT, 1776-1788 

 
On August 16, 1770, a majestic equestrian statue to King George III arose on the 

Bowling Green in lower Manhattan. In nearby Fort George, all of New York’s imperial city 

officials and most of its economic elite attended to Lieutenant Governor Cadwallader Colden, 

drinking toasts to the king and enjoying the pomp and circumstance of a regal tribute. They 

spared no expense in creating a scene of intense emotional outpouring for the British crown and 

the new monument that represented it. Commissioned alongside a marble pedestrian statue of 

William the Elder Pitt, the assembly approved the public statues without involvement from the 

colonists.1 The people, meanwhile, mindful of the violence months earlier in Boston, began to 

turn away from the king as it became clearer, in their minds, that colonial citizens’ liberties were 

worth little.2 Over the next few years, as the king lost favor among his colonial people, the 

monument became a favorite target for vandals expressing political discontent, necessitating an 

iron fence around it after 1774. By the fall of 1776, only six years after its installation, the gilded 

representation of King George III was gone, leaving nothing but the iron fence surrounding a 

vacant pedestal. The era of American monumentalism had begun.3 

Early American monumentalism originated in an older British commemorative culture 

that permeated the empire’s colonies during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as a 

necessary component of power legitimacy, as in the case of James I’s efforts to legitimate his 

 
1 “New-York, August 20,” The Maryland Gazette (Annapolis), 30 August 1770. 
2 Brendan McConville, The King’s Three Faces: The Rise and Fall of Royal America, 1688-1776 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007), 300-311. 
3 “New-York, July 9,” Pennsylvania Gazette (Philadelphia), 17 July 1776; Isaiah Bangs, Journal 

of Lieutenant Isaiah Bangs, April 1 to July 29, 1776, ed. by Edward Bangs (Cambridge, MA: 

John Wilson and Son, University Press, 1890), 57. 
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reign through the construction of memorial tombs for his mother, Mary Stuart, and her cousin, 

Elizabeth I. In these monuments, James established a visual link between the Tudors and his own 

Stuart dynasty. Presenting the two queens together proved problematic for James; his mother had 

been executed at his predecessor’s hands. Still, the king knew all too well that monuments did 

not need to reflect reality to influence public memory and the production of new historical 

realities.4 The imposing tombs of the queens projected a sense of stability and royal legitimacy. 

Furthermore, in the ostentation of their design, the queens’ monuments visually suggested 

strength and power (see Appendix A, Figure 1.1). Visual trappings of wealth, intricately carved 

into each of the tombs, told nothing of the bloody history and dynastic intrigue behind James’s 

reign. Similarly, the statue of George III in Manhattan represented this older, English 

commemorative practice—imposing, ostentatious, and generally reserved for the elite, but most 

importantly, representative of the legitimacy of monarchical power.5  

Revolutionary American commemorative culture, including the building of monuments, 

purposefully appropriated the British tradition. By employing the language and classical 

symbolism of liberty and egalitarianism, however, republicans sought to counter the aristocratic 

strains of imperial monumentalism. They sought to revive and preserve the purity of British 

culture unplagued by the vagaries of a corrupt government that they increasingly interpreted as 

eroding relations with the colonies. In so doing, they began to forge a new commemorative 

identity that would visually corrode the link to its imperial past, albeit gradually, in favor of a 

new shared history built on the actions and rhetoric of an American people. Tracing the origins 

 
4 Peter Sherlock, “The Monuments of Elizabeth Tudor and Mary Stuart: King James and the 

Manipulation of Memory,” Journal of British Studies 46 (April 2007): 263-89. 
5 Joan Coutu, Persuasion and Propaganda: Monuments and the Eighteenth-Century British 

Empire (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2006), 4. 
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of American commemorative culture—and by extension, the emergence of characteristically 

American monuments—requires some commentary on the European tradition which preceded it, 

and which continued to influence American commemoration well into the nineteenth century. As 

with the sociopolitical circumstances that triggered an evolution from British to American 

national cultural identity, there was no definitive break that delineated the old from the new.6  

Many eighteenth-century British monuments, such as those still populating the halls and 

grounds of London’s Westminster Abbey, glorify cultural aspects of the British Empire. There, 

one can find memorials to the “Great Men” of English and British history. Memorials to 

Geoffrey Chaucer and William Shakespeare, among many others, adorn the Poets’ Corner in the 

abbey’s south transept, while Sir Isaac Newton’s tomb rests in the nave. Admiral Robert Blake 

and Captain James Cornewall are commemorated in Westminster as well, indicating the deep 

appreciation of the British naval tradition. Of course, the abbey is filled with the tombs of 

monarchs and their escorts; Elizabeth I and Mary Stuart are joined in their monumental repose 

by several other English and British rulers, from Edward the Confessor to George II. Many 

Britons rose to similar glory in the eighteenth century because they prospered in trade or naval 

service, meaning that monuments honored military and economic elites alongside the nobility. 

High demand for monuments and memorials to such men meant that many similar structures 

arose across the British Isles, often exemplifying the services of the deceased and commissioned 

by the eldest heir to symbolize the deceased’s high pedigree.7 

 
6 Sally Webster, The Nation’s First Monument and the Origins of the American Memorial 

Tradition: Liberty Enshrined (London: Routledge, 2016), 5.  
7 Coutu, Persuasion and Propaganda, 4-5; Holger Hoock, Empires of the Imagination: Politics, 

War, and the Arts in the British World, 1750-1850 (London: Profile Books, 2010), 40-41. 
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Hundreds of these genealogical monuments ended up in North America, mirroring the 

rise in imperial aspirations that both arose from and encouraged establishment and consolidation 

of colonies. Since they were funerary monuments, of the type intended for private memory, they 

naturally populated family cemeteries, but they also adorned private gardens and provided an air 

of imperial antiquity on manor estates, which families felt connected them more fully to the 

empire. Most of these found their way to Caribbean plantations. British cultural historian Joan 

Coutu suggests that the primary purpose for most colonial families commissioning statues was to 

repudiate their very coloniality. The colonies did not have an abundance of celebrated sculptors, 

though, so commissions were usually sent to artists in Europe. As a result, many of the 

negotiations concerning style and features took place via correspondence, and sculptors treated 

them as secondary projects because they did not afford the prestige that imperial or military 

monuments carried. Thus, statues made for American consumption were generally uninspired 

and rather plain; few colonial monuments had unique designs such as those commissioned closer 

to the metropole.8 

By the eighteenth century, some monuments to monarchs began to accompany those to 

important family patriarchs. Colonial royal monuments included now-destroyed statues to 

William of Orange in Dublin and a bust of George III in Montreal, as well as the equestrian 

statue of the king and the marble Pitt in New York. Even before the Seven Years’ War began in 

1756, monuments and memorials had become not-so-subtle reminders of the impact colonial 

trade and imperial policies had on the daily lives of British citizens in even the farthest-flung 

provinces.9 Therefore, as greater attention turned to commemorating British “Great Men”—

 
8 Coutu, Persuasion and Propaganda, 80-84. 
9 Coutu, Persuasion and Propaganda, 4-5; for more about imperial British culture both in and 
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Shakespeare, Newton, Cornewall—who had physically and culturally established the realm 

through the late seventeenth century, it was fitting that monuments ceased to feature only the 

aristocracy. By the eighteenth century, memorial sculptures also honored powerful politicians, 

traders, and merchants—William Pitt the Elder, for example, or John Thorndike of 

Massachusetts Bay—who contributed to the financial demands of the sprawling empire. 

Such monumental testimony of empire included commemoration of the military heroism 

which accompanied Britain’s economic and political emergence. In the eighteenth century, in the 

landscape gardens at Stowe House, a private estate in Buckinghamshire, such monuments and 

memorials to soldiers of imperial warfare constituted a virtual pantheon of British military 

achievement. Patriotic Britons made pilgrimages to such sites, an early form of historic tourism 

that bolstered aristocratic families’ status.10 An equestrian statue of George I, a column to the 

first Baron Cobham, and a semicircular exedra showcasing a “Temple of British Worthies” 

accompanied several other monuments to the empire’s defenders. Like the stone renderings of 

cultural and political figures in Westminster Abbey, those of commanders and heroes at Stowe 

embodied the empire, in some cases long after their human inspirations had expired.  

In his fascinating evaluation of political art in the British imperial world, historian Holger 

Hoock asserted an intrinsic connection between monumentalism of heroes and national identity. 

Reminding the reader that memory is imminently social and that the act of memorializing is a 

selective, narrative, and often contested process, Hoock posited that monuments “serve memory . 

 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1992); Kathleen Wilson, The Sense of the People: Politics, 

Culture, and Imperialism in England, 1715-1785 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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. . by forming records, by stimulating remembering, and by helping individuals to imagine and 

define themselves as members of a larger group, such as the nation.”11 He determined that via 

communicative memory, monuments to national heroes educate and perhaps indoctrinate the 

public. Over time, such memorials evolve into fixtures not only of social remembering but of 

cultural memory as well, eliciting reactions in a conversation between monuments, their creators, 

and their consumers as a means of constructing meaning.12  

In commemoration of the services of monarchs, heroes, and “Great Men” to the mid-

eighteenth century, death itself seems to have been the impetus for erecting sculpted memorials. 

It stands to reason that if the purpose of British monuments was to honor lives of service to the 

empire, then perhaps the living had not yet secured such honors. Memorials were primarily 

funerary in nature and design; even the most ornate sculptures adorning Westminster Abbey 

were tombs. Although such memorials were public by virtue of existing in the cathedral, they 

were in fact matters of private interest.13 Like family statues adorning some provincial estates, 

British public monuments seldom arose at public expense or with public approval. Even in the 

cases of death without a legitimate heir, special interest groups undertook responsibility for 
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commemorating important public figures to demonstrate recognition and appreciation of imperial 

patrons; the empire itself generally refrained from acknowledging public service in this way. 

Commemorating important Britons as benefactors implicated a recognition of individual 

qualities that set them apart from the rest of society. British monumentalism, then, trended more 

toward representing the greatness of some British men, rather than the potential for greatness that 

arose from belonging to the nation.  

Many of Stowe’s monuments likewise stood in place of such men who had advanced 

British imperial aspirations with their own lives and fortunes. They represented benefactors of 

the empire, rather than ordinary Britons. Few of these types of monuments found their way to the 

colonies during the eighteenth century, but one such sculpture did arise in New York’s 

Greenwich Village. According to Captain James Montresor’s 1767 map of the city (see 

Appendix A, Figure 1.2), a road on the farm estate of Oliver de Lancey led to a purported obelisk 

erected in 1766 in memory of General James Wolfe, the British hero of the French and Indian 

War who had laid down his life at Quebec.14 The obelisk in question no longer exists, but it 

appears to have been modeled after a monument to Wolfe that remains today in the gardens at 

Stowe House (see Appendix A, Figure 1.3).15  

 
14 John Montresor and Andrew Peters, A Plan of the City of New-York & Its Environs to 

Greenwich on the North or Hudsons river [map], 63 x 52 cm., London: n.p., 1766; another city 

map similarly indicates the road and obelisk on de Lancey’s farm—see Bernard Ratzer, Plan of 

the City of New York, in North America [map], New York Public Library Digital Collections, 

http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e0-d80c-a3d9-e040-e00a18064a99 (accessed 17 

January 2019). 
15 Webster, Nation’s First Monument, 44; Oliver de Lancey’s nephew (and Lt. Gov. Cadwallader 

Colden’s grandson) James, among the most feared Loyalist commanders of the Revolutionary 

War, was instrumental in commissioning the statues of George III and William Pitt in Manhattan 

in 1766. 
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At the end of the French and Indian War, a newer phase of British commemoration 

emerged in the colonies. In George III’s statue, his first in the equestrian style, British memorial 

tradition established a visual link between the colonies and the British empire by legitimizing the 

king’s authority over his colonial subjects.16 Unlike the Westminster tombs to previous monarchs 

and other important Britons, the king’s statue stood for a living man to whom New Yorkers 

ostensibly owed deep personal gratitude. Whereas earlier British monuments inspired awe and 

devotion out of mourning for the loss of “Great Men,” the gilded, larger-than-life sculpture was 

to inspire patriotism and loyalty to the living power on Britain’s throne. And although plans for 

the memorial passed through New York’s colonial legislature without input or approval from the 

citizenry, public capital funded the monument, implicating a less ambiguous national 

acknowledgment of George III’s greatness.17  

The statue was not an inauspicious affair. In its 1766 commissioning statement, New 

York’s colonial legislature deliberately chose ornate language to honor the king for his 

intervention on their behalf during the Stamp Act crisis. They lauded “the innumerable and 

singular Benefits received from our most gracious sovereign” for his part in defending the colony 

“from the fury of a cruel, merciless, and savage Enemy.” Colonial funding for the statue was “to 

perpetuate . . . the deep Sense This Colony has, of the eminent and singular Blessings derived 

from him.”18 The language of imperial commemoration could not have been any clearer: the 

 
16 As the third Hanover to occupy the British throne, George III did not bear the onus of 

establishing dynastic legitimacy as James I had done in part with the monuments to Elizabeth 

Tudor and Mary Stuart. Nevertheless, by the end of the Seven Years’ War, he had become 

responsible for affirming imperial legitimacy in the colonies with himself as emperor.  
17 Dell Upton, What Can and Can’t Be Said: Race, Uplift, and Monument Building in the 

Contemporary South (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2015), 2-7. 
18 Cadwallader Colden to the Earl of Hillsborough, August 18, 1770, in New-York Historical 

Society Collections, 1877 (New York: Printed for the Society, 1878), 226; New York Gazette 

(New York), 30 June 1766. 
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empire was embodied within and at the pleasure of a hereditary monarch whose power touched 

and shaped the lives of his subjects in the farthest reaches of his realm. 

The statue itself was gilt lead and about a third larger than natural life. Sculpted by 

Joseph Wilton (who had also sculpted a memorial to Gen. James Wolfe in Westminster Abbey) 

after the equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius on Rome’s Capitoline Hill (see Appendix A, 

Figure 1.4), the king was clad in the ceremonial military garments of a Roman emperor with his 

arm stretched out in adlocutio, addressing and perhaps inspiring the people, much as a 

conquering general would have inspired his troops in battle.19 The mounted figure stood on a 

white marble pedestal, about fifteen feet high, and the fence that surrounded it stood about ten 

feet high, the iron posts capped with small gilded crowns.20 It was a grand sight indeed, a 

powerfully affective symbol connecting Britain and its king to the imperial monuments of 

antiquity. It was meant to inspire patriotism and gratitude and its presence suggested, not gently, 

that the land and its people were the sovereign property of one man and his issue forever.  

The statue of William Pitt was less ostentatious, providing an interesting counterpoint. 

Though he died in 1768 without witnessing its completion, William Pitt still lived when New 

York commissioned his statue. An ally to the colonies during his tenure as statesman, Pitt 

garnered New Yorkers’ honor and commemoration for his direct intervention as Prime Minister 

on their behalf during the Stamp Act crisis. In fact, some sources indicate that a statue to Pitt was 

the primary goal for New Yorkers, the monument to the king an expedient measure to 

 
19 In classical art and usage, adlocutio referred to the specific pose of a Roman general or 

emperor addressing his command. For more on the employment of body language in Roman 

oratory and sculpture, see Anthony Corbeill, Nature Embodied: Gesture in Ancient Rome 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004), 17. 
20 Bangs, Diary, 25; Bob Ruppert, “The Statue of George III,” Journal of the American 

Revolution, September 8, 2014, https://allthingsliberty.com/2014/09/the-statue-of-george-iii/ 

(accessed 22 March 2017).  
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commemorate Pitt’s friendship. It would not have been proper, after all, for a British people to 

honor a British politician with no representation of the monarch.21 That the king’s statue 

outshone the minister’s in design and fanfare was simply a matter of social status. Furthermore, 

Pitt’s monument did not arrive in New York in time for the official dedication ceremonies in 

1770, delayed by tensions regarding the many tax acts that Parliament had imposed on the 

colonies. Several days after the ceremonies for the king’s statue, local officials quietly installed 

Pitt’s monument at the intersection of William and Wall Streets, a few blocks from the Bowling 

Green.22 A six-foot marble portrait of the statesman, Pitt’s likeness wore the simpler toga of a 

Roman senator, contrasting sharply with George’s clothing and symbolic of a republican 

representative. In its right arm, it clutched a copy of Magna Carta, a subtle reminder of 

monarchy’s limits. The king’s statue towered over the people and commanded them; Pitt stood 

among them and guarded their natural rights. The man-of-the-people image struck by Pitt’s 

monument, however fictional it may have been, assuredly resonated with the emerging 

republican sentiments in New York and elsewhere in the colonies.  

Excluded from any decisions regarding the public monuments and dedications of the 

imperial symbols, six years later, the people of New York gave form to American 

monumentalism regardless. On July 9, 1776, as he prepared to meet a British invasion of New 

York, George Washington ordered his troops assembled on the city commons where regimental 

 
21 Krystal D’Acosta, “The History Behind the King George III Statue Meme,” Scientific 

American, August 23, 2017, https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/anthropology-in-practice/the-

history-behind-the-king-george-iii-statue-meme (accessed 15 April 2018); Arthur S. Marks, “The 

Statue of King George III in New York and the Iconology of Regicide,” American Art Journal 

13 (summer 1981): 61-82; Alexander Wall, “The Statues of King George III and the Honourable 

William Pitt Erected in New York City 1770,” New York Historical Society Quarterly Bulletin 

(July 4, 1920): 37-57. 
22 Pennsylvania Gazette (Philadelphia), 10 May 1770; Maryland Gazette (Annapolis), 30 August 

1770. 
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officers read aloud the newly adopted Declaration of Independence. A great crowd of citizens 

had gathered to listen to the recitation, after which soldiers and civilians celebrated together in 

rebellious fashion. Impelled by the New York Sons of Liberty, a large portion of the crowd 

rushed from the commons down Broadway to the Bowling Green, approached the king’s statue, 

and using thick ropes thrown around the upper part of the monument, pulled with all their might. 

Within a few moments, the leaden horse and rider crashed to the earth.23 

Destruction of the king’s monument, and the ensuing demolition of imperial symbols 

throughout New York, signified the beginning of the end of imperial monumentalism in the 

colonies and a rejection of the symbols of collective memory that bound America to the 

principles of a corrupt empire. The iconoclastic nature of the destruction is obvious and the anti-

monarchial strains appear to have been democratic, but in their republican zeal, the people 

simultaneously effected a different type of monument, and recognizing it involves complicating 

our understanding of monumental forms.  

Contemplate the symbolism and the rhetorical memory produced by the entirety of the 

scene on that day. A gathered crowd, jubilant in their defiance of British might, buzzed with 

anticipation as the Declaration was proclaimed aloud for Continental troops, steeling their 

resolve for war. Perhaps a loud “Huzzah!” echoed through lower Manhattan as the readers 

finished, stirring the crowd into rebellious celebration. People rushed toward the statue of the 

king, feasibly uncertain as to what was about to happen. An initial, audible creak could be heard 

as the gilt lead began to give way under the pressure from pulling ropes and pushing hands, 

followed by a thunderous crash as the king and his horse fell to the earth, accompanied by 

another cacophonous roar of the crowd. The totality of that scene itself, etched in American 

 
23 Pennsylvania Gazette (Philadelphia), 17 July 1776; Bangs, Journal, 57. 
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memory by nineteenth-century artists, replaced the destroyed statue and became the monument. 

The ornament and enormity of the statue did not survive. American memory focused on the 

moment that four thousand pounds of majesty became nothing more than a pile of twisted lead 

(See Appendix A, Figure 1.5).24 As New Yorkers symbolically executed their king on the 

Bowling Green, they evoked republican virtue in rejecting, utterly, the monarchial authority and 

a corrupt government that no longer enjoyed the consent of those it meant to rule. 

A commemorative structure ceased to exist, although not by the ravages of time or the 

elements. Rather, the monument became a target of iconoclastic demolition, a willful obliteration 

of a symbol of sociopolitical power, provoked and perpetrated by the people themselves.25 It was 

the method by which republican actors could enact monumentalism and push back against the 

imperial memory imposed upon them.26 The fate of the king’s monument was in the hands of 

soldiers and citizens who made judicious use of its leaden composition to craft musket balls for 

use by the Continental forces, and more than one enterprising activist may have purloined bits of 

the gilded exterior.27 

The toppling and breaking up of the statue were not the end of the activity. Again 

encouraged by the New York Sons of Liberty, the people of lower Manhattan emphasized their 

bold statement by removing the head, firing a musket ball into the side of it, cutting off the nose, 

and transporting it to a local tavern to affix it upon a pike on the roof where it remained until the 

 
24 Johannes Adam Simon Oertel, Pulling Down the Statue of George III, oil on canvas, 1859, 

New-York Historical Society, New York; Bangs, Journal, 25; Wall, “Statues:” 37-57; Ruppert, 

“Statue of George III;” “King George’s Head,” Sons of the American Revolution, 

https://www.connecticutsar.org/king-georges-head/ (accessed 22 March 2017). 
25 Bangs, Journal, 57. 
26 Charles S. Desbler, “How the Declaration Was Received in the Old Thirteen,” Harper’s New 

Monthly Magazine 85 (July 1892): 172. 
27 Pennsylvania Gazette (Philadelphia), 17 July 1776. 
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British army captured the city later in the year.28 As tavern patrons gathered for gossip and 

revelry, they drank mock toasts to the king’s head, continuing to use the statue as a site of 

memory but generating a very different monumental message: a revolutionary rhetoric that 

defied the king’s authority. Nearly fifty years later, other intact pieces of the statue began to turn 

up, relics of revolution that had been taken by participants or observers in 1776 as personal 

mementos of their actions.29 Moreover, the physical or symbolic act of beheading a monarch had 

become a frightening but effective aspect of revolutionary change in Western culture by the 

eighteenth century. From the actual beheading of Charles I in 1649 to the symbolic act of 

removing the head from George III’s statue, the image of a headless king implicated the loss of a 

monarch’s power and status as the head of a body politic. Instead, the people were empowered to 

reject a monarch once his reign became corrupt.30 

Displaying the king’s severed head atop the tavern roof further served the rhetoric and 

memory of the moment. Heads mounted on pikes evoke medieval images of bloody dissent and 

ruthless suppression, public executions meant to serve as warnings against future discord. The 

heads of hapless rebels gazed lifelessly from castle walls as a grim reminder of imperial justice. 

Here, though, the roles were reversed. The rebels exacted justice against the king, at least in 

effigy, removing his head and mutilating it until it was worthy of ridicule. They literally cut off 

 
28 “Journals of Captain John Montresor, 1757-1778,” in Collections of the New-York Historical 
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his nose to spite his face! They then mounted the head on a pike and displayed it for the city to 

see—scarred, broken, and distinctly ignoble. The king continued to gaze down upon his subjects 

from on high, but there was no longer any power in that once regal gaze. 

Captain Oliver Brown embodied the republican nature of this iconoclastic 

memorialization.31 A long-time resident of Massachusetts, Brown spent his formative years 

witnessing the deterioration of colonial relations. An eager participant in the Battle of Lexington, 

the siege of Boston, and the Battle of Bunker Hill, Brown was an ardent patriot and personally 

invested in revolution. Like many colonists, he felt his British citizenship abused by a 

government that had abandoned the rights of its people. He likely resented and blamed the king, 

who had failed to live up to his role as a defender of the people. Brown reported that the idea to 

destroy the statue was his alone and that he gave the orders without authorization, even as his 

commander General Washington strongly condemned the action when he heard of it the 

following day.32 The empty pedestal, atop which had stood the king and his mount, remained  

briefly as a symbol of the nation’s struggle for independence. In fact, John Trumbull explicitly 

referred to the destroyed monument in his 1790 painting, George Washington (See Appendix A, 

Figure 1.6). In the foreground of the painting, Washington stands triumphantly in front of his 

horse while in the background, British ships leave New York. Between the horse’s front legs can 

plainly be seen the white marble pedestal, atop which had once stood the statue of the king, with 

the fence encircling it.33 

 
31 Pennsylvania Journal and the Weekly Advertiser (Philadelphia), 17 July 1776. 
32 Horace Edwin Hayden, A Biographical Sketch of Captain Oliver Brown (Wilkes-Barre, PA: 

Privately Printed, 1882), 7-10. 
33 Ruppert, “Statue of George III.” 
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When the mob began its campaign against the symbols of British rule in New York on 

that momentous evening in 1776, however, William Pitt’s statue was not harmed in the slightest. 

There are, of course, many potential explanations for why the people left it alone. Perhaps the 

smaller and less conspicuous statue did not draw people’s collective attention to the same degree 

as did the gilded and larger-than-life royal monument.34 Maybe the straight route down 

Broadway from the commons to the Bowling Green funneled focused citizens directly toward 

their target, rather than running through the byways that would have brought them upon Pitt’s 

monument. Possibly, the utilitarian aspect of breaking up marble just did not inspire the same 

passion as melting lead “to be run up into Musquet Balls for the use of the Yankies, when it is 

hoped that the emanations of the Leaden George will make as deep impressions in the Bodies of 

some of his red Coated & Torie Subjects . . . as the superabundant Emanations of the Folly & 

pretended Goodness of the real George have made upon their Minds.”35 Whatever the reason, the 

marble statesman remained standing at William and Wall Streets. 

Though it stood until 1788, when it was removed to pave Wall Street, William Pitt’s 

monument did not survive the Revolutionary War unscathed. As British forces gained possession 

of New York late in 1776, the statue of the erstwhile friend of the colonies drew the ire of British 

commanders. Befitting the monument’s Roman appearance, they ordered the statue decapitated 

and both of its arms removed, resembling the ancient Roman practice of damnatio memoriae, or 

“condemnation of memory.” In damnatio memoriae, citizens defaced public monuments in 

nearly ritualistic manner, leaving the broken or disfigured structure erect as a public statement. 

The message was clear. Republican authority came from the people, and displeasing the people 
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had consequences. In the case of Pitt’s statue, however, the British sent a contradictory message: 

dishonoring the king would not go unpunished, the people be damned. Of course, by removing 

the arms, the British also eliminated the copy of Magna Carta held in the statue’s right arm, 

visually reinforcing the utter disregard for the rights of man that colonists associated with the 

king’s corrupt authority.36 

Like the empty pedestal atop which the king’s statue had stood, William Pitt’s mutilated 

statue became part of New York’s monumental landscape. Headless and without hands, Pitt’s 

figure was a warning rife with symbolic rhetoric. During the European Renaissance, the human 

head and hands had come to represent “a person’s identity and life force.”37 As monuments so 

often represented the physical attributes of a person, defacing a monument was akin to mutilation 

of the person’s body. Mutilation served to erase or disfigure memory. Furthermore, the 

association of the head with stability and security accompanied new language and ideas about the 

importance of the head as a symbol. Similarly, a person’s hands symbolized the ability to create 

or destroy. In the colonies, the loss of one’s hands meant the loss of livelihood and ability. In this 

context, it is difficult to ignore the warning in Pitt’s disfigured monument: neither William Pitt 

nor any other friend of republicanism in the colonies was to be remembered for their assault on 

imperialism in America. British commanders symbolically cast the colonies as a mere body 
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without a head to lead them or hands with which to achieve liberty.38 The visual rhetoric was 

clear, and New Yorkers understood it well. The British Army meant to crush any hope of an 

independent republic in America. 

The destruction of the king’s monument in Manhattan should not be seen as a complete 

rejection of British commemorative culture, but as the first in a series of practices that adapted 

and appropriated monuments toward a new American—and republican—commemorative 

identity. For more than a year before the Continental Congress declared independence, war had 

begun to claim American lives and livelihoods. As Americans embarked on their own memorial 

legacy, the early battles of the Revolutionary War provided animus for new monuments as news 

of American combat sacrifices evolved into legends of American heroism. Already by 1776, the 

courage of the Minutemen at Lexington and Concord, Benedict Arnold and Ethan Allen’s 

cunning in the capture of Fort Ticonderoga, and the resolute defiance of the patriots at Bunker 

Hill found their way into media culture and popular discourse that elevated mere mortals to near 

immortality.39 

Chief among those Americans worthy of monumental honors in a republican society were 

the combat dead, particularly as they included military command leadership. Men like Captain 

Isaac Davis, killed at Concord in 1775, cut an image of bravery, selflessness, and national feeling 
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around which Americans rallied. Similarly, Dr. Joseph Warren, a Boston Son of Liberty and 

major general of the Massachusetts militia, became iconic in this regard in his ill-fated defense of 

the redoubt on Breed’s Hill. These were men for whom danger and sacrifice were of little 

importance when faced with an assault on their freedoms. It was fitting for a revolutionary 

society to commemorate bloodshed and the abdication of life in favor of liberty, in sharp contrast 

to the celebratory culture of political or hereditary achievement. It initiated a funerary phase in 

American memorialism that centered on the republican virtue embodied by fallen patriots.40 

Historian Sarah J. Purcell deftly traced the military memory of the Revolutionary War. 

Like Holger Hoock, Purcell recognized the essential association between collective memory and 

national identity, particularly regarding commemoration of military sacrifice, arguing that 

memories of the Revolutionary War became critical to the construction and development of 

American nationalism. War, in Purcell’s estimation, was more significant in the creation of the 

American identity than were republican ideals. It was in war and military service that such ideals 

as liberty were made possible. Initial military commemorations created a sense of national unity 

and identity during the war itself, and glorified officer heroes, in keeping with the republican 

ideology that emphasized deference to and even worship of virtuous gentlemen leaders. Popular 

participation in these commemorations took the form of mourners and admirers and displays of 

gratitude for the service and sacrifice of the war’s heroes allowed Americans to demonstrate their 

own patriotism. Even marginalized peoples—African Americans, women, and especially lower-
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class white men—could participate in the showing of gratitude and the mourning of martyrs, 

while articulating more inclusive visions of the American nation.41 

In the winter of 1775, the war produced another such martyr for the American cause and 

republican leaders saw an occasion to nationalize revolutionary memory via monument. Generals 

Benedict Arnold and Richard Montgomery led a two-pronged invasion of Canada beginning in 

June of that year. Although Arnold’s expedition suffered many setbacks during the invasion, 

Montgomery’s division saw initial success in the capture of Fort St. Johns and the subsequent 

fall of Montreal as British commander Sir Guy Carleton fled to Quebec.42 Bolstered by these 

victories, Montgomery left General David Wooster in command at Montreal and advanced to 

Quebec City to reconvene with Arnold, despite heavy attrition among Arnold’s men and expiring 

enlistments in Montgomery’s division. With no cannon and only about 1,100 men largely unfit 

for combat duty, the two American generals faced a fortified city in a snowstorm on the eve of 

the new year. The British garrison in Quebec made short work of the invaders, leaving Benedict 

Arnold wounded, many Americans taken into custody, and Richard Montgomery dead.43 

The combat death of an American general was more than suitable for monumental 

commemoration in the eyes of colonial revolutionary leadership, including the Continental 

Congress, who called for such a monument on January 25, 1776, less than a month after 

Montgomery’s passing.44 After all, his death was in the service of the American Revolution even 

before its ultimate aims emerged from the increasingly vehement republican rhetoric of the age. 
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It was Montgomery’s life, however, that differentiated what would be America’s first national 

monument from its British predecessors. Rather than commemorating the achievements of the 

king or his ministers and relations, the monument was to represent the sacrifice of an immigrant 

who embodied the very spirit of revolution against tyranny. 

 To be sure, Richard Montgomery was not exactly a man of the people; he was born into 

a landed Ulster Scots family near Swords, north of Dublin, Ireland. After studying briefly at 

Trinity College in Dublin, Montgomery’s father secured for him an ensign’s commission in the 

17th Regiment of Foot in 1756.45 The following year, Montgomery traveled to North America 

where he spent the next several years steadily rising in the British ranks as he gained combat 

experience during the French and Indian War and against Pontiac’s Rebellion.46 Upon returning 

to Britain, he became interested in politics and found himself in agreement with Whig ideals, as 

evinced by his close association with Edmund Burke and other like-minded individuals. By 

1772, Montgomery’s political affiliations had led to his being passed over for military 

promotion, and he left the army to return to North America as a peaceful farmer, vowing never to 

fight in another war.47 

Settled just outside New York City and married into the wealthy and influential 

Livingston family, he sought to leave the military behind him for good. The political discord in 

the colonies, however, nurtured Montgomery’s own political awakening, and it was not long 
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before he found himself in full agreement with the patriot cause, shedding his English past and 

forging for himself a new American identity. Despite no discernable ambition to public office, 

Montgomery’s neighbors elected him to the New York Provincial Congress in May 1775, 

charged with organizing the militia and establishing defensive positions in New York.  

Although Montgomery was a moderate in favor of eventual reconciliation with the crown, 

Congress bandied his name about as they deliberated the necessity of armed response to British 

indiscretions. In June of 1775, as George Washington received command of the Continental 

Army, Congress requested a major general and a brigadier from New York to serve under the 

new commander-in-chief. Philip Schuyler, elderly and sickly and only ever having served as a 

provincial officer, received the senior commission while Montgomery, a seasoned British 

regular, became brigadier.  

For many of his compatriots, the decision would have been an insult, but Montgomery’s 

response to his subordinate commission underscores his determination to put the needs of the 

war before his own reputation: “I submit, with great cheerfulness, to any regulation they, in their 

prudence, shall judge expedient. Laying aside the punctilio of the soldier, I shall endeavor to 

discharge my duty to society, considering myself only as the citizen, reduced to the melancholy 

necessity of taking up arms for the public safety.”48 In other words, any perceived slight at the 

deference paid to Schuyler did not dissuade Montgomery from fulfilling his duties with only the 

advancement of the American cause as his chief motive. Thus, his death at Quebec on December 

31, 1775, signified an oblation not for his own glory but for that of his country, an act worthy of 

monumental commemoration. 
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Congress seized upon the opportunity to monumentalize Montgomery’s sacrifice and 

prioritized it among its chief legislation in early 1776. The Continental Congress ordered 

Benjamin Franklin to Europe to secure an alliance with France and to oversee the commission of 

a fitting memorial for Montgomery, which was initially intended to reside in the room where the 

Second Continental Congress sat in session at the Pennsylvania State House in Philadelphia. 

That the work be done in France was important, as Congress sought not only to ensure French 

political and military support but also to symbolically bind France to the creation of American 

memory and identity. If the colonies were to oppose Great Britain, they needed a European ally 

with significant military strength. Despite the recent war—or because of it—France was the 

likeliest candidate, and tying France to the memory of the United States at its foundation created 

a powerful inducement for both the French and the American colonists to cast aside old 

differences and unite against a common threat. Furthermore, French tribute to an American hero 

signified tacit, if not yet official, recognition of American liberty. Franklin intended to make 

Louis XVI and Charles, Comte de Vergennes understand that it was in France’s best interests to 

forge such a commemorative bond. After all, when the guns quieted, a trans-Atlantic trade 

partnership would certainly develop, to the mutual benefit of both countries. Meanwhile, 

peddling the republican concepts of liberty and egalitarianism, not to mention anti-corruption 

and individual rights, among Enlightenment philosophes such as Voltaire brought Franklin, 

primarily through Masonic connections, into the company of the Parisian artistic elite who all 

wished for the opportunity to include likenesses of the American statesman among their 

celebrated works. Among these men was Jean-Jacques Caffiéri.49 

 
49 Webster, Nation’s First Monument, 127, 143; Stacy Schiff, A Great Improvisation: Franklin, 

France, and the Birth of America (New York: Henry Holt, 2005), 230-36; Edward E. Hale, and 

Edward F. Hale Jr., Franklin in France, 2 vols. (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1888), 1:6. 
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 Caffiéri came from a prominent family of artists who had worked in France for over a 

century, producing all manner of decoration to include busts of Bourbon monarchs and their 

courtiers. A member of Louis XVI’s court, he was also among the earliest sculptors to abandon 

the rococo style and model his work on Greco-Roman sculpture, giving rise to neoclassicism, a 

style that became associated with revolutionary movements.50 His works appeared in France 

during a period of cultural upheaval preceding France’s own revolution. As in Britain, 

monuments to les grands hommes—civil and military “Great Men”—gradually accompanied and 

even replaced memorials to aristocrats. The Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture, of 

which Caffiéri was a member, had undertaken an initiative to update French painting and 

statuary to reflect a more dignified representation of the “Great Men” of modern French history, 

including sculptures of soldiers for the École Royale Militaire.51 Caffiéri eagerly contributed to 

this project and in that time, he produced sculptured monuments to two American grands 

hommes: Benjamin Franklin and Richard Montgomery.52 

Caffiéri met Franklin through a mutual friend for whom the sculptor had produced a bust 

of her late husband. As Franklin sat to model for his own bust early in 1777, he and Caffiéri 

discussed the former’s commitment to secure a monument for Montgomery. Reviewing the 

artist’s finished work (See Appendix A, Figure 1.7) and satisfied with his skill, Franklin 

reportedly hired Caffiéri on the spot, settling on a sum of £300 (about $45,000 in modern 

American buying power) that Congress advanced. By that summer, the sculptor had progressed 

 
50 Schiff, A Great Improvisation, 236; Hale, Franklin in France, 1:151; Wend Graf Kalnein and 

Michael Levey, Art and Architecture of the Eighteenth Century in France (Baltimore: Penguin 

Books, 1972), 99. 
51 Francis H. Dowley, “D’Angiviller’s Grands Hommes and the Significant Moment,” Art 

Bulletin, 39:4 (December 1957), 259-277. 
52 Webster, Nation’s First Monument, 151. 



 

55 
 

far enough along in his design that he asked for many of the key details of Montgomery’s life 

and death:  

J’ai demandé à Monsieur votre fils les Noms, Surnoms et qualités du Général 

Montgomery, le Lieu et la Datte de sa naissance, en quell [sic] temps il a passé à Boston, 

les grades par lesquels il a passé et les plus belles actions de sa vie, comment il a attaqué 

Québec, en quell [sic] lieu, il a été tué les dates surtout de sa mort et son âge et ses armes, 

cela me très nécessaire ; comme je compte mettre un dessein du tombeau au Salon 

prochain. 

 

I asked your son for General Montgomery’s Names, Nicknames and qualities, the 

Location and Date of his birth, how long he lived in Boston, the ranks he achieved and 

the greatest aspects of his life, how he attacked Quebec, and where he was killed, above 

all the dates of his death and his age and his weapons, all of which is very necessary to 

me, since I intend to put a design of the tomb in the next Salon [exhibition].53 

 

Sure enough, Caffiéri’s design appeared in the Salon de 1777 that fall, listed as number 219 in 

the catalog, but without explicit reference to Montgomery or the circumstances of the American 

war. Sensitive to France’s precarious position in European politics and aware that the visual 

rhetoric of a monument to an American revolutionary officer could worsen that position, 

Vergennes demanded that any possible references be stricken from all designs. Thus, only the 

implicit references to revolution remained, as described by the catalog entry: 

Sur un retable soutenu par deux consoles s’élève une colonne tronquée sur laquelle est 

posée une urne cinéraire. D’un côté de la colonne est un trophée militaire accompagné 

d’une branche de cypress; de l’autre sont les attributes de la Liberté, groupés avec une 

branche de palmier. Derrière la colonne s’élève une pyramide. Sous le retablee entre les 

deux consoles, est un cartel et une table me marbre blanc pour l’inscription. 

 

On an altarpiece supported by two braces stands a truncated column on which is placed a 

funerary urn. On one side of the column is a military trophy accompanied by a branch of 

cypress; on the other side are the attributes of Liberty, grouped with a palm branch. 

 
53 Jean-Jacques Caffiéri to Benjamin Franklin, June 13, 1777, Papers of Benjamin Franklin, 

6:63, trans. by the author; William Temple Franklin, of whom Caffiéri requested the details 

about Montgomery, was Benjamin Franklin’s grandson who served as secretary to the statesman 

during the mission to Paris. Caffiéri mistakenly referred to Temple as Franklin’s son. He also 

mistakenly referred to Boston instead of New York when asking about the years of 

Montgomery’s residence in the colony. 
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Behind the column arises a pyramid. Beneath the altarpiece, between the two braces, is a 

cartouche and a white marble plaque for the inscription.54 

 

Despite French cautionary reticence to openly support America’s revolution in 1777, the 

symbols—references to military sacrifice and branches for both victory and mourning—

unmistakably favored enlightened notions of liberty by harkening back to classical republican 

concepts of freedom from slavery and the preference for death over the tyranny of corrupt 

monarchy. Perhaps to drive the point even further, Caffiéri ensured that his design for the 

Montgomery monument appeared next to his neoclassical bust of Franklin.55 

 Though the finished monument left Paris in 1777, like most other materials making their 

way from Europe to North America in those years, it did not immediately reach its intended 

destination in Philadelphia. Instead, it waited in La Havre for about a year until a Whig 

sympathizer in England volunteered to ship the monument’s nine crates across the Atlantic. Most 

ports were under blockade, but the crates eventually arrived in Edenton, North Carolina, where 

they spent the remainder of the war under the care of Joseph Hewes, one of North Carolina’s 

Congressional delegates and a signer of the Declaration of Independence. Meanwhile, Americans 

continued to fall in service to an increasingly desperate cause. Congress authorized and 

commissioned monuments to Joseph Warren and other militia generals, the Minutemen at 

Lexington and Concord, and the Continental victors at Saratoga, but none of these would appear 

until after the war’s conclusion and the recognition of American independence. 

 
54 Jean-Jacques Caffiéri, “219: Drawing of the Tomb of a General…” in H.W. Jansen, ed., 

Catalogues of the Paris Salon, 1673-1881 (60 volumes, New York: Garland Publishing, 1977) 

4:44, trans. by the author; the Salon catalog entry corresponds with the instructions for 

installation that accompanied the disassembled monument when it arrived in New York, likely 

written by Caffiéri and preserved in Papers of the Continental Congress, (Washington, DC: 

National Archives, 1958-1959), microfilm 247, reel 72, item 59, vol. 1, p. 29. 
55 Webster, Nation’s First Monument, 151-156; “The General and the Monument.” 
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 By 1785, the uncertainties of a new nation resulted in the Confederation Congress’s 

removal of the acting capital from Philadelphia to New York. Despite concerns about the 

wartime deterioration of New York and the continued presence of Loyalists in the region, plans 

were made to establish the capital and subsequently to transport the Montgomery monument 

from North Carolina. Central to these efforts was Robert R. Livingston, Montgomery’s brother-

in-law and, later, United States Minister to France from 1801 to 1804. Livingston, with 

Alexander Hamilton and New York City mayor James Duane, was responsible for urban 

revitalization efforts, and as one of the wardens of St. Paul’s chapel—itself in desperate need of 

repair—he was instrumental in proposing a permanent home for the monument on the chapel’s 

portico. Receiving approval in 1787, Livingston saw to its installation with the assistance and 

architectural expertise of French Revolutionary War veteran, Pierre-Charles L’Enfant. The 

Frenchmen had proven himself a capable engineer during the war, earning the brevet rank of 

Major for his services to American liberty. After his discharge from the army, L’Enfant set up an 

engineering firm in New York City, earning renown as a talented architect and designer.56 

 Workers first assembled the Montgomery monument according to a set of instructions 

included in one of the shipping crates. Echoing the description of the design in the Paris Salon 

catalog, the instructions gave a clear indication of how the monument should look: 

This monument is ten feet high and five wide, an entablature supported by two 

brackets of blue Turkish marble, a column of marble atop of which is an Urn of 

 
56 Journals of the Continental Congress, 1774–1789, ed. by Gaillard Hunt, 34 vols. (Washington, 

DC: Government Printing Office, 1928), 27:504-505; Webster, Nation’s First Monument, 164-

170; Jean Jules Jusserand, “Major L’Enfant and the Federal City,” in Jean Jules Jusserand, ed., 

With Americans of Past and Present Days (New York: C. Scribner, 1916), 137-195; Jean-

Jacques Caffiéri had, by this time, fallen out of favor with Benjamin Franklin over the latter’s 

lack of further commissions that the former felt had been implicitly promised, as well as 

congressional failure to advance further funds for the excessive costs of disassembling the 

finished monument and shipping it to America. 
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Italian Griotte on the side of the column is a military trophy with a branch of Cypress—

on the other side is a club which has a broken yoke: Libertas restituta is wrote on the 

club—the cap of Liberty is grouped with a branch of palm— those two trophies are of 

white marble—behind the column raises a pyramid of marble of St. Anne. Under the 

Entablature, between the two brackets is a [cartouche] of lead gild and under it a table of 

white marble for the inscription—the ground of the whole is black marble.57 

 

L'Enfant affixed the monument to St. Paul’s magnificent Palladian east window, facing 

Broadway, and supported it with additional hardware from the inside (See Appendix A, Figure 

1.8). Recognizing that this support structure disfigured the appearance of the chapel’s window 

from the congregation’s perspective, L'Enfant designed and installed an additional artistic 

contribution to the window’s interior to mask the supporting apparatus. The wood-and-plaster 

addition, from the interior view, depicted the bestowal of the Ten Commandments. When viewed 

through the east window from the portico, however, the outline of the addition defaced the 

appearance of the monument from the exterior. L'Enfant needed to tie the two structures together 

somehow, and to that end he drew on the symbols of liberty as Caffiéri had done to produce an 

impressive figure that at once emulated and stood in stark contrast to the heroic memorials at 

Stowe House in England and at Paris’s École Royale Militaire. 

 The descriptions of the Montgomery monument and its symbols of liberty, as recorded in 

the Salon catalog and the crated assembly instructions, do little justice to the rhetorically 

powerful visual elements embedded in the finished work. Its central focus, an austere column 

without a capital, instead crowned by a cinerary urn, is a grim reminder of the monument’s 

essential purpose as a tribute to a life cut short. The truncation of the column, though, might also 

represent the infringement of liberty, as represented by several other elements. Caffiéri continued 

 
57 “The nine cases baled and sealed with lead containing the carved marble sent by M. Caffiéri, 

the King’s carver directed to Mr. Walker, Sr. Inspector General of the Manufactories at Rouen, 

are marked M.C. No. 1 to 9 for the Islands. Shipped in Vincent Bedouin’s boat. Sailed Oct. 28, 

1777.” Papers of the Continental Congress, microfilm 247, reel 72, item 59, vol. 1, pg. 29. 
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to work with dual meanings in the items immediately flanking the column. Forgotten armor lying 

upon the ground indicates that the warrior’s labors have come to an end, but the armor’s 

medieval appearance calls to mind the rejection of service to feudal, hereditary nobility. This 

theme is replicated in the relinquished weapon. Like the armor, a bludgeon rests against the 

column, forgotten or no longer necessary. The words Libertas restituta—Liberty restored—

etched into the weapon offer little doubt as to their implication that through the actions of the 

hero and others like him, tyranny could not prevail.58 

 The weapon is accompanied by a broken yoke, further indicative of the stance against 

tyranny, and a Phrygian cap atop a Liberty pole, a common symbol of revolutionary and 

republican thought during the Enlightenment, drawing inspiration from the hallmark apparel of 

freed slaves in ancient Rome. Placed upon a liberty pole, the cap was a clear callback to the 

assassination of Julius Caesar, when the republican conspiracy appeared before a crowd at the 

Roman Forum with a similar pileus atop a long wooden pole, symbolizing Rome’s freedom from 

Caesar’s tyranny.59 Liberty poles had, like Phrygian caps, become symbolic of revolution, 

including in the colonies amidst the growing tensions wrought by the Stamp Act crisis. The 

 
58 Victoria J. Gallagher, et. al., “Visual Wellbeing: Intersections of Rhetorical Theory and 

Design,” Design Issues 27:2 (Spring 2011): 27-40; Federico Bellentani and Mario Panico, “The 

Meanings of Monuments and Memorials: Toward a Semiotic Approach,” Punctum: The Journal 

of Semiotics 2:1 (Spring 2016): 28-46; Gill Abousnnouga and David Manchin, The Language of 

War Monuments (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), 41-57. 
59 Adrian Goldsworthy, Caesar: Life of a Colossus (London: Phoenix, 2007), 596-619; the 

conical Phrygian bonnet, as employed symbolically by modern revolutionaries, represented a 

confusion of the bonnet with the similar pileus, a brimless conical headpiece worn by Roman 

former slaves whose masters had voluntarily freed them. Phrygian bonnets, on the other hand, 

were cultural headdress worn by Anatolian peoples on the eastern fringes of Hellenic society and 

therefore associated not with freedom, but with barbarism (non-Greek-speaking). Nevertheless, it 

was the soft, slouched Phrygian bonnet that became symbolic of many modern revolutionary 

movements, to include America’s. 
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visually rhetorical effect of the liberty pole in Montgomery’s tomb suggested that monarchy had 

once again become a threat to the rights of a people who would not be slaves. 

 Intertwined among the revolutionary elements in the monument are branches of cypress 

and palm, symbolizing respect for the dead and victory, peace, and eternal life, respectively. 

Rising behind the column and urn is an obelisk. Obelisks play an interesting role in American 

monumental history and are directly linked to similar European practices calling back once again 

to the ancients. Unlike ancient obelisks, which usually bore etched inscription and iconography 

on all four sides of a monument, those of modernity were often plain or with only minimal 

decoration. The structure became an important symbol in Freemasonry, lending another layer of 

intrinsic connection to American commemorative culture. In their essential form in modern 

sculpture, obelisks represented stability and perhaps even a more direct reference to ancient 

Egyptian symbolism of a phoenix rising. In Montgomery’s monument, then, the obelisk called to 

mind the republican spirit of Liberty that would rise again from the ashes—symbolically placed 

in the urn directly in front of the obelisk—again standing resolute, vigilant against corruption, 

ready to take up the American cause out of concern only for the greater civic good and the 

restoration of natural liberty to an oppressed people.60  

 
60 Gallagher, “Visual Wellbeing,” 27-40; Bellentani, “Meanings of Monuments,” 28-46; for 

more on obelisks in early republic commemoration, see Brian A. Curran, Obelisk: a History 
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Symbolism of Freemasonry (S.I., London, 1869); for more on Freemasonry in Britain and 
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Communities (Lexington, MA: National Heritage Museum, 2005); R. William Weisenberger, et. 
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 Analyzing the ceremonial culture during the Revolution, historian Benjamin Irvin 

contended that the Continental Congress creatively imagined how to elicit American emotion 

and patriotic fervor, even before the writing and passage of the Declaration of Independence. 

Delegates to the Congress did everything they could to appeal to American emotion and a sense 

of morality and aestheticism, aspiring to develop a model of government underscored by 

American feeling as much as, if not more than, by politics. The Continental Congress, according 

to Irvin, accomplished such a feat through ceremonial culture, which was all but compulsory 

among the people of Philadelphia throughout the Revolution, appropriating celebrations, such as 

the anniversary of independence, and symbols like the eagle and the stars-and-stripes to foster a 

visual element of American liberty.61  

All nations possess material and ritual characteristics that represent the public expression 

of national ceremonial culture. These are comprised of the visually rhetorical emblems of 

nationhood, including flags, anthems, parades, official holidays, and memorials. Governments 

have long employed ceremonial customs in the building of nations because they elicit among the 

masses a nearly spiritual outpouring of emotion, in turn cementing love and loyalty—or, as 

republicans might have called them, patriotism and civic responsibility—to the nation and its 

destiny.62 John Adams’s correspondence while in session in Philadelphia offers a model of 

Congressional thinking regarding such visual and emotional aspects of republican ceremony. 

Though he, like many of his contemporaries, eschewed religious idolatry in all its forms, Adams 

 
61 Benjamin Irvin, Clothed in Robes of Sovereignty: The Continental Congress and the People 

Out of Doors (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 131-137, 260. 
62 Irvin, Clothed in Robes of Sovereignty, 3; see also Nicole Eustace, Passion is the Gale: 

Emotion, Power, and the Coming of the American Revolution (Chapel Hill: University of North 
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vigorously sanctioned ritualism and iconography as vital components of statecraft.63 He saw 

them as important not only in lending a visual and emotional element to the Revolutionary 

moment, but also in defining that moment to the world and throughout the breadth of historical 

memory. Adams insisted on “Painting, Sculpture, Statuary, Poetry . . . publishing to the World, 

and perpetuating to Posterity, the horrid deeds of our Enemies” while envisioning colonial 

communities burning British commanders in effigy and erecting liberty poles in open defiance of 

British authority. He predicted—correctly—that the Revolution, particularly the act of 

independence, which he hailed as “the most memorable Epocha, in the history of America,” 

would be honored each year with “Pomp and Parade . . . from one End of this Continent to the 

other from this Time forward forever more.” All of this, Adams believed, instilled in patriotic 

citizens the proper passions and attitudes with which to carry out the war in defense of 

republican liberty.64 

John’s elder cousin, Samuel Adams, further held that “true Religion and good Morals are 

the only solid foundations of public liberty and happiness.” He also believed that vainglorious 

costumes and outmoded theatrics were symbols of corruption and had no place among a virtuous 

citizenry; proper ethics and a modest and sober demeanor hallmarked the patriotism of American 

statesmen and inspired civic virtue, thereby “stamp[ing] the Character of the People.”65 

 
63 John Adams to William Tudor, Philadelphia, 7 October 1774; John Adams to Abigail Adams, 

Philadelphia, 9 October 1774; John Adams Diary, 9 October 1774, Letters I: 156-157, 163-165; 

Irvin, Clothed in Robes of Sovereignty, 6; see also Derek H. Davis, Religion and the Continental 

Congress, 1774-1789: Contributions to Original Intent (New York: Oxford University Press, 

200). 
64 John Adams to Abigail Adams, Philadelphia, 27 April 1777; John Adams to Abigail Adams, 

Philadelphia, 3 July 1776; John Adams to Abigail Adams, Philadelphia, 28 April 1777, Letters, 

4: 375-376, 6:661-662, 666-667; Irvin, Clothed in Robes of Sovereignty, 7; Eustace, Passion is 
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Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and George Washington, among others, all came to see 

ceremony in the same republican contexts that colored their political consciousness—as a matter 

of solemn civic responsibility.66  

Thus, American ceremonial culture of the Revolutionary period thrived on conventional 

patriotic etiquette as much as on public spectacle, which was adapted from previous European 

traditions, themselves holdovers from pre-modern diplomatic practices. The melding of 

ceremony—complete with rituals and symbols—with moral and ethical civic virtue produced in 

Revolutionary America a visual and experiential framework for what sociologist Robert Bellah, 

borrowing from Jean-Jacques Rousseau, referred to as American civil religion.67 Near the 

conclusion of his landmark Social Contract, Rousseau described the religion of the citizen, as 

opposed to the religion of man: “[Civil religion], which is codified in a single nation, provides its 

gods, its own guardian benefactors; it has its creeds, its rites, and its external cult advised by law; 

outside the single nation that follows it, all the world is in its sight unfaithful, alien and barbaric; 

the obligations and rights of man extend only as far as its own altars.”68 Rousseau compared civil 

religion to those practiced by all early peoples and argued that it was good—better, perhaps—

than universal theism because: 

[I]t unites the divine cult with love of the laws, and, making nation the object of the 

citizens' worship, teaches them that service done to the State is service done to its patron 

god. It is a form of theocracy, in which there can be no pontiff but the prince, and no 

priests save the magistrates. To die for one's country then becomes martyrdom; violation 

of its laws, sin; and to subject one who is guilty to public humiliation is to condemn him 

to the anger of the gods: Sacer estod.69 

 
66 Irvin, Clothed in Robes of Sovereignty, 7-8. 
67 Robert N. Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” Daedalus 96 (Winter 1967): 1-21; Jean-

Jacques Rousseau, Du Contrat Social; ou, Principes du Droit Politique, 5 vols. (Amsterdam: 

Marc Michel Rey, 1762), 4:8, trans. by the author. 
68 Rousseau, Du Contrat Social, 4:8. 
69 Rousseau, Du Contrat Social, 4;8. Sacer estod is a Latin phrase translating, roughly, to “let 
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Bellah, writing in the 1960s, examined the concept of civil religion in American contexts. He 

asserted that public references to theism in the United States—generally, within a Judeo-

Christian basis—have long serve a specific ceremonial function in which republican leadership 

placates the common and, by eighteenth-century standards, unenlightened citizenry. Evoking 

Benjamin Franklin’s diary and personal views on religion, Bellah demonstrated an explicit 

connection between civil religion and civic virtue.70  

To ensure that the people embraced American ceremonial culture and its symbols in the 

spirit of revolution, Congress policed public morality, created currency that was emblematic of 

republican values, and designed and approved military and civilian honors. The delegates 

believed that the people would more readily accept and adhere to policy and even take up arms 

for the cause of liberty if they had emotional ties to their leaders and the proposed confederation. 

Irvin carefully pointed out that the people had agency in these cultural decisions through the 

ways they reacted to Congressional cultural directives. Congress faced plenty of contest for the 

hearts and minds of the people. Internally, Congress was never united on every point and debate 

was often contentious. Externally, several social factions, including the common people, 

Continental officers, and even Loyalists, lent their voices to the debates, occasionally approving 

but often flatly rejecting Congressional proposals. 

Philadelphians often directly opposed or openly disobeyed cultural dictates with which 

they did not agree. Loyalists naturally questioned the morality and even the sanity of the cultural 

authors within Congress, and the army sought the means to create their own ceremonial culture, 

 
70 Bellah, “Civil Religion in America,” 1-21; Benjamin Franklin, The Life of Dr. Benjamin 

Franklin, 1st American ed. (Philadelphia: Benjamin James, 1794), 64; Franklin states, “that the 

most acceptable service of God was the doing good to man; that our souls are immortal; and that 

all crime will be punished, and virtue rewarded, either here or hereafter.” 
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based on military considerations, rather than political ones. In other words, Congress did not 

have universal success in creating the desired culture on their own. American ceremonial culture, 

in the end, proved to be a joint effort that often left Congress agreeing to, rather than imposing, 

the proper attitudes and commemorations.71 Thus, it was crucial for Montgomery’s monument, 

originally intended for Philadelphia, to bear symbols and meaning that were agreeable to the 

people of the emerging nation. New York’s colonial assembly and the builders of George III’s 

erstwhile monument had disregarded the sentiment of the people, to disastrous result. The 

Continental Congress could not afford to make a similar mistake. 

 L’Enfant incorporated another addition into the support structure, intended to frame the 

monument from the inside. He depicted an eagle atop a globe, its talons drawing back a draped 

“Betsy Ross” flag and revealing the Western hemisphere, implicating an unveiling of liberty in 

the Americas. A sun with thirteen rays shines upon the hemisphere, while among the clouds 

below a cherub mourns Montgomery’s sacrifice, his torch inverted in deference to the lost hero. 

The symbolic elements depicting liberty as a divine aspect would be drawn on again when the 

Washington presidential administration attempted to raise funds for a monument to the American 

Revolution itself in 1795.72 

 Many of the visual elements in Montgomery’s monument—the column and urn, the 

armor and weapon cast aside, and the classical symbolism of obelisks, cypress, and palm—

connect the monument to similar memorials in London, but there were two notably absent 

 
71 Irvin, Clothed in Robes of Sovereignty, 281. 
72 “The General and the Monument.” For more about the 1795 monument to the American 

Revolution, see George Washington, “Enclosure: A Description of the Monument Consecrated 

to Liberty, 1795,” The Papers of George Washington, Presidential Series, 1 October 1794–31 

March 1795, 28 vols., ed. by David R. Hoth and Carol S. Ebel (Charlottesville: University of 

Virginia Press, 2013), 17:524–26. 
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elements that set the first American monument among and apart from its British predecessors. 

During the war, Americans believed they were protecting what was most fundamentally 

British—their natural liberties. Therefore, when Franklin commissioned the monument from 

Caffiéri in 1777, he wanted explicit references to colonial grievances but was careful not to 

indicate independence. The Declaration of Independence was not yet a year old and the outcome 

of the war looked bleak. Perhaps believing the monument would be installed immediately upon 

completion, Franklin was wise in his reticence to provoke further hostility by etching 

independence in stone.73 

The more striking omission was the absence of any visual reference to Richard 

Montgomery, the man, save the obvious allusions to his military service. The monuments to the 

heroes of British history that continued to crowd Stowe House’s gardens, where stands the 

obelisk to James Wolfe, generally included at least some visual likeness of the commemorated 

hero, sometimes a bust or bas relief, often a full-length portrait or equestrian statues (see 

Appendix A, Figures 1.9 and 1.10). In traditional British commemorative practice, the greatness 

of the empire was and would always be embodied in the people whom their monuments 

represented: the higher echelons of society, politics, and the military. In the case of 

Montgomery’s monument, however, the absence of the general in corporeal form implies a 

perhaps subtle difference. The sacrifice of the grand homme, Montgomery, was an incentive for 

memorialization, but it was the cause for which he died that deserved a monument in stone. The 

inscription etched into the space underneath the altarpiece seems to suggest this: “This 

Monument is erected . . . to transmit to Posterity a grateful remembrance of the patriotism, 
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conduct, enterprize [sic] & perseverance of Major General RICHARD MONTGOMERY.”74
 In other 

words, the qualities of Liberty as embodied by the general were the subject of commemoration to 

be honored by the emerging nation.  

The affective rhetoric of the Montgomery memorial was impressive even for 

revolutionary republicans. Here was tribute to an immigrant farmer, caught up unwittingly in 

revolutionary politics and unhesitatingly laying down his own life for the preservation of that 

which was most precious, most pure, and most utterly British—the rights of man. Only now, a 

tyrannical monarch seemed determined to crush the rights of man and true British liberty was in 

the hands of American colonists, any one of whom could do what Richard Montgomery had 

done, armed with the belief that they alone upheld the truest ideals of the empire. 

 The monument was not fully unveiled, with L'Enfant’s additions, until 1788. Caffiéri’s 

drawing of the design had been obscure in its references to the American Revolution, and the 

sculpture itself had languished disassembled in North Carolina through most of the war. When it 

finally entered the public consciousness in New York, the revolutionary atmosphere in which the 

monument had been conceptualized had given way to an independent young nation trying to 

determine how it would be governed. To that end, it is useful to consider why New York became 

the permanent destination for a public memorial sculpture to a national hero. Philadelphia, quite 

simply, had become untenable as a site for the monument—the Pennsylvania Mutiny of 1783, 

pitting the confederation government in Philadelphia against a disgruntled soldiery, and the 

subsequent refusal of Pennsylvania’s governor, John Dickinson, to protect lawmakers with state 

militia had left bad blood between the two governments. Furthermore, by the time the monument 

was finally to be installed, Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson has entered their secret 
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deliberations regarding a permanent national capital in the South. Besides, Montgomery himself 

had lived in New York and served there, and Robert Livingston was a city man as well. 

Furthermore, many Americans thought that New York, with its access to trade and finance, was 

likely to become the permanent national capital.75  

None of these provide a definitive explanation for the monument’s placement, but New 

York’s own history of monumentalism might. Although regional memorials to various people 

dotted the colonial landscape, often as elaborate gravesites, New York became the primary 

destination for imperial monuments to British “Great Men.” In Greenwich Village, after all, a 

replica to James Wolfe’s obelisk had stood, Wall Street once meandered past a sculpted portrait 

of William the Elder Pitt, and Broadway had run down to the Bowling Green to a brilliantly 

gleaming statue of George III, upon his steed, atop a stone pedestal, encircled by a wrought iron 

fence adorned with little gold crowns. The people of New York rejected that statue in its entirety, 

but in the 1780s, though the king was gone, the fence and the pedestal remained, reminders of 

the imperial gaze that had once troubled their pursuit of happiness. Where else, then, could the 

first monument in an independent former colony of that very same king have gone, but on the 

front porch of a church right across the street? The message was, once again, clear: the king is 

dead; long live the Republic. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE ROOTS OF AMERICAN IDENTITY IN LOCAL REVOLUTIONARY 

MONUMENTS, 1788-1799 
 

 Nowhere else in the late eighteenth-century United States were memorial structures so 

visually and rhetorically republican as in New York City. The Second Continental Congress 

called for additional monuments in the earliest years of the war, destined for Massachusetts and 

Virginia among other locales. Congress was never forthcoming in providing funds or other 

necessary support for their construction, though, and the increasingly indebted state assemblies 

had more than enough demands on wartime budgets. It made little sense from a local perspective 

to build national memorials. Given the uncertainty of victory, building monuments was a low 

priority for many people concerned for their lives and well-being as war intensified. More 

importantly, most colonists simply did not recognize themselves in a nation. Even as Congress 

declared independence and unity for the states, the people of the individual states kept their eyes 

affixed on local issues. Most American monuments of the late eighteenth century were therefore 

local affairs that produced parochial narratives of the revolution. As the nation grew and 

matured, parochial memories of disparate localities increasingly developed in tandem, eventually 

coalescing into a national commemorative tradition based in the shared revolutionary experience. 

 Locality of the American Revolution naturally translated into localism of memory. 

Before the early nineteenth century, the local community was the center of every aspect of most 

Americans’ lives. As French memory historian Pierre Nora demonstrated in his paradigm-

shifting scholarship, human beings existed in milieux de mémoire or “places of memory” before 

the commercial and industrial revolutions of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Every 

memory most people generated was within their small communities, shared with the people they 

regularly encountered. As localities became closely tied through trade and other connections into 



 

70 
 

larger communities, they had to account for others’ localized memories. To create a nation, as 

scholar Benedict Anderson demonstrated, founders had to inspire a collective memory that 

would bind citizens of varying ethnic, racial, religious, cultural, and even national backgrounds. 

As milieux de memoires were lost to homogenization, the new national memory could not 

manifest in comparable ways.  Lieux de mémoire or “sites of memory,” became symbolic of the 

shared and often invented traditions of Americans’ collective memory.1 They included intangible 

concepts such as language and tradition as well as physical objects, like monuments. Nora 

characterized sites of memory as important elements of memorial heritage and, ultimately, 

national identity. In England, Britons had embraced such sites of memory— lieux de mémoire 

like Westminster Abbey and the gardens at Stowe House, with their tombs and statues of English 

heroes, were suitable proxies for milieux de mémoire like Stonehenge, Glastonbury Tor, or even 

Hastings. In the 1770s, though, American colonists remained local in their orientations, owing in 

large part to their hesitance to modernize industrially, technologically, and in their sense of 

historical identity. They lived and interacted to great extent in mileux de memoire throughout the 

Revolution and its aftermath.  

Beginning with protests over the Proclamation of 1763 and the Stamp Act of 1765, 

American colonists evaded the concept of nationhood, even as they united in protest. As the 

Revolutionary War began, soldiers both local and continental went to the battlefield not in 

defense of a nation but in defiance of an empire that disregarded the rights of its people. Military 

 
1 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” Representations 26 

(Spring 1989): 7-24; Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 

Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983). On the transition of American culture from 

localized to state to eventually national contexts, see Laura F. Edwards, The People and Their 

Peace: Legal Culture and the Transformation of Inequality in the Post-Revolutionary South 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2009). 
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effort was often spontaneous and organized through local efforts. Stockpiling of weapons and 

training of militia were the responsibility of local committees, rather than a continental or even 

provincial congress. When the Minute Men lined up on Lexington Green on the morning of April 

19, 1775, it was not in response to the lofty rhetoric of liberty but because a midnight rider had 

shouted an alarm that British redcoats infiltrated the community. The debates and decisions of 

lawyers and businessmen in Philadelphia meant little to farmers in Lexington as trained soldiers 

bore down on their quiet homes. Likewise, commemorative national legacies were far from their 

minds. As Michael Kammen suggested, the present mattered to them in those moments more 

than did the past or the future.2 When the British garrison evacuated Boston the following spring, 

the Minute Men went back to their farms rather than follow the war into the mid-Atlantic 

region.3 Thus, toward the end of the eighteenth century, as citizens of Massachusetts 

remembered the Revolution, it made sense to them to commemorate local heroes who embodied 

the Revolution by safeguarding homes and communities, rather than notables from other places 

with whom they shared little public interest. Virginians and residents of other states followed 

suit. 

As Americans memorialized their local heroes, they laid claims to the collective memory 

of the Revolution, honoring members of their individual communities for their services and 

 
2 Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The Transformation of Tradition in American 

Culture (New York: Knopf, 1991), 15-39. 
3 Robert A. Gross, The Minutemen and Their World (New York: Hill and Wang, 1976); for more 

on localism in the American Revolution and early republic, see Keith Mason, “Localism, 

Evangelicalism, and Loyalism: The Sources of Discontent in the Revolutionary Chesapeake,” 

Journal of Southern History 56 (February 1990): 23-54; Andrew W. Robinson, “Look on This 

Picture…And on This! Nationalism, Localism, and Partisan Images of Otherness in the United 

States, 1787-1820,” American Historical Review 106 (October 2001): 1263-1280; Gregory T. 

Knouff, The Soldiers’ Revolution: Pennsylvanians in Arms and the Forging of Early American 
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sacrifices on liberty’s behalf. They elevated local figures to national prominence, seeking to lend 

their communities’ names and deeds to the records of American history. Gradually emerging 

from places of local memory and venturing into what Anderson called “imagined communities,” 

Americans spun a national narrative, forging a commemorate culture from the collective 

experience of revolution and warfare. Their work coincided with the first written histories of the 

Revolution, which appeared between 1789 and 1805. As local and regional commemorative 

traditions melded into a cohesive American collective memory, an important, perhaps crucial 

element of the cultural nation came into being.4 

Revolutionary War veteran David Ramsay, a physician and legislator from Charleston, 

published a local history of the Revolution in South Carolina in 1785; four years later, he 

followed up with a national history that earned him widespread recognition as the first historian 

of the American Revolution.5 In Ramsay’s estimation, many generations of colonial self-

determinism realized in small, local, and disparate communities produced a people who 

“nurtured a love for Liberty” and who were free, by virtue of their distance from London, from 

“the contagion of ministerial influence.”6 Gordon S. Wood agreed with Ramsay in this regard 

and noted that Parliament always appeared, even in the best of times, to be an extraneous 

imposition of power that undermined their own local institutions, particularly concerning 

 
4 Nora, “Between Memory and History,” 7-24; Anderson, Imagined Communities; David 

Ramsay, The History of the American Revolution, 2 vols. (Philadelphia: R. Aiken & Son, 1789); 

Mercy Otis Warren, History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution, 

3 vols. (Boston: Manning & Loring, 1805); see also Arthur H. Shaffer, The Politics of History: 

Writing the History of the American Revolution, 1783–1815 (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1975); Lester H. Cohen, The Revolutionary Histories: Contemporary Narratives of the 

American Revolution (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1980), Chapter 6. 
5 David Ramsay, History of the Revolution of South Carolina, from a British Province to an 

Independent State, 2 volumes (Trenton, NJ: Isaac Collins, 1785). 
6 Ramsay, History of the American Revolution, I, 8-13, 28-29. 
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government.7 Ramsay further comments that their experiences in war entrenched Americans’ 

ideals regarding self-determination and industriousness, and that as they assembled freely in the 

Continental Congress and in the army, they “were assimilated into one mass” and “[l]ocal 

prejudices abated. By frequent collision asperities were worn off, and a foundation was laid for 

the establishment of a nation, from discordant materials.”8 In other words, the fight now 

belonged to all Americans, regardless of the colony from which they hailed, and in that crucible 

of revolution, local predispositions merged into national sentiment.9 

A similar type of history of the Revolution materialized from the quill of a woman, 

Mercy Otis Warren. By virtue of her birth into the powerful Otis family of Boston, and her 

marriage to revolutionary politician and soldier James Warren, Mercy enjoyed many of the 

comforting aspects of elite republican womanhood. For women of her ilk, the Revolutionary era 

represented an opportunity for political activism, despite their forced absence from the polls. By 

the time Warren published her history of the Revolution in 1805, however, political partisanship 

had developed a stranglehold on the United States. Warren’s narrative, therefore, was heavily 

influenced by Democratic-Republican nationalist rhetoric, in opposition to Federalists like David 

Ramsay. Nevertheless, like Ramsay, Warren situated the local loyalties of American colonists 

within a nationalist framework, looking to the nation as the unifying and defining factor of 

American exceptionalism, an “enviable example to all the world, of peace, liberty, righteousness, 

and truth.”10 She viewed the commitment of virtuous citizens throughout the United States to 

 
7 Wood, Radicalism of the American Revolution, 111, 364-369. 
8 Ramsay, History of the American Revolution, II, 630-632. 
9 As for Loyalists and others who did not fit neatly into the national consensus, Ramsay deftly 

consigned them to an appendix; see Arthur H. Shaffer, To Be an American: David Ramsay and 
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their local republican communities as exemplary of American character. So, revolutionary deeds 

performed in Boston were not the work of Bay Colonists, nor in Philadelphia that of 

Pennsylvanians, nor in Williamsburg that of Virginians. Rather, for Mercy Warren, the nation 

was greater than the sum of its local parts; in effect, those local heroes were all Americans. The 

sites of their actions, then, were not simply milieux de mémoire, with meaning only for those 

who consumed them locally. Naturally, local communities wished to mark their individual roles 

in the national narrative and over time, local monuments and memorials—whether accurately 

situated on historical ground or erected in the nearest public venue—presented themselves as 

lieux de mémoire, where Americans of many stripes could derive meaning regarding the birth of 

the nation.  

Cultural scholars have recently devoted much attention to the intersections of local and 

national commemorative histories in the early republic. Historian Len Travers examined these 

connections in relation to national holidays and celebratory culture. In Travers’s assessment, 

commemorative celebrations served the emergent United States in four significant ways. First, 

celebrations connected the people and landscape to “an increasingly legendary past.”11 In the 

context of Nora’s sites of memory and Anderson’s imagined communities, Travers’s legendary 

past became the catalyst by which national commemorative culture developed during the early 

republican period. Persistent legends regarding generals and battlefield heroics made their way 

into a mélange of fact and fiction that formed the basis for American civil religion, solemnly 

trotted out each Independence Day amidst great pageantry. For example, the issues faced by the 

Continental Army regarding weather, supplies, and troop starvation, became indicative of the 

 
11 Len Travers, Celebrating the Fourth: Independence Day and the Rites of Nationalism in the 
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crucible and miraculous recovery of war-weary soldiers in a calamitous winter encampment. 

That hellish legendary landscape perfectly framed the mythical image of General Washington, 

on his knees in the snow, praying in earnest for guidance and salvation. This image, of course, 

first developed in the imagination of one Mason Locke Weems after Washington’s death, despite 

no contemporaneous account of such an occurrence.12 Nevertheless, the myth was but one of 

many like it regarding the founders and the Revolutionary generation, and commemorative 

culture in the United States increasingly took its ritual and symbolic cues from fabricated 

histories that shaped public memory. 

Second, festival celebrations served the nation by imparting national patriotism over local 

or regional interests. Simply put, national fêtes such as Independence Day gradually replaced or 

conjoined with local observances such as Boston’s Massacre Day (March 5, celebrated from 

1771 to 1783) and Charleston’s Palmetto Day which commemorated the minor American victory 

at Sullivan’s Island, now Fort Moultrie (June 28, recognized from 1777 to 1875 before becoming 

Carolina Day, which is still codified in South Carolina state law, though rarely observed in 

contemporary practice). In the case of Palmetto Day, many communities in and around 

Charleston—accustomed as they were to their holiday—simply shared the focus of the 
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celebration between a minor victory in a single battle and the ultimate triumph of independence, 

highlighting the state’s role in the larger narrative of the nation’s struggle.13 In Boston, though, 

Independence Day likely faced little resistance when it replaced Massacre Day after 1783. 

Massacre Day commemorated a tragic event that induced fear, outrage, and a sense of betrayal. 

Its participants gathered in mourning for their martyrs, felled by British muskets on March 5, 

1770. The observance served a purpose throughout the Revolutionary War, but its purpose was 

fulfilled once independence was secured. The people of Boston, though they would not forget the 

massacre, no longer needed to actively remember it; rather they, too, turned their observances 

toward victory on the Fourth of July.14 

Further, Travers contended that celebratory culture offered opportunities for regular 

reevaluation and reinterpretation of American collective memory about the past. Certainly, the 

planners and organizers of Independence Day festivals sought to create a nationally unified ritual 

to connect Americans across time and space, and the annual nature of such celebrations provided 

an ordered and consistent signal for people to infuse their own meanings into the national 

narrative. As the founding generation aged and began to pass away, their children took the 

mantle of memory, as generated by Independence Day celebrations, and shaped it to fit their 

changing worldviews. In so doing, they nationalized commemorative activity regarding the 

founders; as Michael Kammen pointed out, on the Fourth of July, Southerners had no qualms 

about toasting John Adams of Braintree, Massachusetts and Democratic-Republicans readily 

lauded the visionary leadership of Federalists such as Adams and John Jay.15  
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Finally, according to Travers, celebrations veiled the indecisions and apparent 

imperfections in the fledgling republic, affecting the appearance of harmonious ideological 

nationhood and silencing the real social and political conflict of the era.16 Republican leadership 

during and after the war approved of national festivals and celebrations because they defied the 

notion that social stratification and political infighting threatened stability. Furthermore, festival 

and ritual culture provided a means for the inclusion of common people in local celebrations, 

including those otherwise consigned to the social margins. Pioneering social historian E.P 

Thompson discussed such festivities, known in France as charivaris, in eighteenth-century 

French and British popular cultures as opportunities for ritualesque social inversion practices that 

allowed communities to gently shame leadership elites for various abuses of the public trust. In 

America, “shivarees” were commonplace beginning in the colonial period, drawing from 

European traditions and often sanctioned as opportunities to ease social tensions in the name of 

community harmony and inclusion in the body politic.17 A community might implement 

inversion practices, occasionally including elaborate costume and stagecraft, to protest a 

scandalous marriage or an unpopular government official. As the American Revolution emerged 
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in the mid-eighteenth century, participation in revolutionary rituals and festivals instinctively 

targeted British authorities and served as a badge of loyalty to the Revolutionary cause and, later, 

to the nation itself.18  

Print culture was among the chief means by which local commemorative traditions 

gained national traction in the early republic. Historian David Waldstreicher demonstrated how 

nationalism in the early United States grew quickly because of local interests in promoting 

celebrations and festivals. Print culture of local events spread nationally, giving local cultural 

customs extra-local meaning. As Waldstreicher contended, disparate and sometimes isolated 

groups of Americans saw the value in applying nationalist rhetoric in such a manner to serve 

parochial concerns. Nationalism, then, was not an abstract ideological movement with the 

concept of the nation at its center but one born of shared popular experiences as revealed in 

celebrations, parades, toasts, songs, symbols, and printed discourse. Waldstreicher interpreted 

celebratory and ritual culture as the true political public sphere of the early republic, an arena 

that allowed many peoples to participate in and define the political culture of the new nation.19 

Through celebrations and festivals, rife with symbolism, people debated the legacy of the 

American Revolution and protested, if necessary, their exclusion from its legacies. Through 

celebrating the birth of the nation, according to Waldstreicher, political leadership legitimized 

and elevated local issues to national prominence. Thus, a symbiotic relationship developed 

between local interests and national rhetoric. Relentless politicization gave nationalist rituals 

their most important meanings as contestants vied for the claim of true American nationality and 
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the legacy of the Revolution, thereby producing “the nation.” Print culture, in describing ritual 

activity, shaped ritual and political activity over time and space. For example, colonial class 

resentments and anti-aristocratic language of the American Revolution reappeared in festive 

culture, providing a venue for partisan political divisions that characterized the new form of 

government that revolution engendered. Fourth of July celebrations, for example, organized by 

local committees, often blurred the lines between elite and common peoples for the duration of 

the festivities, imparting an egalitarian civic identity within the community and reinforcing 

republican ideals in government. The tradition of ritual inversion played a significant role in 

Fourth of July pageantry, as did grandiloquent speechmaking by celebrated orators. Speakers 

often tailored their orations specifically to the crowds assembled before them. Since newspapers 

played a crucial role in recording and printing such speeches, ideological consensus tended to 

form around common themes. Thus, Colonel A. Moore decried the democratic excesses of the 

French Revolution to his Westmoreland, New Hampshire Federalist audience in 1798, while in 

1810, Dr. Charles Caldwell delivered an oration with a different tone to his audience of the 

American Republican Society in Philadelphia. Holiday sentiments appeared to be held in 

common, but many of the gatherings were political, thereby interpreting those attitudes in 

consistently partisan ways.20 

Indeed, as Simon P. Newman demonstrated, nearly all Americans experienced politics 

through commemorative activity. Ordinary people were active in their local political and cultural 

worlds, participating in a national popular culture by celebrating events like George 
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Washington’s birthday, Independence Day, and even the French Revolution. Newman asserted 

that culture became politics as public ritual evolved into symbols of opposing political parties—

Federalists in the North donned the black-and-white cockade worn by Continental soldiers, while 

Democratic-Republicans in the South employed the red-white-and-blue cockade popular among 

French revolutionaries. Thus, like Waldstreicher, Newman showed that the public sphere became 

contested terrain between local, regional, and national commemorative influences. For Newman, 

dissent was not a feature of new American government. Rather, dissent emanated from British 

commemorative cultural tradition, and the monuments of the early American republic continued 

that tradition.21 

For eighteenth-century Britons, according to Newman, festivity in all its forms was 

familiar. In the British colonies, however, regional and ethnic diversity produced a fractured 

political culture, attributable to weak communication networks that slowed or even stunted the 

development of a larger national consciousness. For example, when Benjamin Franklin proposed 

the Albany Plan of Union in 1754, the first attempt at trans-colonial unification in response to the 

outbreak of the French and Indian War, the famous “JOIN, or DIE” cartoon appeared in 

newspapers, its segmented serpent representing the various colonies and evincing the distressing 

colonial disunity in the face of French hostilities.22 Gradual cultural unification increased 

following the French and Indian War as intercolonial infrastructure benefitted from British 

efforts to enforce revenue laws in North America. Major British festivals grew into regional and 

class traditions, including the celebration of the king’s birthday in southern colonies, observance 

of religious festivals among the Puritan New England colonists, and the generally boisterous and 
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deeply anti-Catholic revelry of Pope’s Night, an evolution of the British Guy Fawkes Night. As 

communities coalesced into regions, a pre-national culture began to emerge that closely 

resembled the British commemorative traditions from which it sprang. Federalists ensured that 

recognition of Washington’s birthday replaced the king’s, but as the first president’s reputation 

diminished somewhat in the wake of debates over federalism and especially following Jay’s 

Treaty, Democratic-Republicans eschewed such tributes to Washington. Instead, they defiantly 

applauded and added celebrations of the revolutions in France and Haiti to their commemorative 

culture, issues from which Federalists recoiled. Such celebrations became significant in their 

incorporation of women as symbols of liberty and virtue, and in their inclusion of free African 

Americans into a revolutionary brotherhood to rail against oppression throughout the Western 

world.  

American women occupied contested and complicated social real estate in early 

republican commemoration. Men, particularly of the landed class, dictated the lives of women 

through coverture, having done so for generations in European cultures, disallowing women a 

voice—individually or collectively—in public society. Thus, in the years following 

independence, women were generally not allowed to directly participate in the commemorative 

activities. According to Travers, women leapt at opportunities to participate in any way they 

could—occasionally performing as allegorical figures representing Liberty or Independence in 

symbolic inversions of their own—but often they attended such festivities only passively, as 

spectators. They did not assume public leadership roles.23 Rather, women had defined for 
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themselves a concept of “republican motherhood,” wherein they played a vital if private role in 

securing the republic by raising virtuous children.24 Although they were usually spectators at 

public ceremonies, they fulfilled a ritual role, supporting and absorbing republican virtue as 

demonstrated through celebration. As political dissent grew in the republic, however, women 

assumed increasingly more inversive—and sometimes subversive—roles in commemorative 

ritual. The French Revolution, employing symbolic peasant Marianne as the personification of 

liberté, égalité, and fraternité, afforded new opportunities to reinterpret and reframe 

Revolutionary rhetoric. Opponents of American neutrality in the wars of the French Revolution 

readily drew parallels between Marianne in France and Columbia in America. Commemoration 

of the French Revolution, in defiance of Federalist sentiment, included women as key 

components of the festivities, adorned in the traditional Phrygian caps and other trappings of 

classical liberty.25 

Certainly, the participation of African Americans in public celebration did not indicate 

full, outright inclusion in society. Political citizenship, of course, was denied to black people in 

the early republic. Through ritual and symbolic inversion, however, they often incorporated 

themselves into local commemorative activity as social others had done for generations in 
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Study of Dress Worn by French Revolutionary Partisans, 1789-1794,” Eighteenth-Century 
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Anglo-American societies.26 Initially, black Americans celebrated bipartisan holidays alongside 

white citizens in northern cities. In Boston, for example, black men during Election Week gently 

caroused and poked fun at white electoral rituals while unabashed elites looked on approvingly, 

admiring and congratulating themselves for their cosmopolitan virtue in representing all the 

people.27 Here, African Americans were patriotic spectacle, though, contradicting the realities of 

racial injustice and enhancing the perception of a diverse and egalitarian society. Independence 

Day celebrations followed suit. Political organizations cast participating blacks as avatars of 

Revolutionary heroism. Black musicians and entertainers joined in the festivities at the behest—

and expense—of white revelers.28 Nevertheless, the unsettling juxtaposition of national 

independence and racial slavery caught many northern whites ill-prepared to reassess black 

citizenship, and with rising fear and mistrust following the Haitian Revolution, it was not long 

before African Americans were increasingly precluded from popular ritual even in the free states 

of the north. By the early 1800s, violence between groups of white and black revelers in 

Philadelphia was common.29  

 The inclusion, inversion, and eventual preclusion of women and African Americans from 

public commemoration nevertheless lent them a voice in the creation of American national 

identity and culture, often, per Newman, to the consternation of republican elites.30 Out of this 
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30 Newman, Parades and Politics of the Street, pp. 



 

84 
 

environment of consistent reinterpretation of Revolutionary rhetoric, United States 

commemorative culture fully came into being; monuments and other physical memorials that 

remained manifest when the celebrations had quieted provided consistent visual rhetoric to 

enforce both local and national perspectives.  

 Any inclusion of marginalized communities, though, highlighted the tension between 

local and national commemoration. National leaders—Federalist or Democratic-Republican—

sought a unified culture, but they generally failed to realize local circumstances that pushed back 

against unity. Black or female participation in public ritual may have been rare or exceptional in 

Boston and Philadelphia, for example, but it was virtually nonexistent in Richmond and 

Charleston. In fact, even as partisanship receded somewhat from public celebrations into the 

nineteenth century, Southerners increasingly struggled to align national rhetoric with their local 

and regional interests, and Independence Day observances grew into a major dilemma for many 

Southern communities.31 Meanwhile, among abolitionists in the North, the meaning of 

independence itself underwent significant reinterpretation, as African American voices were 

drawn more directly into the anti-slavery conversation. Frederick Douglass pointedly reminded 

his white Independence Day audience in 1852 that “The rich inheritance of justice, liberty, 

prosperity and independence, bequeathed by your fathers, is shared by you, not by me. The 

sunlight that brought light and healing to you, has brought stripes and death to me. This Fourth 

[of] July is yours, not mine. You may rejoice, I must mourn.”32 
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Nevertheless, it is important to note that local and national interests were not permanently 

locked into oppositional dichotomy. Rather, the relationship appears at times to have been 

synergetic, especially after 1789 and through the early 1820s.33 Self-interest was hardly unique 

to Boston or Virginia or anywhere else in the emerging nation, but when the unified colonies 

achieved independence against the odds and the nation became a physical and political reality, 

the erstwhile disparate communities found themselves drawn into the national fabric by virtue of 

their commemorative activity. Particularly in places of revolutionary significance, people wanted 

to commemorate the part they and their friends and neighbors played in securing America’s 

liberty. Often, sculptures erected for such purposes memorialized sacrifice in defense of liberty, 

as was the case with Richard Montgomery’s monument in New York. Like Robert Blake and 

James Wolfe in Britain, Montgomery embodied sacrifice on behalf of an idea greater than 

himself. The traditional British commemoration of such fallen heroes marked a natural initial 

stage of post-British monumentalism in the United States. To claim the Revolution and honor 

members of their communities, local and provincial assemblies revisited wartime Congressional 

recommendations for the names of slain soldiers worthy of such honors. 

 Synergy between national and local manifested more clearly in a monument to Major 

General Joseph Warren. In April 1777, the Second Continental Congress resolved to raise a 

memorial in Boston to Warren, who had died at the Battle of Bunker Hill two years previously. 

 
33 I note synergy between local and national commemoration from 1789 to about 1824 for two 

reasons: first, these years framed the period between the birth of the constitutional United States 

and the supposed Era of Good Feelings, in which single-party influence often promoted national 

unity and identity through local character, especially during the rise of nationalistic feeling 

following the War of 1812; second, throughout much of this period, local commemorative efforts 

often revisited and adopted national commissions for public monuments; see Mercy Otis Warren, 

History of . . . the American Revolution; Steven Watts, The Republic Reborn: War and the 

Making of Liberal America, 1790-1820 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987). 
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Warren, a physician by trade, had been influential in Boston’s Sons of Liberty and president of 

the Massachusetts Provincial Congress. Bostonians touted many aspects of his services to their 

city as worthy of commemoration. He also served as the Grandmaster of St. Andrew’s Masonic 

Lodge alongside Paul Revere, and of the Provincial Grand Lodge of Massachusetts, which he 

established. On March 6, 1775, town officials selected him as the keynote speaker to 

commemorate the annual anniversary of the Boston Massacre. Thousands of Boston citizens 

packed into the Old South Meeting House with British redcoats positioned at the exits to the 

building, expecting a dramatic scene. Warren, an amateur actor while studying at Harvard, did 

not disappoint, arriving in a white toga and, because of the size of the crowd and wishing to 

avoid harassment by the soldiers, entering the building by climbing up a ladder and through a 

window. Once settled at the pulpit, Warren delivered a thirty-five-minute oration that 

passionately summarized arguments in favor of American resistance to British tyranny. His 

words came weeks before Patrick Henry’s “liberty or death” speech to the Virginia Convention, 

and in full view of armed soldiers. At one point, according to some reports, one of the soldiers 

menacingly fiddled with a handful of musket balls, as though warning the speaker of his fate. 

Warren simply covered the soldier’s palm holding the ammunition with a white handkerchief 

and continued his oration.34 

 
34 Tom Malone, “’Act Worthy of Yourselves’: Joseph Warren on Defending Liberty,” Objective 

Standard: A Journal of Culture & Politics 13 (Summer 2018): 109-111; Joseph Warren, 

“Oration Delivered at Boston, March 6, 1775,” Orations, delivered at the request of the 

inhabitants of the town of Boston (Boston: W.T. Clap, 1807), 55-70; “General Warren,” Army 

and Navy Chronicle 6 (1838): 7; Alexander H. Everett, “Joseph Warren,” American Biography, 

ed. Jared Sparks (Boston: Hilliard, Gray, & Co., 1838), 103-193. Warren’s Massacre Day oration 

of March 6, 1775 was his second for such an occasion. He delivered his first oration to 

commemorate the Boston Massacre in 1772. 



 

87 
 

 In his rhetoric and dress, Warren compared Britain’s greatness to Rome’s, perhaps to 

draw a connection between the inherent corruption of empire but, more importantly, to define the 

experience of American colonists within the empire: 

The colonist found himself free, and thought himself secure; he dwelt under his own vine, 

and under his own fig tree, and had none to make him afraid: he knew indeed that by 

purchasing the manufactures of Great Britain, he contributed to its greatness: he knew 

that all the wealth that his labor produced centered in Great Britain: but that, far from 

exciting his envy, filled him with the highest pleasure; that thought supported him in all 

his toils. . . . he saw, or thought he saw, the British nation risen to a pitch of grandeur 

which cast a veil over the Roman glory, and, ravished with the præview, boasted a race of 

British kings, whose names should echo through those realms where Cyrus, Alexander, 

and the Cæsars were unknown. . . .  

 These pleasing connections might have continued; these delightsome prospects 

might have been every day extended; . . . but unhappily for us, unhappily for Britain, the 

madness of an avaricious minister of state, has drawn a sable curtain over the charming 

scene, and in its stead, has brought upon the stage, discord, envy, hatred, and revenge, 

with civil war close in their rear.35 

 

Even at this late stage—the war began just over a month later—Warren did not advocate for 

independence or separation from Britain, imploring his audience to recall how rights to liberty 

and property “are truths which common sense has placed beyond the reach of contradiction.”36 

While presiding over Massachusetts’s provisional government, Warren sent Revere and 

William Dawes on their storied midnight ride, having been notified of a likely British plot to 

march on Lexington and Concord.37 Following the battles of April 19, 1775, he led militia in 

harassing the British column as it hurried back to Boston, and helped to organize the ensuing 

siege while negotiating with General Thomas Gage, the British commander in the city and 
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military governor of the colony.38 Some contemporaries speculated that no one was more 

prepared than Warren to lead the Revolutionary movement and that had he survived, George 

Washington himself might have remained an indistinct figure after the Revolution, a Virginian 

whose prominence would have remained local.39 For Bostonians, Joseph Warren epitomized 

republican leadership. There was no denying his importance in Boston’s revolutionary 

atmosphere.40 

 As with Richard Montgomery, however, the Second Continental Congress sought not to 

commemorate Warren’s pedigree but his embodiment of the republican ideals of liberty that 

compelled him toward the ultimate sacrifice. On June 17, 1775, as the tide of battle turned 

against the patriots entrenched on Breed’s and Bunker’s Hills overlooking Charlestown, Joseph 

Warren laid aside his prestige and his influence among Boston’s elite and fought as a volunteer 

in the redoubt. As he encouraged his men to flee before the encroaching British troops, a musket 

ball struck the side of his head and killed him instantly. Afterward, according to some witnesses, 
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redcoats bayoneted his body beyond recognition and stuffed his body into a shallow grave along 

with other casualties.41  

Contrary to the ignobility with which he perished, Warren’s actions in defense of his men 

and of liberty struck an image worthy of remembrance. In calling for a monument to honor 

Joseph Warren, republican leaders once again chose language that justified and dignified their 

directive. Warren’s friend and compatriot, John Hancock, then the president of the Second 

Continental Congress, wrote in a letter to the executive council of the Massachusetts Provincial 

Congress: “ Every Mark of Distinction shewn to those illustrious Men who offer up their Lives 

for the Liberty and Happiness of their Country reflects the truest Honor upon those who pay the 

Tribute; and by holding up to the others the prospects of Fame and Immortality will animate 

them to tread in the same path.”42 For the purposes of erecting the monument to Warren, the 

Continental Congress approved five hundred dollars and recommended an inscription for the 

completed sculpture that suggested commemoration of liberty as at least tantamount to mourning 

the death of its defender: 

In honour of 

JOSEPH WARREN 

Major General of Massachusetts Bay 

He devoted his life to the liberties 

Of his country; 

And in defending them, fell 

An early victim, 

In the battle of Bunker’s Hill 

June 17, 1775. 

The Congress of the United States, 

As an acknowledgement of his services, 
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And distinguished merit, 

Have erected this monument 

To his memory.43 

 

Congress, however, did not suggest any specific design for the memorial or apparently a 

particular artist for the commission.  

 At the same time, the Second Continental Congress ordered Warren’s monument for 

Boston, they ordered another for Fredericksburg, Virginia to honor Brigadier General Hugh 

Mercer. A Scottish surgeon and Jacobite supporter of Bonnie Prince Charlie’s claim to the 

British crown, Mercer had fled with other Jacobites following their defeat at Culloden in 1746. 

He found his way to the colonies, settling first in Pennsylvania where he practiced medicine for 

several years. In 1755, he joined the militia to serve in the French and Indian War and rapidly 

ascended to the rank of colonel. During the war, Mercer befriended many Virginians, including 

George Washington, and in 1760 relocated to Fredericksburg to once again practice medicine.44 

 As a Virginian, Mercer became a leading figure in local society. His medical practice 

flourished, earning him professional respect. He joined the Fredericksburg Masonic Lodge in 

1767 and served as its Grandmaster some years later. He retained a close personal friendship 

with Washington, who was also a member of the lodge and who sold Mercer his childhood 

homestead of Ferry Farm.45 In 1775, Mercer became a member of the Fredericksburg committee 
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of safety. At various points over the following year, he served as a colonel of Minute Men 

battalions and Virginia Line regiments as well as a member of the Spotsylvania County 

Committee of Safety. Finally, in June 1776, he received a commission from the Second 

Continental Congress as a brigadier in the Continental Army, and immediately left 

Fredericksburg to report to headquarters in New York. Having secured a positive legacy in 

Virginia, Mercer continued to make a case for his eventual commemoration outside his home 

colony as well.46 

 With Washington in New York, Mercer was often in charge of planning and overseeing 

engineering projects before the British occupied that colony and forced the Continental Army to 

retreat into New Jersey. While there, Mercer became heavily involved in the surprise assault on a 

Hessian encampment in Trenton on December 26, 1776 and defended the city against a British 

assault on January 2, 1777. On January 3, he led the vanguard of Washington’s army en route to 

Princeton, where he encountered two British regiments and some light cavalry. Fighting 

commenced and Mercer’s horse was shot from under him. British soldiers, mistaking him for 

Washington, quickly surrounded him and demanded surrender, which he refused. He drew his 

saber, prepared to fight on, but the gesture was futile. Outnumbered, he was beaten severely and 

bayoneted before being left for dead. Seeing his friend in distress, Washington charged the scene 

and rallied Mercer’s men, driving away the British soldiers, but it was too late. Washington 

ordered Mercer transported to a nearby field hospital where he was given medical care by 

Benjamin Rush, but on January 12, Hugh Mercer died of his wounds. After his death, a military 

escort transferred his broken body to Philadelphia and exhibited it publicly for a day “to incite, 
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by so mournful a spectacle, the indignation of the people.”47 Just as many of our contemporary 

leaders lie in state once they have passed, the displaying of a corpse for public sentiment was not 

unusual; emotion, particularly feelings of loss and outrage, served a key role in rallying colonists 

to the Revolutionary cause. Once the display had served its purpose, Mercer was buried with full 

military honors.48 

 A familiar theme emerges from this narrative of Hugh Mercer. His story harmonizes with 

Montgomery’s and Warren’s, but in a Virginian dialect. The common feature in all three men 

was their willingness to die in defense of liberty, not shouting commands from a rear position or 

issuing orders from the relative comfort of a tent, but on the ground with weapons drawn and 

little promise of survival. The Revolution needed more men such as these if there was to be any 

hope of victory, and it was to that end that the Second Continental Congress sought to honor 

their sacrifices. David Ramsay’s contemporary, John Eliot, produced biographical sketches of 

historical New Englanders in 1809, which Ramsay praised for “render[ing] an essential service 

to the living by holding up so many excellent models for their imitation from the illustrious dead. 

In this as well as many other particulars New England sets a good example to the other states by 

perpetuating the names & histories of their deceased benefactors.” In his own history of the 

Revolution, Ramsay appeared to commend the deference paid by the living to those who had 

fallen in defense of liberty.49 Public commemoration of dead heroes was, after all, a deeply 
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rooted tradition in Anglo-American culture, and even after declaring independence, republican 

Americans continued for some time to imitate the tradition. 

 In its orders for Hugh Mercer’s memorial, the Second Continental Congress echoed the 

language used in Warren’s recommended inscription, again demonstrating an eagerness to 

commemorate not only the man but the liberty he died defending:  

Sacred to the memory of 

HUGH MERCER 

Brigadier-general in the army 

Of the United States; 

He died on the 12th of January, 1777, of the 

Wounds he received on the 3d of the same month, 

Near Princetown, in New-Jersey, 

Bravely defending the 

Liberties of America. 

The Congress of the United States, 

In testimony of his virtues, and their gratitude, 

Have caused this monument to be erected.50 

 

No amount of funding was recommended by Congress, however, and as with Warren’s 

memorial, there were no accompanying designs or recommendations for artists to work on the 

project. Rather, it seems that those details were left to the judgment of the independent 

legislatures, as the Congressional resolves were sent to the Massachusetts and Virginia 

assemblies without additional instructions. 

 From time to time throughout the war, the Second Continental Congress issued further 

resolves ordering public memorials to fallen military officers: Brigadier General Francis Nash in 

North Carolina, to commemorate his sacrifice at the Battle of Germantown in 1777; and 

Franconian-French commander Baron Johann de Kalb in Maryland, who had died at the Battle of 
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Camden in 1780. In other cases, state and local governments appealed to Congress to recognize 

and provide for monuments that highlighted men from their areas who had contributed to the 

Revolutionary cause, such as North Carolina’s resolves to see a sculpture erected to militia 

general William Lee Davidson who was killed at the Battle of Cowan’s Ford in 1781.51  

Not until some years after the war, however, was any action taken regarding the 

recommended memorials. Well into the 1780s, the states remained heavily in debt and the 

Confederation Congress had no financial power to assist. Aside from private, personal memorials 

in cemeteries or on wealthy estates, commemorative structures simply did not rank highly on 

anyone’s list of priorities before Richard Montgomery’s monument arose in New York in 1787. 

Indeed, it was not until the nineteenth century that governmental bodies took any steps toward 

erecting memorials to individuals who had died in combat, and some Congressional 

recommendations, including the one for Hugh Mercer’s memorial, were not honored until the 

early twentieth century. Even when the Massachusetts legislature revisited the memorial to 

Joseph Warren in 1785, resolving to undertake the project, they did not follow through for 

reasons that remain unclear.52 

 Rather, it was the Freemasons who took the lead in post-war commemoration, erecting a 

memorial column to their fallen brother (see Appendix A, Figure 2.1). The King Solomon’s 

Lodge of Charlestown purchased a spot atop Breed’s Hill where they approximated Joseph 

Warren to have died. On the plot, they erected a modest column to commemorate his service to 

 
51 “Brigadier General Francis Nash,” North-Carolina Weekly Gazette (New Bern), 20 February 

1778; Journals of the Continental Congress, 1774–1789, ed. by Gaillard Hunt, 34 vols. 

(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1910), 18:923; Journals of the Continental 

Congress, 1774–1789, ed. by Gaillard Hunt, 34 vols. (Washington, DC: Government Printing 

Office, 1912), 21:979. 
52 Acts and Laws of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 1785, Chap. 164 (Boston: Adams & 

Nourse, 1794), 412-413. 



 

95 
 

the Revolution and to Freemasonry in America. A brick pedestal rose ten feet from the ground 

and supported an eighteen-foot Tuscan pillar of wood, evoking an element of rustication.53 Atop 

the pillar rested a gilt urn inscribed, “J.W., aged 35,” interwoven with the traditional carpenter’s 

square and compass apropos of Masonic symbolism. On the south side of the brick pedestal, 

facing down the hill toward Boston as Warren himself must have done nearly twenty years 

earlier, a plaque bore another inscription elevating not only liberty but the unnamed patriots who 

fought alongside Warren in the redoubt: 

Erected A.D. MDCCXCIV 

By King Solomon’s Lodge of Free-masons, 

constituted in Charlestown, 1783 

In Memory of 

MAJOR-GENERAL JOSEPH WARREN 

and his associates 

who were slain on this memorable spot June 17, 1775. 

None but they who set a just value upon the blessings of liberty are worthy to enjoy her. In vain 

we toiled; in vain we fought; we bled in vain, if you, our offspring, want valor to repel the assault 

of her invaders. 

Charlestown settled, 1628. Burned, 1775. Rebuilt, 1776.54 

 

At nearly thirty feet high, Warren’s column must have been a commanding sight atop Breed’s 

Hill, visible from much of the surrounding countryside and in the city below. The symbolism 

employed in its unassuming design, though, became most appreciable when close to the column.  

Consider the use of materials in the construction of the column: the pedestal consisted of 

bricks, and the pillar was wooden. In lieu of Italian marble or any other type of expensive stone 

used in traditional sculpture, provincial commoners’ basic construction materials proved 

sufficient for commemorating an American hero. Perhaps the use of brick and wood was simply 

a financial expedient, but bricklaying especially held deep Masonic connections and reflected the 
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fraternal tenets of craftsmanship and hard work. Moreover, the materials suggested simplicity, a 

Puritan ideal that had grown by the late eighteenth century into a reputed feature of the American 

psyche. Affectively, they evoked a sense of humility and service, rather than the proud and lofty 

achievements so often associated with the grands hommes of European society.  

 In contrast to the elaborately encoded symbols of liberty and republicanism present in 

Jean-Jacques Caffiéri’s memorial to Richard Montgomery, the design of Warren’s column 

appeared almost strikingly austere. It reinforced a bucolic narrative of Warren and his 

compatriots in the actions of June 17, 1775. The Tuscan pillar was a deliberately unornate 

choice, given the rise of neoclassical art and architecture by the end of the eighteenth century. 

Unlike the more opulent orders of classical architecture, the Tuscan order is a much-simplified 

version of the Doric order, revived from late Roman use during the Renaissance and used 

primarily in fortification and other military or industrial construction.55 The utilitarian design 

suggested humility and acquiescence to the needs of liberty. None of the trappings of personal 

glory were present. The column bore no hallmarks of Warren’s life or profession. The regalia of 

soldiery, the lavish carvings of natural elements, and even the overt symbols of revolution were 

missing. The only feature similar to Montgomery’s monument was the funerary urn. Yet, unlike 

Montgomery’s urn which sat on a pedestal in front of an obelisk, Warren’s urn rose to the sky 

atop the Tuscan pillar, as though his services to liberty elevated his status beyond what it had 

been as a living man.  

 The language used in the inscription bears yet more evidence of the intended narrative 

meaning of Warren’s memorial. The inscription evoked liberty and issued a stern admonition to 

 
55 Ackerman, “The Tuscan/Rustic Order,” 15-34; Andreas Palladio, The Four Books on 

Architecture, trans. by Robert Tavernor and Richard Schofield (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 

1997), 20-22. 



 

97 
 

any who would devalue the same. Whereas Montgomery’s inscription offered thanks for his 

individual efforts on behalf of liberty, Warren’s included others with the addition of the words “ 

and his associates.”56 Inclusion of unnamed combatants who perished alongside Warren in the 

redoubt atop Breed’s Hill marked something of a departure in traditional monumentalism—

Warren’s compatriots were not elites, not grands hommes in the traditional sense, but their 

services and sacrifices for the higher cause of American liberty earned them public gratitude and 

commemorative tribute, albeit anonymously. 

 Between 1785 and 1794, as the concept of a monument to Joseph Warren languished, a 

subtle transition in American memorialism began to unfold that harkened back to older British 

traditions of statue memorials depicting “Great Men.” The emerging stage of commemorative 

culture departed from the funerary tradition and embraced more overt patriotic nationalism. 

Although American commemorative structures continued to stylistically imitate European 

precedents, some key elements set them apart. In 1784, the Virginia General Assembly 

commissioned a portrait statue of George Washington for the state capitol building in Richmond, 

beginning a spate of memorializing of the general and eventual first president that continued well 

into the nineteenth century. A year earlier, the Confederation Congress had already called for an 

equestrian statue to honor Washington’s military service, destined for the federal capital, but the 

project languished.57 Virginia, meanwhile, had an opportunity to honor Washington in his home 

state, thereby claiming him as a state icon while simultaneously elevating Virginia’s role in and 

 
56 “Warren's monument.” 
57 “Resolves of the Confederation Congress,” Papers of the Continental Congress vol. 24 

(August 7, 1783): 494; the congressional resolution reads, “That an equestrian statue of General 
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Congress, offers the likeliest reason for the long delay of the project, which was not revisited 

until after Washington’s death in 1799. 
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ownership of the American Revolution. The inscription on the statue’s pedestal reiterated the 

patriotic heroism embodied in Washington in the service of American liberty: 

The General Assembly of the Commonwealth of Virginia, have caused this Statue to be 

erected as a monument of affection and gratitude to George Washington—who uniting to 

the endowment of the Hero the virtues of the Patriot and exerting both in establishing the 

Liberties of his Country has rendered his name dear to his fellow Citizens and given the 

World an immortal example of true Glory. Done in the year of Christ—and in the year of 

the Commonwealth—.58 

 

For such an upright venture, the assembly demanded the statue “to be of the finest marble and 

the best workmanship.”59 Naturally, only a Frenchman would do. 

 When Benjamin Franklin traveled to Paris in search of a sculptor for Richard 

Montgomery’s monument, one of the artists he met was Jean-Antoine Houdon. Like Caffiéri, 

Houdon was a member of the Académie Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture. Attaining 

professorship at the Académie, he rose to prominence in Parisian society. In 1778, Houdon 

joined Paris’s premier Masonic Loge des Neuf Sœurs, where he met Benjamin Franklin and 

other revolutionary and Enlightenment figures who were generating support for the American 

cause. He modeled Voltaire that same year, producing marble busts for the Comédie-Française 

and the Palace of Versailles, as well as for Catherine the Great of Russia (See Appendix A, 

Figure 2.2). Though Houdon did not produce any work for Franklin in 1777, their association 

impressed the American statesman who remembered Houdon when the time came to commission 

the statue of Washington.60 

 
58 “I: Resolution of the Virginia Legislature, 22 June 1784,” The Papers of George Washington, 
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59 “I: Resolution of the Virginia Legislature, 22 June 1784.” 
60 Anne Betty Weinshenker, “Jean-Antoine Houdon: Man of Many Faces,” Eighteenth-Century 

Studies 37 (Winter 2004): 273-284; H.H. Arnason, The Sculptures of Houdon (London: Phaidon 

Press Limited, 1975), 37-76; Ann L. Poulet, et. al., Jean-Antoine Houdon: Sculptor of the 
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 In July 1784, Virginia governor Benjamin Harrison wrote to Thomas Jefferson, then 

serving with Franklin in Paris as a foreign minister, and directed him to secure an appropriate 

sculptor. Harrison related how “we have unanimously fixed on you and my friend Doctor 

Franklin . . . to undertake it. . . . To enable the artist to furnish his work in the most perfect 

manner I have ordered Mr [Charles Willson] Peale to send to your address a full length picture of 

the general (See Appendix A, Figure 2.3) as soon as possible. . . . I shall therefore leave it to you 

to find out the best in any of the European States.”61 In December, Jefferson wrote directly to 

Washington, informing the general that an artist had been found: 

I find that a Monsr Houdon of this place possesses the reputation of being the first 

statuary in the world. I sent for him & had some conversation with him on the subject, he 

thinks it cannot be perfectly done from a picture, & is so enthusiastically fond of being 

the executor of this work that he offers to go himself to America for the purpose of 

forming your bust from the life . . . he thinks that being three weeks with you would 

suffice to make his model of plaister [sic] . . . & the work will employ him three years. If 

Dr Franklin concurs with me, we shall send him over.62 

 

Houdon was ecstatic at the opportunity to undertake the project, hoping that it might lead to a 

commission for the equestrian statue that Congress had called for in 1783. Concur Franklin did, 

and in October 1785, Houdon arrived at Mount Vernon to meet Washington. Over about two 

 
61 “Benjamin Harrison to Thomas Jefferson, July 20, 1784,” The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 45 
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weeks, the general sat for several body measurements and a life mask from which Houdon 

modeled his sculpture (See Appendix A, Figure 2.4).63 

 As for Washington’s personal feelings about a memorial to himself while he yet lived, 

there does not appear to be any indication. It is likely that he was conscious of and resigned to 

the dictates of tradition: as the victorious commander in the recent war, a monument was only 

proper. Writing to the Marquis de Lafayette after Houdon had returned to France, however, 

Washington appeared eager to express that the enterprise was not his idea: “I have now to thank 

you for your favors . . . : the first by M. Houdon, who stayed no more than a fortnight with me, 

and to who . . . (although I had no agency in the business) I feel myself under personal 

obligations.”64 In any light, Washington appears to have been fascinated by the process of taking 

the life mold, having dedicated a lengthy passage in his diaries describing the process.65  

Before leaving Mount Vernon, Houdon cast a bust from Washington’s mold, portraying 

the general’s upper torso as clad in Greco-Roman attire. Contrary to the norms of neoclassical 

sculpture in the eighteenth century, however, Washington insisted that his statue depict him in 

his military uniform or some other modern attire, rather than the classical regalia so popular in 

European art and monuments. He regarded the statue’s attire as inconsistent with the 

Washingtonian image: he was hardly an unenlightened ancient. When Houdon arrived back in 

Paris, he must have mentioned Washington’s distaste for the classical portrayal. Jefferson wrote 

Washington, “Permit me therefore, to ask you whether there is any particular dress or any 
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particular attitude which you would rather wish to be adopted? I shall take a singular pleasure in 

having your own idea executed if you will but be so good as to make it known to me.”66 

Washington’s reply, although seemingly unobtrusive, nevertheless indicated exactly what the 

general desired and revealed him to be a man of contemporary tastes: 

I have only to observe that, not having sufficient knowledge in the art of sculpture to 

oppose my judgment to the taste of connoisseurs, I do not desire to dictate on the matter. 

On the contrary, I shall be perfectly satisfied with whatever may be judged decent and 

proper. I should even have scarcely ventured to suggest, that perhaps a servile adherence 

to the garb of antiquity might not be altogether so expedient, as some little deviation in 

favor of the modern costume, if I had not learnt . . . that this was a circumstance hinted in 

conversation by Mr. [Benjamin] West to Mr. Houdon. This taste, which has been 

introduced in painting by West, I understand is received with applause, and prevails 

extensively. 67 

 

Indeed, Benjamin West’s 1770 painting The Death of General Wolfe stirred something of a 

sensation upon its unveiling, with its abandonment of the classical for the modern amongst 

otherwise widely accepted artistic practices (See Appendix A, Figure 2.5).68 West had 

established precedent for depicting figures in modern military regalia, setting the tone for late-

eighteenth-century artistic portrayals of soldiers. For Washington, the modern variation in 

neoclassical military art naturally translated to sculpture as well. The general’s answer must have 
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disappointed the classicist Jefferson, but he and Houdon respected Washington’s wishes. 

Houdon set to work on the project.69 

Between 1785 when Houdon met with Washington and the arrival of the completed 

statue in 1796, much changed across the American landscape. During its final years in session 

between 1785 and 1788, the Confederation Congress witnessed the installation of Richard 

Montgomery’s monument at St. Paul’s Chapel on Broadway in 1787. The Philadelphia 

Convention met that same year and devised a constitution that substantially altered American 

government from its initial revolutionary vision into a stronger, centralized federal system. In 

1789, the new federal government took power, with George Washington as the first President of 

the United States. The young nation quickly found itself embroiled in domestic strife as people 

and governments navigated the new systems of checks and balances intended to prevent the rise 

of an American aristocracy. Meanwhile, discontent in Europe led to revolution in France, and 

debates ensued over the proper course of action concerning foreign alliances and wars. 

Furthermore, cabinet infighting tainted Washington’s administration as political partisanship 

emerged out of factional dissent. In time, such bias interfered with many facets of American 

culture, including the creation of memorials.  

Houdon’s masterful George Washington arrived in Richmond in 1796, just as 

Washington the man prepared to step away from public service (See Appendix A, Figure 2.6). 

The president’s popularity remained high and the installation of his statue in the Virginia State 

Capitol rotunda was a public affair. Houdon’s execution of the sculpture was nothing short of 

exquisite, with many remarking that the statue bore an almost uncanny resemblance to its 
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subject. Washington himself declared the figure to be an accurate likeness. Apocryphally, when 

the Marquis de Lafayette viewed the statue years later during his 1820s tour of the United States, 

he remarked, “That is the man himself. I can almost realize he is going to move.”70 Chief Justice 

John Marshall declared that “Nothing in bronze or stone could be a more perfect image than this 

statue of the living Washington.”71 Just as Benjamin West had established the model for 

portraying military heroes, Houdon’s work set the standard for statues of founders and patriots. 

 Notwithstanding his respect for Washington’s dress code, Houdon managed to produce a 

figure that positively shone with the ideological rhetoric of the American Revolution and the 

United States. The statue portrays Washington in his Continental Army uniform, but in his right 

hand he holds a civilian walking cane, at once commemorating his military service and his dual 

military and civilian role as president. A plow behind Washington supports his gently reclined 

pose, honoring his agrarian roots as a Virginia planter. His left hand rests on a Roman fasces of 

thirteen bundled shafts, atop of which he has slung his cape and sword. The fasces represent 

magisterial law and governance, and the thirteen rods refer to the original United States. Bundled 

between the rods, Houdon carved thirteen arrows with the points upward. Some have speculated 

that Houdon intended the addition of the arrows to represent Native America and the concept of 

America as the frontier, though arrows in sculpture more traditionally symbolize direction or 

purpose.72 Perhaps, then, Houdon’s intent was to suggest that each of the thirteen states had its 

own purpose, but bound together in unity, the states demonstrated strength and authority. That 

the arrows pointed up may be interpreted as a declaration of positivity or progress—the pursuit 
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of happiness. The arrows also suggest the dual role of civil and military power as wielded by the 

government’s chief executive.  

 Washington’s head is uplifted, his face serenely serious, as one looking forward into the 

future. The statue invoked the common comparison of Washington by his contemporaries to the 

Roman general Cincinnatus, who laid down his dictatorial authority over the Roman republic 

upon completing his duty and returned to his civilian life in the fields. Houdon’s sculpture 

provided a powerful visual appraisal of Washington as the modern Cincinnatus for a new 

republic, imbuing Washington—and by extension, the presidency of the United States—with 

power enabled by and in concert with a free people.73 After all, Washington was neither dictator 

nor despot, but an executive who served at the will of his people. 

By the end of the eighteenth century, no other sculpture rivaled George Washington’s 

statue for its reception by the public and its affective tone. Apart from Richard Montgomery’s 

memorial in New York, none ordered at the national expense had appeared at all. Although some 

Masonic groups moved forward with smaller memorials to local heroes and fallen sons—

themselves Freemasons, of course, and their memorials erected in graveyards and cemeteries—

there were no efforts to construct a truly national monument, one that represented to the greatest 

number of Americans from all regions what the American Revolution and the new nation meant 

for them and for the future. Before Washington left the presidency, he wished to remedy this 

absence. As president, Washington assumed the role of high priest in American civil religion 

and, with it, a commemorative role in leading national ceremony. Though he was loth to don any 

costume for the purpose, save perhaps a Masonic apron, Washington underwent a sort of ritual 

inversion in his role as high priest, setting aside his political power for spiritual authority over 
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American national identity and culture. In this regard, when people began to refer to Washington 

as the “Father of His Country” during the Revolutionary War, the honorific assumes another 

dimension with ecclesiastical appeal.74 

In 1795, before Virginia’s statue of Washington arrived and as plans were being laid for 

the new national capital on the Potomac, Washington’s administration sought to memorialize the 

American Revolution itself. They intended to do so with a monument to commemorate the labors 

and sacrifices of all Americans, bound together nationally by a shared revolutionary experience. 

American ideals would be represented by many of the familiar symbolic “attributes of Liberty” 

that adorned Caffiéri’s design and sculpture of Richard Montgomery’s tomb.75 Unlike 

Montgomery’s memorial in New York, however, the administration did not order the monument 

for the federal city at the public expense. Rather, they intended to finance the associated costs by 

subscription. Private subscriptions in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries presented a 

fashionable and resourceful method not only for raising funds for public projects from among the 

populace, but also for piquing public interest in and ownership of monuments and, by extension, 

public spaces. Generally, such programs offered some sort of compensation to subscribers, often 

in the form of voting or membership rights concerning the project. In this case, the measure 

ultimately failed due to lack of appropriate public funding, and the project never came to 

fruition, implicating a consistent difficulty in erecting national public memorials in the early 

 
74 The first printed reference to Washington as the father of the United States came in 1778, 
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republic, even when orchestrated by so revered a national figure as George Washington. The idea 

failed to gain traction outside of Philadelphia. Nevertheless, in its commission and design, there 

laid a familiar narrative of commemorating liberty instead of personage and memorializing the 

rhetorical ideals of the Revolution rather than the merits of any single human being.  

The proposed monument began, as did that of Houdon’s statue, with the 1783 

Confederation Congressional resolution to erect an equestrian statue to Washington, “at the place 

where the residence of Congress shall be established,” in gratitude for Washington’s service as 

“the illustrious commander-in-chief of the armies, during the war which vindicated and secured 

their liberty, sovereignty, and independence.”76 Of course, the Confederation period was fraught 

with challenges for the fledgling government, and the proposed memorial fell into obscurity for a 

time. Nevertheless, the project’s rhetorical purpose appealed to intellectuals and neoclassical 

sculptors throughout Europe, including Houdon and others who admired the Revolution. One of 

these men was an ambitious Roman named Giuseppe Ceracchi. 

In 1791, Ceracchi’s ambitions brought him to Philadelphia where he immediately set 

about trying to secure the commission for Washington’s equestrian statue, about which he had 

learned while studying in Paris. That same year, Pierre L’Enfant presented his plans for the 

federal city, which included a location for a large monument to Washington in front of the 

executive mansion, in full and impressive view of ships traveling along the Potomac. In July, 

Ceracchi sent a description of his concept for such a project to Jefferson, then Secretary of State 

and a man he knew to be an admirer and supporter of neoclassical sculpture, offering to create 

the monument for free: “There is nothing more I desire than the satisfaction of seeing his 
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Lordship pleased with my well-intentioned production.”77 With Jefferson’s endorsement, on 

October 31, 1791, Ceracchi presented his proposal to Congress, titled “A Monument designed to 

Perpetuate the Memory of American Liberty.” The project, for which the artist provided a 

sketch, featured an enormous and elaborately ornate neoclassical sculpture depicting 

mythological and philosophical concepts from antiquity. Divine and emblematic figures, each 

fifteen feet high, were to surround a sixty-foot equestrian statue of Washington in bronze.78 

Without waiting for a Congressional answer, Ceracchi went to work securing support for his 

plans and creating a six-foot terra cotta display at the Oeller’s Hotel in Philadelphia, a busy 

destination site for tourists and locals.  

To further demonstrate his skill, once he returned to Paris, he created two busts related 

directly to the project. One resided in Washington’s Philadelphia residence, depicting the 

president in marble as a Roman emperor (See Appendix A, Figure 2.7). The other, presented to 

Congress and which sat behind the Speaker’s chair in the House of Representatives for a time, 

was a bronze-painted terra cotta bust of the goddess Minerva, representing liberty (See Appendix 

A, Figure 2.8). Additionally, to flatter some of the more influential men of the region in hopes of 

securing funding for the project, Ceracchi modeled busts of them. In total, he sculpted the heads 

of thirty-six notable Americans, including Washington, Alexander Hamilton, and John Jay as 
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well as important members of the Congressional committee that ultimately had oversight of the 

project.79 It was a bold tactic that spoke volumes about the man’s ambition. 

 Unfortunately for Ceracchi, it would take more than busts and grand plans to move 

Congress toward approving the project. Although he was busily campaigning with sculpted gifts 

to important people, his proposal lost ground in Congress. First, there were debates over a project 

that rhetorically elevated the president—and the presidency—to monarchial status. Indeed, 

Roman-style sculpture with Washington as an emperor at its center would have been blatantly in 

contrast to republican ideology, regardless if the president was clad in imperial regalia or his 

modern military uniform. It had not been terribly long since the people of Manhattan had 

destroyed a similar monument to King George III. In spite of support from Jefferson and others, 

officials from the District of Columbia communicated to Jefferson and Washington on April 11, 

1792, declaring, “We are of the opinion that in the application of funds we ought to class our 

Work into Necessary, Useful and Ornamental, preferring them in that order.”80 Such response to 
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a memorial project stands in stark contrast to the British monumental tradition in which officials 

saw grand monuments to the king as political expedients worthy of public funding without 

question. A giant statue of George Washington, the District’s administrators seemed to imply, 

was the lowest priority for the new national capital. Without explicitly maligning the ostentation 

of the design, the officials politely declined the project altogether.81 In May, Congress supported 

that decision with a resolution, and Ceracchi’s hopes of earning the commission ended. It seems, 

though, that the sculptor was not one to take no for an answer.82 

 Returning to Philadelphia in 1794, Ceracchi employed a final tactic to secure a significant 

memorial commission from the United States. Conscious of early national reticence to 

symbolically enthrone Washington, the sculptor replaced the equestrian statue in his design with 

a symbolic figure, the Goddess of Liberty. To finance the project, Ceracchi formulated a 

subscription campaign, seeking a thousand yearly subscriptions of thirty-six dollars to meet 

estimated costs of about $300,000. In 1795, around sixty sponsors openly supported the revised 

project, including Washington, Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and Aaron Burr. In fact, 

Washington purchased four subscriptions, pledging ten years of support. It is unknown how 

many others ultimately purchased subscriptions, but Washington’s administration saw fit to issue 

a circular via Hamilton’s office at the Treasury, which was also published in Philadelphia 

newspapers, calling on others to similarly support the initiative. Washington appealed that 

“Those who truly admire the great event which established the liberty of this country, and who 
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wish to see the blessing cherished by all who may be heirs to it, will need no exhortation to 

contribute their reasonable aid to a work, which is so well calculated to blend with the glory of 

the present, a lesson to future, generations.”83 He further argued that the project should be driven 

by voluntary funding because the monument was to represent the rights of the people. Therefore, 

in the president’s estimation, the government ought not to have financed the monument in a 

political act, “but in a mode which will best testify the sentiments which spontaneously glow in 

the breasts of republican citizens.”84 Although the citizens of whom Washington spoke certainly 

likely did not include the lower classes or marginalized peoples, it is clear that he believed such a 

rhetorically significant memorial should exist at the will of the people, not the government.85 

 The circular sent by Washington to Hamilton enclosed a lengthy description of 

Ceracchi’s revised design, explicated in the president’s own words. Many of the fanciful 

elements that the sculptor had designed for an equestrian Washington remained in the new 

proposal. A commanding Goddess of Liberty, in a horse-drawn chariot, was to descend amid 

clouds and a rainbow onto a rocky outcropping. She was to be clad in simple attire: a pileus atop 

her head as her hair fell loosely about her shoulders; a belted chlamys tunic of military design, 

also flowing freely in the swirling air of her descent; and cothurnus boots of the fashion worn by 

actors in classical tragic theatre, whose characters faced powerful cosmic forces, such as destiny. 

Arrayed in such a fashion, Liberty symbolically suggested a warrior fated to rise in conquest of 
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ideological enslavement. In her right hand she wielded a flaming arrow, “which, by dispelling 

the mists of Error, illuminates the universe.”86 Her left hand invited the American people to 

listen to her voice as she called to the heavens in favor of the rights of man.87 This proud 

symbolism of a conquering deity, wildly free and ferocious in her resolve to remain so, evoked 

an already mythological narrative of the American Revolution and its patriot champions united 

in stalwart defense of American liberty. And the goddess was merely the central figure in this 

sculpted fever dream of mythos and allegory that Giuseppe Ceracchi proposed for the national 

capital. 

 Saturn, the Roman god of time and liberation, steered Liberty’s chariot toward the 

summit of a rocky prominence, upon which the four horses had just alit. According to 

Washington’s description, Saturn’s presence represented the return of the Golden Age, for which 

his ancient reign over the Roman Titans was noted. As he landed the chariot, four groups of 

figures issued forth from the four compartments at the base of the rock, impelled to action by the 

words of Liberty above them. The figures interacted with the descending goddess, as well as 

with each other, in an exhibition of symbolic rhetoric that is difficult to imagine in three 

dimensions. For instance, in one group, Apollo and Clio represented poetry and history as they 

composed hymns to Liberty, while a globe depicting the independent states sat nearby. In 

another, Neptune admonished Mercury to protect American commerce and to earn a glorious 

reputation for the American flag. Anthropomorphic figures representing Philosophy, Truth, 

Genius, and others came to life and began to flourish under the tutelage and encouragement of 
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the gods and goddesses, especially Liberty. Representations of clothing, objects, and even 

abstract concepts drew inspiration from ancient Greco-Roman and Egyptian cultures, revealed 

alongside symbols of the Enlightenment and of the United States itself, including the Declaration 

of Independence inscribed upon a column.88 

 Despite the mental dexterity required to envision the proposed monument as per 

Washington’s description, it is certain that the finished product would have been astonishing in 

its size, its artistic detail, and its symbolic visual rhetoric. The ornament and ostentation alone 

would have rendered Richard Montgomery’s memorial dull and lifeless by comparison. 

Furthermore, it might have been considered one of the greatest works of art of the eighteenth 

century, and Giuseppe Ceracchi’s name might have achieved a level of distinction that rivaled 

his neoclassical contemporaries. None of this came to pass, though, and the end of Ceracchi’s 

story in America was one of failure and bitterness. 

 By late 1795, it became clear that the subscription program, despite enthusiastic support 

from the president and his peers, was futile. Officials advised Ceracchi to reimburse all 

purchased shares. The sculptor turned petulant at the demise of his endeavor and proceeded to 

alienate his supporters by accusing them of conspiracy to prevent the monument. He demanded 

payment for the busts he had gifted to elites in Philadelphia. Writing to Washington in May, 

Ceracchi expressed his belief that he had been “infamousely dupped by all those persons which 

have been the busi body of the suscription plan, therefore I must withdrow myself from this 

scandalous businiss.”89 He enclosed a list of expenses totaling about $2,200 for the original 
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marble bust from the president’s Philadelphia residence and the busts of two classical deities, 

Bacchus and Ariadne, which the artist had gifted to Martha Washington. The president declined 

payment, via intermediary, citing his initial reluctance to sit for the artist and his attempted 

refusal of the gifts to the First Lady in his desire to avoid a sense of impropriety. Furthermore, 

Washington expressed his belief that the ultimate cause of the project’s failure was “that the 

United States [were] just emerging from the difficulties & expences of a long & bloody war and 

cannot spare money for purposes of these gratifications & ornamental figures as in the wealthy 

countries of Europe.”90 Late in the year, Ceracchi returned to Europe and by the following year 

he had found moderate success as an artist in Paris, undertaking a colossal sculpture of Napoleon 

Bonaparte before running afoul of the Bonaparte government in 1799. Suspected of participating 

in a plot to assassinate Napoleon in 1800, he was arrested, convicted, and sentenced to death. On 

October 11, 1801, the guillotine took Giuseppe Ceracchi’s head.91 

 Although Washington phrased his rebuke to Ceracchi in the language of national 

finances, the symbolic and visually rhetorical aspects of the design were problematic. The initial 

design included an equestrian statue of Washington, sparking debates about the president as a 

symbolic monarch and stymying progress on the project. As the design evolved to replace 

Washington with Liberty as the central figure, however, the administration might have 

recognized additional problems with the monument, specifically in the context of the 1790s and 

tensions surrounding the revolution in France. In the circular Washington sent to Hamilton, 

enclosing the subscription program and description of the monument, the president had 
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introduced Giuseppe Ceracchi as “influenced by admiration for the revolution, and by a desire of 

distinguishing himself as the instrument of erecting a monument worthy of so great a subject.”92 

Ceracchi was certainly not alone in his support of revolution, in America as well as in Europe. 

Jean-Jacques Caffiéri and Jean-Antoine Houdon were similarly inclined toward memorializing 

the social and political upheaval sweeping the western world by the end of the eighteenth 

century. Neoclassical artists found ideological allies in Jefferson and others in the United States 

during the early years of distress in France.  

By 1795, though, Americans were aware of a bizarre and unsettling turn of events in 

Paris. Following the execution of King Louis XVI and the ensuing Reign of Terror that 

descended on France between 1792 and 1794, revolutionaries sought to erase the power of 

premodern institutions in addition to the monarchy, especially the Catholic Church. Enlightened 

philosophes advocated for and ultimately developed the atheistic Cult of Reason, intended to be 

the new state religion, but the architect of the Terror, Maximilien Robespierre, had other designs. 

Believing that worship of a godhead was important for social order, Robespierre countered the 

Cult of Reason with the Cult of the Supreme Being, a republican religion that demanded frequent 

and elaborate festivals throughout France. The most extravagant of these festivals was in Paris 

on 20 Prairial Year II of the revolutionary calendar (June 8, 1794). Organized by prominent 

neoclassical painter Jacques-Louis David, the inaugural Festival of the Supreme Being featured 

the Goddess of Liberty leading a massive parade along the Champs de Mars to a man-made hill. 

Atop the hill, on which temporary republican monuments had been erected, Robespierre 

appeared, arrayed in fanciful robes, before the assembled crowds to celebrate a mass of sorts 
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dedicated to liberty and democracy. For the French Revolution’s detractors, the cult and its 

festivals glaringly exemplified unchecked democratic excess.93  

 For many Americans uncomfortable with the overt democracy of the French Revolution, 

Giuseppe Ceracchi’s design for a national monument may have rekindled tensions regarding 

such excess. Certainly, the new American government was reluctant to authorize funds for such 

an undertaking that symbolically spoke to the same ideas about religion, revolution, and 

republicanism that Robespierre espoused in the Cult of the Supreme Being. Might debates over 

the United States’ involvement in the French Revolution and its democratic propensities for 

terror and bloodshed have tempered the debate regarding Ceracchi’s monument? Perhaps, but it 

must also be noted again that the anxiety regarding the French Revolution also revealed national 

strain in American politics. Washington and northern Federalists winced at democratic excess, 

but Thomas Jefferson and his Democratic-Republican compatriots in the South lauded the 

popular strains of revolution emerging in Europe. Amid the political tension, the nation remained 

rather less than united. In this regard, a monumental design such as Ceracchi’s, with its broad 

and unyielding national vision, could scarcely have ignited local passions when far removed 

from the seat of national government.  

 Whatever truth lies behind the decision to scrap the memorial, developing a national 

memorial was to be far more complicated than simply securing funding and hiring a talented 
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artist. Indeed, in a manner of speaking, democracy had played its hand. For the first time, an 

American national government had raised the question of commemoration not among a 

representative body, but among the American people, and the American people had rejected the 

proposal. By the end of the eighteenth century, no national monument existed except Richard 

Montgomery’s in New York, and as the United States capital relocated to the District of 

Columbia, the late general’s tomb fell into relative obscurity. Furthermore, attempts to 

memorialize George Washington nationally in his lifetime faltered following the Ceracchi 

debacle. The Houdon statue in Richmond remained the quintessential monument of the first 

president until well into the nineteenth century. For the time being, it seemed as though 

American commemoration would continue predominantly at the local level, honoring individual 

heroes of the Revolution—from Montgomery and Mercer to Warren and even Washington—for 

the consumption of local communities who personally knew and interacted with them.  

Four years after Ceracchi left America in disgrace, two important developments left their 

respective marks on American commemorative tradition. The first was the completion of a new 

monument on July 4, 1799 in Lexington, Massachusetts. The monument, dedicated to the Minute 

Men who faced the British regiment on the morning of April 19, 1775, stands alone at one end of 

the patriot line on Lexington Green.94 It has the distinction of being the oldest intact, free-

standing monument in the United States and is elegantly simple in its design.95 The marble 

edifice incorporates a squat obelisk atop a heavy plinth, standing about thirty feet high from the 

base of the structure to the peak of the raised pyramid (See Appendix A, Figure 2.9). Into the 
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side of the plinth facing the Green is engraved a memorial inscription to the memory of the men 

who died in the Battle of Lexington (See Appendix A, Figure 2.10). Such is the extent of the 

ornamental features of the Lexington Revolutionary Monument, an austere reminder of violence 

and death. “Sacred to Liberty & the Rights of Mankind!!!” reads the inscription, “The Freedom 

& Independence of America Sealed & defended with the blood of her sons.” Like Richard 

Montgomery’s tomb in New York and Joseph Warren’s pillar in Boston, the monument in 

Lexington was funerary in purpose. 

Unlike those previous monuments, though, this new obelisk was not mourning the loss of 

an individual patriot, singled out for his words and deeds, but celebrating a group designated as 

Americans—not Lexingtonians or people from Massachusetts—united in a common cause and 

sacrificing their collective lives for freedom. The use of the obelisk suggested, as it did in 

Montgomery’s memorial, that the actions of the Minute Men in Lexington transcended human 

experience and elevated them to heroic status. Although the inscription on the monument 

includes the names of the dead, it is not who they were that is important but what they did, and 

why they did it. The disappearance of individuality into the framework of the Revolutionary 

cause made a distinctive point: the lives and deaths of generals and militiamen were equally 

significant in building the new nation. 

Late in 1799, however, another development drastically affected the United States and its 

emerging memorial tradition. As the nineteenth century prepared to dawn, bringing with it a 

turbulent new era in the republican experiment, the American people found themselves suddenly 

faced with shock and grief. On December 14, 1799, George Washington—"Father of His 

Country”—passed into memory.
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CHAPTER THREE 

ART & APOTHEOSIS—GEORGE WASHINGTON & AMERICAN 

COMMEMORATIVE IDENTITY, 1799-1815 
 

“The History of our Revolution will be one continued Lye from one end to the other,” 

wrote John Adams in April 1790. “The essence of the whole will be that Dr. Franklin’s 

electrical Rod, smote the Earth and out sprung General Washington. That Franklin electrified 

him with his rod—and thence forward these two conducted all the Policy, Negotiations, 

Legislatures and War.”1 The vice-president’s sullen premonition in 1790 could easily be 

dismissed as characteristic of his interminable irascibility, if only his words had not proven so 

accurate. As the founding generation began to pass on in the 1790s, their deaths often catalyzed 

national commemoration. Among the seven traditional Founding Fathers—Franklin, 

Washington, Jefferson, Adams, Hamilton, Madison, and Jay—the first two commanded more of 

the public attention than their compatriots.2  

Mere weeks after Adams penned his complaint in 1790, Benjamin Franklin died, and his 

Philadelphia funeral drew over twenty thousand mourners, indicating the considerable esteem 

with which Americans held the late statesman. During the funeral procession, a somber state 

affair in Independence Hall, bells rang and American flags aboard naval vessels and atop 

government buildings flew at half-mast. The United States Congress resolved to observe one 

month of official bereavement, and even the French National Assembly, admirers of Franklin’s 

services to liberty, observed a three-day period of respect.3 This first general mourning in the 
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new United States positioned Franklin, a Philadelphian, as a truly national figure. Such 

outpouring of memorial veneration did not, however, result in precedent for monumentalizing 

the founders at the national level. Indeed, the city of Philadelphia did commission a larger-than-

life statue of Franklin for the niche above the entrance to Library Hall, and it was impressively 

republican in its appearance—like William Pitt in New York, Franklin’s statue depicted the 

founder in the Classical attire of a Roman senator. His right elbow rested on a stack of books, 

indicating the importance of a well-rounded education for virtuous republican citizens, while 

astutely advertising the services of the library within (See Appendix A, Figure 3.1).4 Despite 

Franklin’s status as one of the founders, though, his monument in Philadelphia failed to attract a 

national audience. 

Rather, it was upon George Washington’s 1799 passing that American memorial culture 

began to push back against memorial traditions of preceding decades. Unlike Franklin, no great 

posthumous monument to Washington immediately appeared, despite general national 

recognition that one was appropriate.5 Although his services to the United States galvanized 
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Washington as a national figure, the memory of the Revolution was in transition as the founding 

generation passed its legacy on to the first generation of children born in the United States. New 

ideas clashed with old memories, forcing any memorial initiative into endless debate and 

inaction. When Benjamin Henry Latrobe submitted his plans for a pyramidic memorial to the 

design committee in April, 1800—intended to serve as a national monument as well as a tomb 

for the first president, despite Washington’s express wishes to be buried at Mount Vernon—

Senate Republicans balked, suspicious of the aristocratic ostentation in Latrobe’s drawings. The 

project came to a grinding halt as the Senate declined to act on the proposal. Successive designs 

and proposals, some by British artists like Benjamin West, met with similar failure in committee 

and congressional debate.6 

By 1802, some publications began to openly shame the federal government for failing to 

have erected a monument for two full years after Washington’s death. One such article, which 

circulated throughout many newspapers of the period, chastised the citizens of the United States 

for not holding the government accountable to its promise of commemorative tribute: 

When your beloved WASHINGTON, the Father of His Country, died!—you saw with 

increased sensibility the universe in tears! Americans! How did your hearts dilate and 

glow, when, at the first meeting of your political fathers followed the melancholy event, 

you saw the call for a monument worthy of the sublime virtues you hoped to perpetuate, 

universally applauded! 

How then fellow-countrymen, have ye permitted two whole years to pass since 

the noble and natural resolution was every where individually formed; and the traveler 

[sic] still to ask in vain, Where is THE NATIONAL MONUMENT, sacred to Public and 

Private Virtue; to the manes of the illustrious WASHINGTON? 
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Columbians! you owe to the world, as well as to yourselves, an apology, or an 

explanation, for the mysterious delay of your acknowledged duty.7 

 

Recognizing that the central impediment to a national monument boiled down to a political 

difference of opinion regarding the appropriate form, the newspaper went on to propose articles 

of subscription for financing the monument. It also proposed the details of form and design be 

left entirely to the discretion of the original committee, which was chaired by Chief Justice John 

Marshall.8 Nevertheless, deliberations regarding a monument to Washington appear to have 

ceased at the federal level after 1802.  

National commemoration stalled at the highest political echelons, but another form of 

American memorialization developed among the ordinary people. In the early 1800s, the 

traditional understanding of physical or tangible remembrance shifted, incorporating visits to 

sites of revolutionary significance and the collection of relevant memorabilia. Sepulchers, 

statues, and other edifices of stone had long comprised traditional monumental forms, and 

Americans continued to recognize them as such in the early republic. In the new nation, 

however, culture makers—historians such as David Ramsey and Mercy Otis Warren, educators 

such as Noah Webster and Benjamin Rush, artists such as John Trumbull and Charles Willson 

Peale, literary figures like Royall Tyler, Hugh Henry Brackenridge, and Susanna Haswell 

Rawson, and even an engineer like Pierre Charles L’Enfant—undertook projects to create a 

national culture that unified the disparate cultures of the former colonies. But commemoration 

did immediately not follow suit. Although Ceracchi tried to initiate a national form, he failed. So, 

commemoration remained primarily a vernacular phenomenon, empowering “the people” to 
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shape their own memorial traditions within a republican framework. In so doing, they recognized 

and employed a variety of types of monuments that broke with the past.9 

Americans looking backward to the Revolution democratized their collectively and often 

selectively remembered history, not only by including individuals who represented the role of 

localities in constructing nationhood, but by expanding access to commemoration. Ownership of 

collectables evidenced one way they democratized memory. Medals and coins stamped with the 

faces of national heroes, production of personal relics and memorabilia out of scraps of cloth and 

locks of hair, and artworks and prints depicting revolutionary leaders, events, and landscapes 

complicated and expanded Americans’ understanding of monumental forms. The collection of 

memorial objects situated ordinary Americans to engage actively in commemoration at local 

levels, while the ability to reproduce and widely disseminate collectibles bound them to a truly 

national memorial culture. As discerners and arbiters of commemorative objects, people actively 

decided to accept and reject tokens, symbols, and relics. Such totems, as Émile Durkheim might 

have perceived them, became monuments in themselves which allowed owners to symbolically 

consume and associate with the nation’s history much in the same way that communities took 

ownership of the American Revolution through local celebrations and civic monuments. The first 

generation of Americans born after the American Revolutionary War grappled with their own 

perception of the Revolution and its legacy as the nation faced renewed conflict with Britain 

during the Jefferson and Madison administrations. From tourism to revolutionary-era sites to 

turning to the last of the founders as men of wisdom, they appropriated new ways to associate 

with their ancestors, the founding generation. Through these related commemorative forms of 
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collecting and association, Americans increasingly took ownership—ideologically as well as 

physically—of national memorial culture.10 

Humans have been accumulating and maintaining collections, for a variety of 

commemorative purposes, since at least the third millennium BCE. A few of the many reasons 

for collecting included nostalgia, the thrill of hunting rare and valuable artifacts, and even as a 

means of conquest and legitimacy. Psychologists have argued that collecting eases insecurities 

regarding emptiness or loss by filling a void with personal treasures. Sigmund Freud associated 

collecting with anal-retentivity stemming from child toilet training, while Carl Jung saw 

collecting as an archetypal behavior mimicking the gathering of nuts and berries.11 For most 

people, collecting seems to elicit positive emotion. One might enjoy a sense of achievement 

when adding a new piece to a collection, or a sense of pride when sharing the collection with 

others. A high monetary appraisal is often a pleasant surprise, but as the enduring popularity of 

TV’s Antiques Roadshow suggests, greater pleasure is usually derived from the provenance of a 

collectible than from its market value. In the context of republican and Revolutionary ideology, 

then, collecting might conceivably be construed as a pursuit of happiness, based on completion 

and satisfaction.12 Regardless of individual reasons, collecting is a practice in which people of all 

classes have participated at one time or another. 
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By the sixteenth century in the West, “cabinets of curiosities” appeared among social and 

economic elites, consisting of all manner of objects, including natural specimens, archaeological 

artifacts, and religious and historical relics. Charles Willson Peale, already known among his 

contemporaries for his accurate and numerous paintings of notable Americans, assembled a 

massive collection of his own, opening it to the public in Philadelphia as a history museum in 

1786. Peale’s collection began primarily as a gallery for showcasing miniature portraits and 

moving panoramas, but public interest swelled after Peale rebranded the collection as natural 

history.13 Likewise, Thomas Jefferson amassed an impressive collection throughout his life, 

assembling and exhibiting it in what he referred to as his “Indian Hall” at Monticello. Jefferson 

entertained visitors in the exhibit area, filled with entertaining novelties as well as books, 

European artworks, and most importantly, for a leading intellectual such as himself, an array of 

Native American artifacts he had received in his younger years and natural specimens selected 

from the numerous objects he received from William Clark and Meriwether Lewis during their 

Corps of Discovery expedition into the Louisiana Territory. Lewis and Clark were likewise 
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tasked by the president with taking certain mementos with them on their expedition, which they 

might distribute among the Native peoples they encountered throughout the Territory.14  

Jefferson’s focus on natural and Native American history, like Peale’s, demonstrated a 

trend among republican elites to ground their didactic pursuits in empirical fact while also 

interpreting meaning in the natural world around them. As students of the Enlightenment, 

Jefferson, Peale, and many of their contemporaries navigated their world through a scientific 

model and for these intellectual elites, understanding and ordering the physical world was 

essential when experimenting with republican government and society. The awakening of 

scientific curiosity regarding the natural American environment pushed back against the 

European experts of the day, particularly French naturalist Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de 

Buffon. In his thirty-six volume Histoire Naturelle, published between 1749 and 1804, Buffon 

had unenthusiastically described the North American natural features, writing that some 

elemental phenomenon “oppose[d] the amplification of animated Nature,” and determined that 

the ecosystem of the New World was tainted.15 Thus, he determined that the Americas produced 
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low-quality vegetation and wildlife that was smaller and weaker than the great beasts of the Old 

World, resulting in stunted indigenous development and suggesting that settlement would 

transpire just as meagerly for Old World pioneers. Americans, already pushing ever further into 

the Western frontier, were troubled at Buffon’s suppositions, fearing that if he were correct—and 

why should he not be?—then the prospect of a meaningful republican experiment was likewise 

in jeopardy.16 

Moreover, they disliked a European elite, naturalist though he might be, imposing an 

intellectual standard that differed from their own observations of the natural world. Most 

common Americans firmly believed they existed in a “democracy of fact” and were less than 

engaged by the Enlightenment “empire of reason” that elites advocated. Naturalists, on the other 

hand, argued that their knowledge—despite charges of its esotericism—would improve the 

nation and better its citizens. Elite republican collectors like Jefferson and Peale, then, saw a 

civic responsibility in their collecting and preserving for posterity the continent’s natural 

specimens, drawing from them deeper interpretive meaning about the continent itself. They 

especially tended to view Native Americans in the context of natural history and pushed back 

against Buffon, asserting with artifactual evidence that indigenous peoples had thrived in the 

Americas. Indeed, Jefferson rather hoped that the Corps of Discovery might happen upon the 

remains of an aurochs or a wooly mammoth, proving that American flora and fauna were every 

bit as good as in the Old World. Although Jefferson’ “Indian Hall” at Monticello remained a 

private showroom for the impressing of intellectual visitors, Charles Peale made his collection 
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public, inviting the common people to draw their own conclusions when presented with both fact 

and reason.17 

The extent of an individual’s collection, and the rarity of items within it, often earned the 

owner status and prestige. Jefferson and Peale, both students of the Enlightenment, seem to have 

taken to heart the musings of Sir Francis Bacon, who wrote nearly two centuries earlier of the 

items an enlightened man might necessarily own. “First, the collecting of a most perfect and 

general library, wherein whosoever the wit of man hath heretofore committed to books of worth. 

. . made contributory to your wisdom.” Jefferson boasted the largest personal library in the early 

United States. “Next, a spacious, wonderful garden,” Bacon continued, speaking to both 

Jefferson’s and Peale’s admiration for the natural world and desire to study “a model of the 

universal nature made private.” Bacon called thirdly for “a goodly huge cabinet, wherein 

whatsoever the hand of man by exquisite art or engine has made rare in stuff, form or motion; 

whatsoever Nature has wrought in things that want life and may be kept.” Although Jefferson 

kept his collection private, inviting select people into his home to view and reflect on his 

treasures, Peale’s public museum underscored republican sentiment regarding artifacts of 

national significance: it was the duty of the elite to use such material culture to educate the 

American populace about the enduring legacies of the nation. In this regard, ownership of certain 

cultural artifacts, books, and artworks validated the owner’s loyalty and affection for country, 

establishing a personal connection to national destiny that was easily perceptible to the public.18  

 
17 Wood, Empire of Liberty, 386-388; Jefferson, Notes, 215-220; Andrew J. Lewis, A Democracy 

of Facts: Natural History in the Early Republic (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 

2011), 1-12. 
18 Francis Bacon, Gesta Grayorum, 1594, as excerpted in Oliver Impey and Arthur MacGregor, 

eds., The Origins of Museums: the Cabinet of Curiosities in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century 

Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 1; Emma J. Lapsansky, “Patriotism, Values, 
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By the late eighteenth century, many Americans demonstrated loyalty to the Revolution 

and emergent nation by collecting and openly displaying patriotic symbols in their homes. 

Collecting significant broadsides and other samples of print culture, owning and displaying 

prints of revolutionary scenes and landscapes, and carrying embossed likenesses of Washington 

were among the common forms of commemoration in late eighteenth-century America. Such 

blatant patriotic symbols proved important not only for their influence on national memorial 

culture, but also for proving individuals’ love for and loyalty to the nation. Artists made prints of 

their work using one of several techniques—woodcutting was especially popular in the 

eighteenth century, but etchings, copperplates, and lithographs grew in significance in the early 

nineteenth century—and sold them via subscription to finance future projects. Likewise, an art 

printing industry developed in major cities, offering prints in place of large-scale, fine art 

originals, which remained the purview of European aristocrats. Print shops offered a range of 

decorative artworks in smaller, affordable sizes, and prolific American artists could generate 

funds—and gain exposure—by making their works thus available.19   

Dozens of the eighteenth-century life images of Washington were printed in miniature for 

sale to infinite people, local and state governments, and even to Congress. For many Americans 

of the early republic, Washington’s image was imbued with such emotional power that merely 

by gazing upon it, one might stir sentimental tribute that extended from Washington to the 
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republic itself. Consequently, producers of such images tapped into a market that was in the 

process of developing, finding themselves able to earn quite a lot if they peddled their wares 

among the appropriate communities. Charles Willson Peale’s son, Rembrandt, was among 

dozens of American artists in the early nineteenth century who profited from Washington’s 

growing post-mortem status by selling popular prints to any who would purchase them (see 

Appendix A, Figure 3.2).20 

Among the numerous commemorative artifacts related to George Washington, silver and 

bronze medals were the earliest and most coveted, long-established as a symbolic currency in 

eighteenth-century diplomacy. Washington’s administration assumed previously French and 

British practices of awarding impressively engraved silver medals to Native American leaders in 

exchange for land treaties and commercial and military alliances. Indian Peace Medals often bore 

Washington’s name inscribed on the obverse, either above or below a depiction of a Native 

American chief accepting a peace pipe from Minerva—representing the United States—and 

later, an image of Washington himself. On the reverse, the eagle and stars of the Great Seal of 

the United States lent the medals an air of national sovereignty.21 (see Appendix A, Figure 3.3) 

 
20 Rembrandt Peale, Portrait of Washington, lithograph (Philadelphia, n.d. [c. 1824]); William 
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Notices of the Originals and Brief Biographical Sketches of the Painters (Philadelphia: Lindsey 
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When Native perceptions of white Americans—Washington in particular—were 

favorable, they were often based in part on the first administration’s peacemaking efforts, which 

highlighted the importance of Native cooperation and influence in the birth of the nation. As the 

American government symbolized these efforts in early peace medal engravings between 1785 

and 1800, many Native cultures incorporated the medals themselves into commemorative totems 

that drew personal and even intimate connections between the wearer and the engraved figure. 

For recipients of the award, Washington came to represent the people of the United States as the 

“Great Father” of the new nation. Such was the significance of Washingtonian peace medals in 

Native cultures that recipients either went to the grave wearing their medals, or they passed them 

down from generation to generation as family totems, thereby fostering political hierarchies 

aligned with the United States. The images of political figures represented, for Natives, an 

avenue of access into the white man’s world, imbuing the medals with a sense of supernatural 

authority that superseded their material and even political value.22 

 During Thomas Jefferson’s presidency, the medals took on a more permanent 

“executive” quality, with Native American figures occupying less space in the engravings and 
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garnering criticism from some tribal leaders. The federal government politicized the medals 

further, reserving large, silver medals for high-ranking chiefs or close friends of the present 

administration and awarding smaller, bronze pieces to lesser chieftains. As administrations 

attempted to republicanize the monarchial memorial practice in the interest of foreign policy, 

they attempted several times to replace the idyllic scenes of peacemaking on the medals’ 

obverses with scenes featuring the wonders and merits of republican civilization. Native 

Americans eschewed such symbols as an indictment of their own cultures. The Sauk chief, Black 

Hawk, notably refused to accept or wear American medals, though he readily accepted British 

medals. “[The Americans] made fair promises but never fulfilled them,” he declared in 1833. 

“[T]he British made but few, and we could always rely implicitly on their word.”23 

After Washington’s death, the medals associated with him generated retrospective 

interest among his admirers throughout the republic. Because the originals were prized among 

Native Americans who accepted them and passed them on through their families, obtaining them 

for personal collections was no small matter. In the early nineteenth century, die-casters and 

engravers occasionally produced replicas—often reinterpreted, as the originals were 

unavailable—of early medals for presentation to distinguished persons or for the collections of 

historical societies. In time, due to a rising demand for such replicated medals, federal minting 

offices sought out the original dies so they could faithfully reproduce popular pieces in bronze, 

especially those associated with the founders and the Revolution. Unfortunately, by the 1840s, 
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when these efforts were fully underway, the dies of Washington’s and of John Adams’s 

presidential medals were missing.24  

 Although peace medals were rare and valuable collectibles among patriotic citizens, their 

provenances too often made them rather obscure in the early republic. Americans valued their 

ability to hold such memorial items, though, and to keep them in their personal possessions. 

Another series of medals, the Comitia Americana series, was highly prized for its own 

Revolutionary provenance and the medals’ depictions of important leaders and events in the birth 

of the nation. Beginning in 1776, the Continental Congress—the first Comitia Americana—

commissioned official medals almost exclusively from French artisans, who enjoyed world 

renown for the quality of their work. In total, the medalists created eleven dies, casting seven 

gold medals for senior military officers and four silver ones for subordinates. All the medals 

were minted in either Paris or Philadelphia, establishing a commemorative connection between 

France and the United States that accompanied Benjamin Franklin’s 1777 associations with Jean-

Jacques Caffiéri and Jean-Antoine Houdon. Each medal bore the Latinized name and likeness of 

a revolutionary leader on the obverse and a depiction of a battle scene, relative to the leader in 

question, on the reverse. The mints occasionally re-issued medals with minor variations through 

the early nineteenth-century, gifted to visiting dignitaries and other important personnel in the 

early republic. Most of the reproductions were in bronze.25 The Smithsonian Institution, which 

 
24 Prucha, Indian Peace Medals in American History, 135; John Adams’s presidential medal die 

was eventually located in 1878, while George Washington’s was not found until 1903. 
25 Eleven of the designs depicted revolutionary leaders and their significant wartime 

achievements; in addition to George Washington, the medals also honored Horatio Gates, John 

Paul Jones, Henry Lee, Nathanael Greene, Daniel Morgan, Anthony Wayne, François de Fleury, 

John Stewart, John Eager Howard, and William Washington. The reverse of a twelfth proposed 

medal, Libertas Americana, depicts Minerva watching over the infant Hercules as the child 

strangled Hera’s serpents, while the obverse depicts Liberty with flowing hair. A thirteenth die 

was cast at the same time as the series, and although not officially part of the series, came into 
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holds 119 eighteenth- and nineteenth-century medals (and ten twentieth-century commemorative 

reproductions) in its collection, describes the series as “deeply neoclassical in its use of heroic 

and Hellenistic portraiture, symmetrical panoramic battle scenes, and mythic scenes played as 

Revolutionary battles.”26 

 Each of the battles depicted on the medals—along with the commander most closely 

associated with it—were regarded by the Continental Congress as strategically integral to the 

cause of American independence. Naturally, American defeats do not feature in any of the 

medals, but neither do smaller victories such as the 1776 militia battle at Moore’s Creek Bridge 

in North Carolina, nor the surprise attacks on Trenton and Princeton in New Jersey later that 

year. Rather, medals were designed to commemorate Horatio Gates at Saratoga in 1777 and John 

Paul Jones in the famous fight between the USS Bonhomme Richard and the HMS Serapis in 

1779. The 1781 Battle of the Cowpens in South Carolina was featured in three of the medals 

struck after the end of the war. The tenacity with which General Daniel Morgan’s forces stood 

their ground against Banastre Tarleton’s British Legion earned recognition for valorous actions 

on the battlefield; Morgan received a medal, as did two of his subordinates—William 

Washington and John Eager Howard.27 Such awards not only honored their recipients, they also 

rendered the men worthy of praise and tribute from among the citizens of the republic. John 

Howard’s actions at the Cowpens, for example, embodied the republican ideal of a military hero: 

ferocious in combat, gracious in victory, stalwart even when injured (he suffered seven sabre 
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wounds during the battle). In essence, the medals served the same commemorative purposes as 

Houdon’s statue of Washington in Richmond or Joseph Warren’s pillar atop Breed’s Hill in 

Boston—the men they honored were elevated to near mythical status as the first generation of 

American folk heroes. Chief among those heroes was, of course, George Washington. 

The Comitia Americana medal honoring Washington was the first commissioned by the 

Continental Congress in 1776, at the behest of John Adams. Adams proposed the medal the day 

after the recapture of Boston, yet it would be another fourteen years before an artist struck the 

medal and presented it to Washington, by then the inaugural President of the United States. 

Factoring into the delays in production were the obvious day-to-day needs of running an 

increasingly costly and bloody war, but also the discernment and debate regarding  acts of 

commemoration, which under a monarchial system would have been reasonably instinctive but 

under a republican system required the due process of committee politics. Thus, although it was 

the first medal the Continental Congress ordered, it was the sixth in the series to be produced. 

Part of the debate over Washington’s medal, specifically, focused on the details of the proposed 

design. Befitting a commander-in-chief, Washington’s medal had to be beyond reproach, but it 

also had to be visually republican; few wished to see the general depicted as a monarch. In the 

meantime, five medals for officers of lesser status were cast before Washington’s—John Eager 

Howard’s among them—though none were awarded until after the end of the war.28  

Finally, in 1790, the president received his medal. It commemorated Washington’s March 

17, 1776 victory over British General William Howe in Boston and the ensuing evacuation of the 
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city by the enemy garrison. Designed by noted French medalist Pierre-Simon-Benjamin 

Duvivier, the medallion featured a neoclassical bust of Washington in profile on the obverse and, 

on the reverse, a scene of Washington and his generals on horseback, watching as British ships 

retreat from Boston Harbor.29 The visual rhetoric is powerful; here, a seasoned military force 

flees before a band of colonial farmers in the first step toward American liberty. Above the battle 

scene are the Latin words “HOSTIBUS PRIMO FUGATIS,” which roughly translates to “The enemy 

flees for the first time.” (see Appendix A, Figures 3.4) Below the scene is written “BOSTONIUM 

RECUPERATUM XVII MARTII MDCCLXXVI,” the date of Howe’s surrender of the city to the 

fledgling Continental Army and Washington’s first victory as commander-in-chief. Like the 

Indian Peace Medals associated with Washington, his Comitia Americana medal was among the 

most prized by elite collectors and purveyors of Revolutionary memorabilia.  

Historians Sarah Purcell and Benjamin Irvin discussed early American medals 

extensively in their scholarship, suggesting that early government, particularly during the 

Revolutionary War, sought to impose national unity through commemorative awards and 

tokens.30 Such symbols became central aspects of nation-building, and successive American 

congresses and administrations had vested interests in nationalism from the moment of 

independence. Medals and, similarly, commemorative coinage were among the most sought after 

and tangible forms of patriotic memorabilia in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

They were costly, though, and ownership primarily resided among elites, handed down across 
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successive generations as family heirlooms. Several the awards struck between 1776 and 1820—

peace medals and Comitia medals—had found their way into personal collections by the 1840s, 

but few of them became truly national memorials, even as they involved those figures most 

closely associated the Revolution. National commemoration required items that were more 

accessible to a wider populace, often consisting of disparate social groups that may or may not 

have been able to afford expensive tokens like coins and medals. Ephemeral items, however—

newspapers, broadsides, etc.—were public, consumable by everyone within the vicinity and 

distribution range.  

Advances in the printing trade allowed print culture in the early United States to evolve 

into an important component of national patriotism. David Waldstreicher built his scholarship of 

cultural nationalism in the early republic on an abundance of broadsides and other printed 

ephemera of the era, demonstrating that Americans from across regional and political spectrums 

found national unity through commemorative ritual and performance that was widely 

disseminated and imitated throughout the republic. To that end, broadsides themselves often 

became collectible items, occupying notable spaces in the homes of patriotic citizens. Since they 

were inexpensive to reproduce, such items found their way into the personal collections of 

ordinary people as well as elites.31 

The Declaration of Independence was particularly prized among collectors of 

Revolutionary memorabilia, especially after 1800. For much of the 1780s, the Declaration had 

faded from public memory and its authorship and signatures were not considered important 

details. The earliest histories of the Revolution ignored the document and the delegates to the 
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Philadelphia Convention in 1787 neglected to adopt its language when drafting the new 

Constitution. Although several broadside copies were printed, they belonged to political or 

military institutions and, consequently, there was no demand for personal copies; declaring 

independence was work for politicians and generals, not for the common people. Since the 

politicians and generals had successfully executed their task, there was little need for a reminder 

of the language they used in doing so.32 

As political partisanship emerged, however, with Federalists and Republicans embracing 

their own versions of republican ideology, frenzied debate regarding the actual meaning of 

declaring independence brought the document and Thomas Jefferson, as its primary author, back 

into the public eye. Federalists like John Adams, who co-authored the Declaration, argued for the 

significance of the act itself, rather than focusing on the document declaring their intent to act. 

Jeffersonian Republics won in the end, though, as Federalism lost influence through the first 

decade of the nineteenth century. After the War of 1812, the Declaration of Independence 

evolved from partisan to nationalist ideology, resulting in renewed historical interest in the 

document as well as the Revolution itself, and eliciting intense admiration for the original 

signers. By the 1820s, biographies of the signers and histories of the writing of the Declaration 

entered mainstream consciousness. In its renewed form, much of the Revolutionary context 

faded from collective national memory—the charges against George III no longer held much 
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relevance for citizens of the republic. Rather, the document’s intrinsic value lay in its central 

ideology: the self-evident truths of equal and inalienable rights for all men. As various American 

social groups in the early republic found that they had grievances against the federal government, 

they found little solace in the cold legal verbiage in the Constitution of the Bill of Rights. Thus, it 

was to the sweeping, affective language of the Declaration that people turned for affirmation of 

their liberty, often appropriating and amending the language therein to satisfy their contemporary 

agendas.33 

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, newspaper articles routinely quoted 

passages from the Declaration of Independence, particularly the preamble, for a variety of 

commemorative and rhetorical purposes that were often partisan in nature. After 1800, however, 

as the Declaration grew into a more unifying symbol nationally, the media commonly reprinted 

the text of the entire Declaration on the Fourth of July and other days of patriotic significance, 

such as the anniversaries of important battles.34 Many states and private printers also issued new 
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broadside copies with various aesthetic alterations, e.g., typeface, text arrangements, and even 

miniature portraits of the founders or other images that represented the Revolution and its 

legacy.35 

In addition to textual ephemerae, print culture made art more accessible to people of 

lesser means, triggering a shift in perception, production, and appreciation of artworks among the 

general American public. Grand patriotic paintings comprised a critical element of cultural 

nationalism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, often depicting Classical or biblical 

themes in their interpretation of national histories. By the late eighteenth century, painters of 

historical scenes sought to depict more recent events in Classical forms. British artist Benjamin 

West’s Death of General Wolfe set the tone for this type of nationalistic artwork in 1770. West’s 

work heavily influenced the standard portrayal of contemporary military officers in both painting 

and sculpture, which American artists emulated during and after the Revolution.  

Most notable, perhaps, are John Trumbull’s historical battle scenes and portraits of 

George Washington. Trumbull, the “Painter of the Revolution,” was a well-connected if 

somewhat hapless figure during and after the American Revolution.36 Descended from an old 

Puritan settler tradition, he was the son of Connecticut governor Jonathan Trumbull, Sr., the only 

colonial governor to immediately embrace the patriot agenda and continue to serve as state 

governor after independence. John’s brothers, Joseph and Jonathan, Jr., were significant figures 

in the Continental Army and in the United States Congress, respectively. John himself received a 
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Continental commission and served as a personal aide to generals George Washington and 

Horatio Gates before leaving the army in disgrace in 1777. By 1780, he was short of finances 

and turned to his pastime, painting, as a profession. He traveled to London to meet with 

Benjamin Franklin, who in turn introduced him to Benjamin West under whom Trumbull 

studied. Painting small pictures of the Revolutionary War and miniature portraits of military 

leaders, Trumbull’s education cut short in September 1780 when news reached Britain that 

Major John André was in Continental custody. As a former officer in the Continental Army of 

similar rank, the British army arrested and imprisoned Trumbull for over half a year.37 

Upon his release from prison, Trumbull returned to America and the service of the 

Continental Army, but after the war, he traveled again to London to study under West. In 1784, 

he painted depictions of the deaths of generals Joseph Warren, Richard Montgomery, and Hugh 

Mercer, imitating the acclaimed neoclassical style of West’s Death of General Wolfe. In 

choosing his subject matter, Trumbull likely scanned American newspapers to get the pulse of 

national feeling regarding the recent war and its participants. In 1784, the press was actively 

lauding military heroism and calling for memorials to fallen officers in the form of medals, 

coins, or monuments. Montgomery’s monument, of course, was already underway. Thus, 

Trumbull had a pretty good idea of what paintings would do well in the new United States.38 (see 

Appendix A, Figures 3.5 – 3.7) Traveling to Paris in September, 1786, Trumbull took sketches of 
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French officers for use in additional paintings and met Thomas Jefferson, with whose assistance 

he began the early configuration for what would become his famous Declaration of 

Independence by tracking down each of the signers of the document. Resolving to sketch a 

likeness of each man or, if one had already passed, to copy likenesses from earlier works, 

Trumbull visited with each of the signers or their surviving relatives to seek appropriate 

permissions and models.39  

In 1790, returning to the United States, Trumbull began work on large full-length 

portraits of leading Americans, including his former commanding officer, George Washington. 

That year, he  completed his first life-sized portrait of the president, Washington at Verplanck’s 

Point, and gifted it to Martha Washington.40 (see Appendix A, Figure 3.8) Once again evoking 

the Classical style through portrayals of modern military themes, the painting depicts 

Washington in his traditional blue-and-buff military uniform, standing at ease in front of his 

white horse, resting his right arm in the saddle. In the background, the Continental Army stands 

in review to honor the Comte de Rochambeau, departing for France following the Franco-

American victory in the Revolutionary War. In July 1790, having garnered much acclaim 

regarding the portrait, Trumbull received a commission from the City of New York to produce a 

much larger portrait of Washington for the ceremonial Governor’s Room at New York City Hall. 

The new painting, George Washington, was nearly four times the size of the original and 

portrayed Washington and his horse with very little variation. For the background, however, 

Trumbull sought to draw a deeper connection between his work, the president, and New York 

 
39 Trumbull, Autobiography, 95-96; William Howard Adams, The Paris Years of Thomas 
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City. In lieu of the Continental troops at Verplanck’s Point in 1782, the new painting depicted 

the evacuation of British ships from the city harbor. It is this painting that also depicts the empty 

plinth atop which once stood the gilt statue of George III, deepening the commemorative 

connections even further (see Appendix A, Figure 1.6).  

Despite the acclaim and the rare public commission, Trumbull’s work as an artist failed 

to produce a substantial living. He encountered difficulty selling to late eighteenth-century art 

collectors, relying instead on less lucrative income he earned by selling subscriptions for third-

party engravings and prints fashioned from his work. While visiting signers of the Declaration of 

Independence to take their sketches, Trumbull proposed subscriptions to each of them, but he 

also sought to distribute copies of his work to a more general populace. Upon his return to the 

United States, he publicized his plans for a full series of paintings depicting the Revolution and 

advertised subscriptions for prints in urban newspapers. The subscription price was three guineas 

per print (just under one hundred Untied States dollars in modern buying power), half of which 

was expected upon subscribing and the other to be paid upon delivery of the completed print.  

Although the amount represented typical wages for a week’s labor and was likely 

unaffordable for most non-elites, the urban merchant class had greater access to prints of 

Trumbull’s paintings, allowing them to participate in the patronage and appreciation of cultural 

works that had long been the purview of social elites. In addition to ascending another rung of 

the social ladder, merchant or middle-class people had opportunity to commemorate the 

Revolution for themselves, openly displaying patriotism by owning and presenting artworks in 

their homes. Trumbull’s advertisements appealed directly to cultural pride and patriotism in 

urging the purchase of print subscriptions: “It is now to be decided, whether Mr. Trumbull will 

meet with such patronage in America as will justify him in involving himself in such 
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considerable expences of time and money; or whether he will be obliged to relinquish a favorite 

undertaking, and return to Europe: where subjects of a different nature. . . will ensure him 

employment in a more profitable, though less agreeable manner.”41 Trumbull was bluffing, of 

course. He had acquired no acceptable patronage in Europe for the kind of work he wanted to do, 

but he knew his audience: 

No period of the history of man, is more interesting than that in which we have lived. The 

memory of scenes, in which were laid the foundations of that free government, which 

secures national and individual happiness, must remain ever dear to us, and to posterity: 

and if national pride be in any case justifiable, Americans have a right to glory in having 

given to the world an example, whose influence is rapidly spreading the love of freedom 

through other nations, and everywhere ameliorating the condition of men.42 

 

In 1790, the concept of American nationalism was still somewhat immature, but Trumbull 

invoked national pride as an American right, drawing an intrinsic connection between patriotism 

and art, as the purveyor of the same: 

To assist in preserving the memory of the illustrious events which have marked this 

period of our country’s glory, as well as of the men who have been the most important 

actors in them, is the object of this undertaking. Historians will do justice to an æra so 

important; but to be read, the language in which they write, must be understood.—the 

language of painting is universal, add intelligible in all nations, and every age.43 

 

Although profitability evaded Trumbull to some extent, his impassioned touting of the patriotic 

value of fine art earned him the respect of American leaders and the admiration of citizens who 

purchased or viewed prints of his work. Elected to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 

in 1791, Trumbull returned to London three years later as an aide to John Jay during the latter’s 

negotiations with Parliament. Trumbull opened a small portrait studio for a short while before 

 
41 “Mr. Trumbull’s Historical Paintings . . .,” Pennsylvania Packet (Philadelphia), 2 February 

1790. 
42 “Proposals by John Trumbull . . .,” Pennsylvania Packet (Philadelphia), 10 May 1790. 
43 Pennsylvania Packet, 10 May 1790. 
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returning to the United States in 1797 for the final time, passing through Paris and carrying with 

him the first of the XYZ Affair dispatches.44 

Trumbull’s works entered the American consciousness at a time when art, like so many 

aspects of national culture, became accessible to common people. The average American in the 

early republic sought to discern his own truths without guidance from the political elite, turning 

to literature, philosophy, and especially visual arts for values and ideas against which to measure 

their own. Elite private collectors likewise saw an opportunity to facilitate the republican 

education of virtuous citizens; Charles Willson Peale’s museums in Philadelphia and, by 1814, in 

Baltimore, for example, served the public historical and commemorative processes of creating a 

national cultural identity.45 Rhetoric, of course, being the art of discourse, flourishes in 

democratic societies. That being the case, visual rhetoric must also flourish democratically, its 

symbols and depictions open to the interpretation of an expansive and diverse populace. Just as 

artistic movements had evolved alongside and influenced European intellectual tradition through 

the Enlightenment, artistic visual rhetoric was as naturally suited to the construction of American 

national identity as it had been to the development of republican ideology. Thus, as with all 

things democratic, intellectual republicans cautiously embraced popular artistic consumption. 
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Cultural scholar Sacvan Bercovitch argued that by engaging with seemingly disparate 

ideologies, Americans sought to “displace radical alternatives with an indigenous tradition of 

reform,” thereby resulting in a “rhetoric of consensus.”46 Art historian Wendy Bellion expanded 

this conception of rhetorical engagement specifically into the visual realm, contending that 

Americans actively refined comprehension and taste by viewing trompe l’oeil artworks and other 

illusory visual stimuli. They regarded the ability to discern truth from deception as essential to 

citizenship, a right, maybe even an unalienable right, on par with those explicitly articulated in 

the rhetoric of the American Revolution. So too did they regard their ability to interpret the past 

as essential to citizenship. Historian Michael Hattem saw these beliefs and practices at work 

throughout the Revolution and into the early republic in the creation of American history culture. 

Defined by a widely accepted experience of a shared colonial past and generalities—liberty, 

equality, inalienable rights—which united the colonies in their fight for independence, history 

culture enabled ordinary people to participate in crafting their origin stories. Those stories, told 

through artworks of monumental form and ambition, allowed ordinary citizens to stand alongside 

elite historians like David Ramsay and Mercy Otis Warren in establishing a historical national 

identity. By turning their attentions to memorial artworks like Trumbull’s paintings, the people 

similarly accepted or rejected commemorative narratives in pursuit of an adequate and coherent 

public memory of the Revolution and the genesis of the new nation.47  
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 In 1800, a new image appeared that drew national focus once again to George 

Washington and allowed citizens to draw their own conclusions regarding the “Father of His 

Country.” An English-born engraver named David Edwin, an apprentice of the portrait artist 

Edward Savage, produced his Apotheosis of Washington, a simple depiction of the late founder 

in the moments after his death, shrouded in burial robes and sitting on the clouds over Mount 

Vernon (see Appendix A, Figure 3.9).48 His right hand rests over his heart, a sign of respect in 

some cultures, but also of sincerity. His left arm is stretched out low before him, palm upward, 

implying humility, or perhaps an appeal to his countrymen. A winged child—possibly Cupid, or 

a medieval Cherub—is in the act of placing a laurel wreath, denoting immortality, atop 

Washington’s head, while two men in the clouds gesture to their newly-arrived compatriot, 

welcoming him to heaven. Those men are none other than Richard Montgomery and Joseph 

Warren, connecting Washington to the concept of sacrifice for the good of liberty. 

Two years later, John James Barralet, a Franco-Irish etcher and engraver who came to the 

United States late in his career, produced Apotheosis of George Washington, also referred to in 

some cases as Commemoration of Washington, a more colorful version of Edwin’s engraving 

with additional symbolic elements included (see Appendix A, Figure 3.10). Published by 

subscription beginning in 1800, just after Washington died, the engraving was reproduced often 

between 1802 and 1816. Barralet’s original piece, which he gifted to chief subscriber Thomas 

Jefferson, depicted Washington’s ascension into Heaven.49 He is joined in the painting by two 
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angels, representing time and immortality. Bright light breaks through the clouds as Washington, 

wrapped in a red burial shroud, emerges from his crypt. Three women stand to Washington’s 

left, grieving. They are accompanied by three small children. Beneath Washington is an 

American eagle, a shield on which is written "E Pluribus Unum," and a sorrowful goddess of 

Liberty. Her staff with a red cap rests with Washington’s discarded arms and a fasces. In the 

bottom right, a stylized Native American man sits, his weapons also discarded, and appears to be 

in mourning. The words "Sacred is the Memory of Washington OB 11 Dec. - D 1799. Et. 68” are 

etched into the side of the tomb.50 

Barralet’s image immediately evokes a Christian sentiment; Washington’s hands are 

stretched out in the form of a cross, rising from his sepulcher with the assistance of angels, as 

weeping women look on from a distance. The goddess and the Native American man, both of 

whom represent an America preserved by Washington, keep a mournful vigil at the tomb, as did 

the followers of Jesus of Nazareth, as its occupant rises toward Paradise. In art and symbol, then, 

Washington underwent a sort of memorial inversion, evolving from man into something more. 

As Jesus is remembered by Christians as the high priest of their theistic religion, so do 

Americans remember Washington as the chief priest—the “Father of His Country”—of their 

civil religion. If Washington was not quite divine in Barralet’s work, he was well on his way to 

becoming the first in America’s holy pantheon. And just as one is sure to find a crucifix 

somewhere in the home of a dutiful Catholic, it was common for a time to find a reproduction of 
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Barralet’s Apotheosis in the homes of patriotic citizens who had come to revere George 

Washington in a new light. Already in 1802, newspaper advertisements began to alert 

subscribers that they could pick up their copies of Apotheosis at a shop in Philadelphia.51 

Given the readiness with which Americans of many stripes were beginning to 

commemorate Washington in the years after he died, controversy regarding his memorial value 

seems unlikely. A national stone or wrought-iron monument to Washington, then, “first in war, 

first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen,” might have been a foregone conclusion 

after his death, despite the difficulties accomplishing such a task during his life.52 Nationally 

commemorating the highly-regarded public figure of Washington should have been as 

straightforward as an act or resolution commissioning a memorial, funding the project, and 

establishing a location. Nationalist republicans—particularly in the Federalist camp—would 

have reaped the benefits; three-dimensional symbolic structures inspired civic responsibility, 

imbued the public with a sense of historical continuity, and through the sentient qualities of 

monuments, sparked emotional connections between individuals and national identity. Few 

would have patently contended that George Washington was unworthy of monumental honors, 

or that he embodied those values of responsibility, history, and the nation.  

The American experiment, however, proved that very little in the young nation was a 

simple matter, particularly when involving public spaces and finances. Internal tensions wrought 
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in the Confederation and early Federal periods complicated even the most perfunctory 

government procedures, and there were many who held Washington himself at least partially 

accountable for the discord. Militia brigadier and avowed anti-Federalist Thomas Person of 

North Carolina likened Washington to “a damned rascal and a traitor to his country” for his 

support of the new U.S. Constitution.53 No less than Washington’s own vice president, the 

cantankerous John Adams, appeared to think rather little of his superior as time wore on. Writing 

to Benjamin Rush in 1807, a particularly dyspeptic Adams listed modesty, temerity, and good 

judgment as chief among those talents for which the public lauded—erroneously, in his 

opinion—the memory of the late commander-in-chief.54 

Regardless of his detractors, the overwhelming sentiment regarding Washington’s 

passing was one of collective sorrow and homage, in Europe as well as in America. French civil 

and military authorities draped flags and issued statements of mourning and tribute to the late 

president. In Spain and in the Netherlands, crowds jostled for standing room to hear odes to 

Washington delivered by his own countrymen, marking “an affectionate display, indeed, true 

respect, to his memory.”55 Even in Britain, the people and press honored Washington as a hero 

and reported extensively about his funeral observations.56 In fact, it seems that the 

commemorative legacy of America’s Cincinnatus proved far less complicated abroad than it was 

 
53 Thomas Iredell to James Iredell, May 22, 1788. 
54 “John Adams to Benjamin Rush, November 11, 1807,” Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/99-02-02-5216 (accessed 27 February 2019). 
55 Worthington C. Ford, ed., “Letters of William Vans Murray to John Quincy Adams, 1797-

1808,” Annual Report of the American Historical Association for the Year 1912 (Washington, 

DC: American Historical Association, 1914), 641-642. 
56 Cohen, “Monuments to Greatness,” 187-203; The Gentleman’s Magazine 70 (January 1800): 

84; The Monthly Review or Literary Journal 2 (June 1800): 219-220; Times (London), 27 

January 1800. 



 

150 
 

at home. Indeed, the obstacles preventing a national monument to him at home in America may 

have been of Washington’s own political demeanor. 

In his 1796 farewell address, Washington famously eschewed political partisanship as 

among the “causes which may disturb our Union,” warning a free people that “designing men 

may endeavor to excite a belief that there is a real difference of local interests and views.”57 

Despite presiding publicly as a non-partisan, however, Washington often appeared supportive of 

Federalist initiatives, to the alarm of anti-Federalists who increasingly organized under the 

Democratic-Republican standard.58 Few Democratic-Republicans made the distinction between 

his non-partisanship and his preference for Federalists in his cabinet, especially Treasury 

Secretary Alexander Hamilton, whose financial plan was a source of much debate and dismay. 

Thus, when Washington died near the end of 1799, the national government faced an ideological 

crisis over how to deal with his memory. On one hand, there was no denying his military and 

political services to the United States; on the other, he had become a political adversary during 

his administration. In the commemorative void that this political tension engendered, the man 

whom his contemporaries lionized in his life became a human monument after his death! 
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Thomas Jefferson once observed, in personal correspondence, “that we remain in 

existence, the monuments of another age.”59 These private comments to a friend of over fifty 

years, one Charles Thomson, alluded to the pair’s advancing age; indeed, when he wrote them, 

Jefferson was an old man of seventy-three years, having outlived many of his Revolutionary 

compatriots. In situating himself and his peers as monuments, however, Jefferson’s comparison 

made sense in the context of people’s understanding of the meaning and purpose of monuments. 

Americans of the early republic were familiar with the idea of human beings as corporeal 

monuments; in the eighteenth century, for example, living people were often compared to 

monuments in their typification of a certain characteristic, such as tyranny or cowardice, or of 

support for undemocratic institutions, like the monarchy or slavery. After the Revolutionary 

War, celebratory tributes often spoke of political and especially military leaders as monuments 

embodying the public virtues by which a republic had been established. Associations like the 

Society of the Cincinnati referred to themselves collectively as monuments of fraternity and 

unity.60 As monuments to the ideologies of revolution and republicanism, living Americans 

began the transition toward legend. Whereas statues had, for more than a century, represented the 

“Great Men” who had died, such memorials were now found to be worthwhile tributes to men 

who yet drew breath. Hence Jean-Antoine Houdon’s masterful George Washington in 
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Richmond, dedicated to a living president in 1792 (see Chapter Two). Life, however, limited the 

potential of the legend, keeping it grounded in temporal reality. Death blurred those lines.  

Sociologist Barry Schwartz pointed to the power of collective memory in forging a 

commemorative tradition regarding Washington. Although largely obscure in the public sphere 

beyond Virginia before 1775, Washington’s transformation from ordinary colonial planter to 

national war hero happened almost immediately, a transformation that indicated more about the 

evolution of American society than about Washington’s actual achievements. Indeed, military 

acumen and social graces occupied a lesser position in the public esteem than did the merits of 

bravery, commitment, and republican virtue. In war, Washington promoted professionalism and 

determination, even in the face of overwhelming odds. Although his talents as a commander 

were often not sufficient for defeating the British in open combat, he nevertheless embodied the 

tenacity with which he eventually won the war. When he held ultimate military authority at his 

hands, he voluntarily stepped away from it; he proved himself free of corruption by resigning his 

commission. When the nation called on Washington again, he answered with eight more years of 

selfless devotion. These qualities comprised the very essence of virtue, making Washington a 

natural choice for leadership of the young republic.61  
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As president, Washington continued in the tradition of a reserved public servant. In 

establishing national institutions – the presidential cabinet, civilian command of the military, etc.  

– Schwartz argued that Washington gained wide public support for them not because of his 

achievements, but because of who he was as a person. His austerity, devotion, patriotism, and 

virtue were qualities that lent ideological stability to the new nation, setting the precedent for 

American executive governance. The actions he took as president did not often factor into the 

mythos of the man nor the example he set for his fellow Americans. In fact, as his second 

presidential term drew to a close, Washington cemented his popular legacy in what he did not do. 

By once again stepping voluntarily and gracefully away from power, he did not devolve into an 

ambitious tyrant, feared by his people. Rather, from the public perspective, he once again 

embodied the diffident servant, driven not by self-interest or capriciousness, but by loyalty and 

love of liberty. For his services, Congress heralded him as the icon of the Revolution and the 

deliverer of the country out of ideological bondage. To the American people, Washington 

functioned as a Durkheimian totem, embodying the effervescent Revolutionary experience that 

united the disparate colonies.62  

In life, Washington reluctantly but dutifully carried out the role that the nation created for 

him, and when his service was over, he surrendered power of his own volition. For a republican 

people, then, Washington embodied liberty, just as Richard Montgomery, Joseph Warren, and 

Hugh Mercer had done.  Those men had embodied it in their deaths, but Washington embodied it 
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in life as a living monument.63 Upon his death, as man transmuted fully into legend, he came to 

represent the nation itself in the hearts and minds of the people. After 1800, the lifeless body of 

George Washington ceased to restrain the living monument within. Although the man was 

content to serve, the monument took on a life of its own, leaving in its wake a memory that 

outgrew the human being. In the absence of a physical national memorial to Washington, his 

mythos was stimulated by prints, medals, paintings, and finally biography of a whimsical nature, 

exaggerating small and often apocryphal life details and presented as something of a morality 

tale for the nation’s youth. Its author was an itinerant minister and bookseller named Mason 

Locke Weems. 

“Parson” Weems, as he was known, published The Life of Washington for the first time in 

1800 as a lengthy pamphlet which became an immediate bestseller. Americans were eager for 

life stories of their national hero, and Weems delivered a hagiography that heavily blurred the 

contours of history and anecdote. Over several consecutive editions of his work, Weems 

introduced stories he claimed to have heard from some of Washington’s relatives and, regardless 

of their veracity, the folktales took root in the public memory. Stories such as the famous cherry 

tree incident of Washington’s youth and his desperate prayer at Valley Forge during the 

Revolutionary War—events that have no other known historical record save for an alleged oral 

tradition—leapt from the pages of Weems’s book and created in the public consciousness an 

image of George Washington that outshone the reality, stirring American notions of propriety 

and earning Weems a wide audience. The often morally refining tales made Washington not only 

relatable, but an exemplar of honorable ideals.64 Thus, a basis for posthumous commemorative 

 
63 Schwartz, George Washington, 7-45. 
64 Harold Kellock, Parson Weems of the Cherry-Tree: Being a Short Account of the Eventful Life 

of Reverend M. L. Weems (Ann Arbor, MI: Gryphon Books, 1971); Lewis Leary, The Book-



 

155 
 

activity regarding the late president developed early in the nineteenth century, a commemorative 

tradition that grew increasingly apparent in the production and collection of ephemera related to 

Washington’s life and service.  

Weems’s hagiography was, of course, among the most common collectibles pertaining to 

Washington in the early republic, as print culture rendered the pamphlet readily accessible to the 

masses. It served as a guidebook, of sorts, reiterating the achievements of America’s national 

hero. Additionally, people sought medals and other coinage depicting Washington in life, 

including the Indian Peace and Comitia Americana medals, as well as prints of John Trumbull’s 

and Charles Willson Peale’s paintings. Particularly prized were relics that had intimate 

connections with Washington’s personhood, such as samples of his handwriting or even strands 

of his hair. A month after Washington’s death, one Eliza Wadsworth of Maine wrote to her 

father in Congress, “Papa, I will tell you what I want—more than anything I think of at present—

it is a scrap of General Washington’s hand writing, perhaps his name. . . . I should value it very 

highly. Papa, had he hair? A lock of that . . . I should value more highly still.”65 Martha 

Washington acquiesced to the request, for which the elder Wadsworth was deeply humbled: 

“When I beheld the inestimable relic, a Lock from the Head of the venerable Sage, a Thril [sic] 
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of Awe and reverence ran Thro my whole frame.”66 Upon her death in 1802, the hair passed to 

Eliza’s sister, Zilpah, who eventually gave it to her son, poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. In 

1850, Longfellow enclosed the hair in a gold locket, inscribed with its history (see Appendix A, 

Figure 3.11).67 Much like New Yorkers in 1776 pilfered small pieces of George III’s statue for 

their own patriotic purposes, Americans in the years following George Washington’s death 

associated ownership of Washington artifacts with collective ownership of a national monument 

and the Revolution that erected it. 

Collecting corporeal relics, such as hair, was an ancient practice with deep religious 

contexts. Throughout the history of civilization, humans have imbued the remains and close 

personal effects of the holy with special power and meaning. Contact-relics—objects with 

special status by means of physical closeness to a holy person—included not only corporeal 

remains, but articles of clothing and any other items which touched the sacred body. In the 

Classical West, city-states often claimed possession of the remains of a hero which served as a 

patron deity to protect the community. Roman families kept personal tokens left behind by 

deceased ancestors, incorporating them into the veneration of the Lares, their household deities. 

Medieval pagan societies in western Europe practiced similar rituals, believing in the power of 

the human form. With the spread of Christianity, the collection of relics was highly 

institutionalized; the Roman Catholic and Eastern Orthodox communions had their own laws 

governing the identification, gathering, and use of holy objects, especially if they were personal 
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to the saints.68 Most American citizens in the early republic, as Christians, would have 

recognized and been comfortable with the religious associations of possessing the remains of the 

deceased. George Washington, then, as John James Barralet’s Apotheosis suggested, was not 

only a military and political hero, he was also the first deity in an emerging pantheon. He was an 

exemplar of proper republican morality, of anti-corruption, and of virtuous service. His personal 

effects—hair, clothing, samples of his handwriting—were thus valuable for the influence they 

might have on those who came to own them.  

The transmogrification of Washington into a human monument soon applied to other 

founding fathers who still lived. In the example of Thomas Jefferson’s 1816 correspondence, his 

wording suggested that the bodies and minds of the living served the same commemorative value 

as monoliths to the dead. This aligned with early Americans’ understanding that monuments 

embodied individuals and ideas, rather than existing merely as empty stone portraits devoid of 

deeper cultural connection. Daniel Webster reinforced the concept at the dedication of a 

traditional monument in 1825, orating, “And by the blessing of God, may that country itself 

become a vast and splendid monument, not of oppression and terror, but of wisdom, of peace, 

and of liberty, upon which the world may gaze with admiration forever!” Webster called not for 

the creation of a physical memorial, but for the people themselves to become monumental, to 
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serve as rhetorical reminders of the Revolution and its legacy. Such embodying ideals connected 

contemporary society to ancient republics: as Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in 1856, “The heroic 

antiquary . . ., connects it with the oldest monuments and religion in the world.” 69 

In order to consume human monuments, Americans undertook patriotic tourism to the 

homes of the founding generation and Revolutionary-era battlefields, giving rise to new 

monumental forms that allowed citizens throughout the American landscape to participate in 

crafting a collective and cohesive national memory. Early American infrastructure made travel 

difficult, if not entirely impossible, for most. Thus, tourism was the purview of the republican 

elite, who, like collectors, associated their travels with a vested interest in the national narrative. 

Pre-Revolutionary Americans had once visited the battlefields of the French and Indian War for 

meditative purposes, but by the 1770s, the practice had declined. Following the Revolutionary 

War, however, Americans reengaged historic tourism, as historian Thomas Chambers 

highlighted in the revolutionary landscapes of northern New York and New England. The 

emergence of the “Northern Tour” at the beginning of the nineteenth century engendered a new 

patriotic tourism, similar to the European Grand Tour of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries.70  

Historic tourism brought nineteenth-century Americans into contact with a world that 

existed—for them—only in memory, a world where “Great Men” in headier days long gone 
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performed glorious feats of courage and sacrifice in defense of liberty. The battlefields where 

they fought and died became sacred spaces, provoking a sense of history and place, but also 

wonder and even spiritual mystery. This coincided with increased interest, during the early 

republic, in the ruins and remains of indigenous mound-builder societies of the Mississippi River 

valley and their potential meanings for the cultural history of the United States. In popular 

tradition of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, evidence of such societies pointed 

to a great civilization, on par with ancient Egyptians and Phoenicians, that perished at the hands 

of Native Americans. The mounds—topics of high priority for elites such as Thomas Jefferson—

allowed Americans to push back forcefully at the Comte de Buffon and other Europeans who 

viewed the United States as a nation without a history. They were the monuments of a highly 

privileged society in extreme contrast to the “noble savages” that displaced them, and which 

were, in turn, displaced by the arrival of Europeans. Mound-builder mythology provided a link to 

a shared, pre-historic past that was only accessible by visiting those mysterious sites and 

engaging with the artifactual evidence. Likewise, the battle sites of the Revolution represented 

monuments of a former age that provoked republican memory. Showcasing the crumbling ruins 

of Fort Ticonderoga and other fortifications along the Lake George-Lake Champlain corridor, 

such tours gradually increased visitor traffic to battle sites again and opened such visits up to less 

elite Americans. The Northern Tour served national and cultural purposes that allowed tourists to 

display their sophistication, national identity, and emotional wisdom.71  
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Chambers asserted that actual historical curiosity was secondary to viewing scenery and 

displaying status. Skeletal remains of fortifications at Ticonderoga and others were really more 

valuable for their aesthetic, as an American version of Classical ruins.72 Such excursions 

engendered healthful recreation, as James Madison suggested to Thomas Jefferson in 1791 while 

planning an early tour of the northeast: “I do not foresee any objection to the route you propose. . 

. . Health recreation and curiosity being my objects, I can never be out of my way.”73 As elites 

journeyed to faraway locales, despite the lack of historical inquiry, a memorial inclination still 

took shape. Just as the Grand Tour sent young British aristocrats to sites of Classical importance 

on the European continent, integral to eighteenth-century educational standards, the Northern 

Tour instilled a sense of national importance to sites on the American continent, drawing visitors 

from sometimes distant states. As Americans converged on the sites of revolutionary 

significance, forts and battlefields assumed a sense of celebratory monumentalism in contrast to 

the solemn and meditative mood that dominated similar tourism preceding the Revolution. 

For most Americans, though, the Revolution rapidly became only a memory. Although 

republican elites reflected on and basked in the glories of a passing generation, ordinary people 

in the early nineteenth century lacked the same level of access to authentic engagement with 

historic sites. It was easy, amidst the grind of early nineteenth-century life and work, to leave 

history to those with the ways and means. Indeed, for much of the United States, an increasingly 
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liberal market ideology started to consume political and social culture through the first decade of 

the nineteenth century, at the expense of republican ideals of virtue and self-sacrifice. American 

cultural historian Steven Watts contends that the tension between liberalism and republicanism 

stimulated “a social dynamic of intense and unstable stress” that threatened amplified American 

anxieties.74 A new war materialized, though, that led Americans of often disparate ideologies 

from “the republican past into the liberal future” and “secured the consolidation of nineteenth-

century American liberalism.”75 The War of 1812 was integral to the transition from 

republicanism to liberalism because it “energiz[ed] and validat[ed] larger liberal impulses” such 

as economic and geographic expansion.76 The heroic wartime exploits of everymen like William 

Henry Harrison and Andrew Jackson cemented the new liberalism in American society, and the 

United States emerged from the war a triumphal beacon of liberal democracy. The perception of 

another American victory over the British empire, however inaccurate, solidified the mythos of 

the citizen-soldier in American memory and vaulted the ordinary citizen to new social heights.77 

The War of 1812 was, in the minds of many, another revolution that completed what the original 

began back in 1776. The United States was a people’s republic, in which all citizens were “Great 

Men,” worthy of owning the history and destiny of the American Revolution. 

In the half-decade or so following the War of 1812, collection of patriotic artifacts and 

visitation to sites of national historical importance increased, particularly as American 
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infrastructure modernized and expanded. The United States coalesced into a more unified 

political and cultural entity.  Bostonians, New Yorkers, and Philadelphians recognized one 

another as fellow Americans, as revolutionary sites and symbols garnered more nationalistic 

interest. In Virginia and other states, people acknowledged and appreciated the sentimental 

significance of homesteads belong to revolutionary leaders. Arriving in Pope’s Creek, Virginia in 

1815, George Washington Parke Custis, step-grandson and namesake of the first president, 

intended to commemorate his grandfather’s birthplace on old lands occupied by the Washington 

family since the seventeenth century. The house itself, which George Washington once described 

in his genealogical writings as “the ancient mansion seat,” was destroyed by fire in 1779 and 

never rebuilt.78 When George Custis arrived in 1815, only a few stones remained as evidence of 

the structure, near a small family graveyard.79 Custis carried with him a freestone slab engraved 

with the president’s February 11, 1732 birthdate, and in a small but solemn ceremony, he placed 

the slab among the ruins of the mansion’s chimney “where a few scattered bricks alone marked 

the birthplace of the chief.”80 
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Public historian Seth Bruggeman suggested that Custis was something of a self-appointed 

preserver of George Washington’s memory, indicating that Custis, like other early republican 

elites, fulfilled his sense of duty by establishing such a commemorative site and its associated 

traditions. Custis’s memorial intentions, though, contended with the memories of those who 

came to visit. They each had their own reasons for visiting, even if they were of the same social 

class, and the site’s official narrative mingled with the vernacular partialities of patrons who 

passed through to pay their respects to the Father. In other words, in the context of monuments 

and memorials in general, Washington’s birthplace allowed individuals to apply their own 

memories and meanings about the nation’s beginning. As a monument, the simple slab that 

George Custis erected in 1815 communicated with patriotic Americans, consolidating the 

memorialization of George Washington as a central tenet of a national American 

commemorative tradition. 

Important aspects of the emergent tradition after the War of 1812 included not only a 

renewed focus on the founders’ legacy, but a more general and democratic recognition and 

commemoration of the American Revolution itself. Sites of forgotten military significance 

rejoined famous birthplaces and homesteads as valuable symbols of the American nation and its 

struggle to exist. The ruins of Fort Ticonderoga in upstate New York, perhaps, offer the most 

compelling example of the new memorial tradition. Within a few years following the 

Revolutionary War, the crumbling walls of the old French and Indian War fort had begun to 

yield stones of appropriate size and shape for the building of nearby homes. Residents of the 
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southern Lake Champlain area thought nothing of hauling hundreds of stones away from the 

walls, thinking little if at all about the historical and memorial consequences of their actions. 

Indeed, the removal of stones from the walls of the fort gave the appearance of ancient ruins to 

visitors along the Northern Tour during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

creating a skeletal monument that invoked wonder at the glories of a time long gone. Master 

painters and folk artists alike included the ruins of Ticonderoga in their crafts, like a needlepoint 

by Bostonian Abigail May in 1801 (see Appendix A, Figure 3.12) that visually conveyed the 

wistful sentiment its creator shared in her journal notes regarding her visit to the region the 

previous year: 

[H]ow shall I convey any idea to you of the delight I experienced, when the ruins of Fort 

Ticonderoga, and Lake Champlain appear’d in view—never in my life did I see such a 

prospect…to the right and in front of us, lay the Lake smooth and tranquil—its banks 

romantically sloping to its verge . . . on our left lay the ruins, much more 

magnificent  then I supposed existed in our new country, built of stone, and the stone 

alone remaining—wood, glass, all devour’d by the insatiable monster—but the chimnies 

are intire, the walls of the houses, and peaks of the roof—the windows and door frames—

the ramparts, fortifications yet remain—but overgrown with nettles and weeds, such a 

scene of desolation I never beheld—we alighted, I paced over the stones awe 

struck…Our guide though he knew a great deal—but I wish’d he knew more, I wanted to 

know every particular, of a spot that interested my feelings so much.”81 

 

Following the War of 1812, Fort Ticonderoga became a regular stop along the Northern Tour, 

attracting more tourists to the region to draw their own conclusions and apply their own 

meanings to the site’s growing historical narrative.  

 As Thomas Chambers pointed out, however, the true motive behind tourism to places like 

Fort Ticonderoga was not history at all, but memory, over which they exerted at least some 

control. It was the underdeveloped sites of ruin and desolation that struck visitors, who sought to 
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draw meaning from the scenic landscapes, enabling them to display patriotic emotion—and thus, 

class—by taking in the features and functions of the landscape without much concern for history 

or its associated influences.82 Efforts to refine the histories of battle sites clashed with tourists’ 

reasons for visiting those sites. They disturbed the contemplative nature of historic sites, where 

visitors divorced themselves from the realities of the past to focus on those memories that most 

directly gave meaning to their own contemporary lives and communities. 

 Even as Americans of the early nineteenth century reframed their understanding of 

Revolutionary memory and expanded their understanding of monumental forms and fashions in 

the building of a national commemorative tradition, the symbols and purposes behind all such 

memorial remained steadfastly republican in nature. On King’s Mountain, near the border 

between North and South Carolina, an unassuming stone tablet arose in 1814, funded entirely by 

one man, local physician and Revolutionary War veteran William Maclean (see Appendix A, 

figure 3.13). Dr. Maclean became enthusiastically aware at the end of the War of 1812 that no 

honor had yet been paid to the ‘South Fork Boys’ of Lincoln County, North Carolina who had 

fought and died so gallantly on King’s Mountain in the autumn of 1780. For many who viewed 

the War of 1812 as a second war for independence, drawing a commemorative connection from 

the Revolutionary War to the War of 1812 made sense; the latter’s soldiers took up the defense—

physically and symbolically—of the nation born in the blood of the Revolution. They died that 

the Republic might live; a monument set them forth as models for the virtuous citizens of 

Lincoln County to enamor and emulate for as long as the Republic should endure.83
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CHAPTER FOUR 

REMEMBERING THE REVOLUTION IN THE RENEWED REPUBLIC, 1815-1829 
 

The Irish painter of Apotheosis of Washington, John James Barralet, enjoyed modest 

success following his landmark 1802 composition. His final work, another notable painting 

completed in 1815, suggested the artist’s vision for the future of his adopted home. In America 

Guided by Wisdom, Barralet combined early American republican values with the allegorical 

imagery of classical mythology (Figure 4.1).1 America is a goddess robed in white. She bears a 

shield with the national seal, and the Stars and Stripes flutters gently behind her. At her feet lies a 

cornucopia, symbolizing the bounty of the United States, while in the background, wooden 

sailing ships and rowboats approach the shore, leaving no doubt that this is, indeed, a United 

States engrossed in a market economy and not Mount Olympus. America holds court with 

Minerva, the Roman goddess of wisdom, who has cast down her own armaments and appears to 

be inviting America to take her hand. Behind them, among the columns of a temple, an 

equestrian statue of George Washington bears tribute to the recent victory in the War of 1812, 

symbolically tying that conflict intrinsically to the American Revolution. Nearby, gods of 

agriculture and commerce watch over a frontier farmstead, alluding to the nation’s hopes for a 

healthy socioeconomic future. The entire scene evokes a sense of optimism that the outmoded 

strictures of the Old World had finally lost their stranglehold on American society. A new era of 

peace and prosperity had begun. 

As the United States recovered from the War of 1812 and the founding generation 

continued to pass into history and memory, Americans of many social distinctions clamored to 

have their voices included in that national chorus of victory and progress. After another war with 

 
1 John James Barralet, America Guided by Wisdom, 1815, oil on canvas, Library of Congress. 
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Great Britain, the United States emerged with an international relations victory, if not a military 

one, and Americans readily embarked on new endeavors to lift the country toward political 

harmony and economic prosperity. Traditional monuments in the new, increasingly democratic 

era reflected hope while coming to represent the collective memory of a past to which ever fewer 

could claim to actually remember. Monuments, like the nation itself, increasingly took their 

shape from the minds of people for whom the American Revolution was already a tradition, 

rather than an experience. As the war ended, three developments in the same year, all related to 

memorializing George Washington, demonstrated the tenacity with which Americans wished to 

commemoratively establish the unified Republic. In Baltimore, on July 4, 1815, in the spirit of 

national patriotism that engulfed American cities each Independence Day, citizens laid the 

cornerstone of the first planned posthumous monument to Washington in the United States, in 

“gratitude to the father and benefactor of our country.”2 In December of that year, the North 

Carolina General Assembly unanimously approved the commission of a full-length portrait of 

Washington to stand in the rotunda of the state house in Raleigh.3 And in Washington, DC, as 

public attentions returned to internal improvements of an infrastructural and commercial nature, 

the war-damaged Capitol began to rise out of the ashes, grander than before, with usable space in 

which to enshrine the remains of the first President of the United States.4 At the same time, a 
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new spate of smaller, local memorials began to appear, lending themselves to a tradition of 

patriotic tourism and co-memorialism that helped shape the national historical and 

commemorative narrative. In the years after the War of 1812, the old lines between local and 

national monuments eroded to perhaps their greatest extent, allowing monuments of many 

different types and intents to represent the United States together. Thus, a wave of renewed 

traditional monumentalism enveloped the country, centering heavily on George Washington in 

the national narrative, but incorporating a broader collective memory of the Revolution and its 

participants.  

* * * 

 Baltimore’s grandiose monument to Washington was to be the gold standard against 

which all others would be appraised. The importance of the region itself justified a grand 

monument to the first national American hero. Maryland had a special connection to George 

Washington, who had famously resigned his commission—the first of his most defining acts—in 

the state capital at Annapolis. Furthermore, Maryland had devoted some of its southern territory 

for the creation of the District of Columbia. And Baltimore was a growing city, already the third 

largest in North America by 1807. It was in that year that United States Chief Justice John 

Marshall published his five-volume Life of George Washington, the first biography of an 

American president.5 The publisher and press hailed the work as a “literary monument which has 
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long been projected to the memory of the most illustrious character of modern times.”6 In 

illuminating the high character of its subject, the biography functioned as a public testament to 

Washington’s commemorative worth, much like Jean-Antoine Houdon’s statue in Richmond had 

done while Washington was alive. Although not a hagiography on par with the stories written by 

Mason Weems, Marshall’s biography nevertheless sold well—translated into additional 

languages within a year of its publication—and further elevated Washington’s memorial legacy.7  

Amidst the outpouring of tribute to Washington’s high character in 1807, driven if not 

entirely informed by Marshall’s literary monument, a proposal for a physical memorial to the 

late president circulated among Baltimore’s leading citizens. The initial idea for the monument 

was less a matter of patriotic tribute and more about the preservation of property values in 

Courthouse Square, the neighborhood originally intended for the monument. Fears that unsightly 

buildings might clutter the open space impelled citizens to call for a public sculpture to beautify 

and protect the space.8 Regardless of the true intent, however, several citizens joined a Board of 

Managers in 1809 to commission and finance the monument. The following year, the board 

arranged for the state’s first publicly sanctioned lottery to finance the project. Petitioners to the 

Maryland General Assembly, seeking approval for the lottery, pointed out that monuments 

would benefit the public for future generations, as “trophies to great and good men are a 

testament to victorious and heroic deeds. They stimulate the young to emulation, to noble and 

honorable actions.”9 The petition duly moved the General Assembly, and the lottery commenced. 

 
6 “We observe in a London paper . . .,” Maryland Gazette (Annapolis), 12 March 1807. 
7 “Life of Washington,” Maryland Gazette (Annapolis), 8 October-19 November 1807. 
8 Robert Gilmor, Jr., 1844, cited in J. Jefferson Miller, II, “The Designs for the Washington 

Monument in Baltimore,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians23 (March 1964): 

19-28. 
9 “Washington Monument Lottery,” Maryland Gazette (Annapolis), 12 September 1810; 

“Washington Monument Lottery,” Aurora General Advertiser (Philadelphia), 17 October 1810; 
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Ultimately, the state held several lotteries between 1810 and 1813, none of them proving 

successful enough to raise the requisite funds.  

 By 1813, despite disappointing lottery returns and the recent outbreak of war with Great 

Britain, the board raised enough funds to move forward with the monument project. In March, 

the board opened a design competition and promised the winner a five-hundred-dollar cash prize 

as well as the contract to design the monument, with a budget of $100,000.10 Although European 

entrants could compete, the monument board “hoped that the American artists [would] evince by 

their productions, that there [would] be no occasion to resort to any other country for a 

monument to the memory of their illustrious fellow-citizen.”11 The winning design, selected in 

May of 1814, belonged to an up-and-coming Robert Mills of South Carolina, an architect who 

had studied under James Hoban in Washington and Benjamin Henry Latrobe in Philadelphia.12 

Having already designed or assisted in several important buildings—most significantly, he had 

assisted James Hoban with the commission for the Presidential Mansion in the District of 

Columbia—Mills enthusiastically pursued the monument commission. On several occasions, he 

reminded the monument board and others with influence, including Thomas Jefferson and 

President James Madison, that he was the first American-born architect with professional 

training.13 

 
“Lottery Notice,” Evening Post (New York), 8 February 1811; “Washington Monument 

Lottery,” Washington Monument Papers, 1810-1843, Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore; 

Miller, “Designs for the Washington Monument,” 19-28. 
10 “Monument,” Maryland Gazette (Annapolis), 18 March 1813; Charleston Daily Courier 

(Charleston, SC), 18 June 1813. 
11 “Monument,” Maryland Gazette, 18 March 1813; Charleston Daily Courier, 18 June 1813. 
12 “Washington Monument,” Pennsylvania Gazette (Philadelphia), 11 May 1814; “Washington 

Monument,” Buffalo Gazette (Buffalo, NY), 24 May 1814; “Washington’s Monument,” Raleigh 

Minerva (Raleigh, NC), 8 July 1814. 
13 Robert Mills to the Board of Managers, 12 January 1814, Washington Monument Papers, 

1810-1843; Robert Mills to Thomas Jefferson, 28 January 1814, in Looney et al., eds., The 
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 Mills’s design for the monument won out over proposals for Classical triumphal arches 

and Masonic obelisks and pyramids. His original drawings were ambitious and manifested in 

exalting George Washington: Mills envisioned a tall, Doric-inspired column, rising from a broad, 

elevated base and crowned with a statue of Washington himself, towering triumphantly over the 

Baltimore skyline. (see Figure 4.2). In his design, Mills included plans for an inner core of brick 

wound around a staircase climbing the height of the column, allowing visitors to reach a summit 

deck just below the statue. He recommended marble for the exterior, and at six intervals, he 

designed square, balconied promenades with iron railings, each accessible by a doorway leading 

off the interior staircase and allowing free movement around the circumference of the column. 

The outside spaces divided the column into seven galleries with bas-reliefs and valedictory 

symbols carved into the marble. Each gallery represented a different phase of Washington’s 

storied Continental Army career, beginning with the events of 1776 and concluding with the 

commander-in-chief’s resigning his commission. On the four corners of the elevated base, Mills 

envisioned four giant iron trophies, each symbolizing victory. Ornamented with inscriptions and 

funerary devices, the base would have a grand archway on each side, allowing visitors to pass 

under the monument. On the keystones of the archways would be carved the Great Seal of the 

United States, while seals of the thirteen original states would adorn each voussoir stone.14 From 

 
Papers of Thomas Jefferson: Retirement Series, 7: 165–66; Robert Mills to James Madison, 5 

March 1814, in  The Papers of James Madison: Presidential Series, 9 vols. ed. Angela Kreider 

et. al. (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2012): 7: 348-49. In addition to seeking the 

commission for the Baltimore Washington Monument, Robert Mills also hoped to succeed his 

former mentor, Benjamin Henry Latrobe, as the Surveyor of Public Buildings in the District of 

Columbia. His letters to Jefferson and Madison indicate his hopes of securing that position. As 

for Mills’s insistence that he was the first professionally-trained architect born in the United 

States, Charles Bulfinch of Boston may have had the better claim, given that he was nearly 

twenty years Mills’s senior and began his training while Mills was a youth. 
 
14 In a traditional archway, constructed of stone, a voussoir is one of several wedge-shaped 

stones that fit in the spaces on either side of the central keystone. 
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base to summit, not including the statue proposed for the top, the entire monument would stand 

at 140 feet. The statue itself was to be a larger-than-life rendition of Washington, in Roman 

military attire, driving a quadriga chariot with the goddess of Liberty at his side as his 

guardian.15 

 Planning a monument to the primary figure of the Revolution amidst the tensions 

wrought by the War of 1812 resonated with rhetoric of independence and nationalism that 

reemerged during the second war with Britain, but the war also presented challenges. By the 

autumn of 1814, Baltimore and the surrounding area, given its proximity to the federal capital, 

had borne the full impact of British military aggression. Warships crowded Chesapeake Bay and 

in August, after utterly defeating a small American force at Bladensburg, Maryland, the British 

invaded and captured the District of Columbia, setting much of it aflame. In September, British 

commanders turned their attentions toward Baltimore and engaged American forces for three 

days on land at North Point and Hampstead Hill, and by sea at Fort McHenry. Although 

American victories in these later engagements halted the British advance, Marylanders had 

suffered throughout 1814.16  

 
15 Miller, “Designs for the Washington Monument,” 19-28. According to Miller, Robert Mills 

likely knew well that the size and ostentation of his design could not be executed within the 

$100,000 budget, and that some of the board members voiced concerns. Miller also reports that 

Mills’s fellow architects, including his former mentor, Benjamin Henry Latrobe, ridiculed the 

design as little more than a hackneyed version of recent proposals for monuments in England and 

Ireland to Lord Horatio Nelson; see Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Maximilien Godefroy, 10 

October 1814, Washington Monument Papers, 1810-1843. 
16 For a more complete history of Maryland’s role in the War of 1812, see William M. Marine, 

The British Invasion of Maryland, 1812-1815 (Baltimore: Society of the War of 1812 in 

Maryland, 1913); Walter Lord, The Dawn’s Early Light (New York: W. W. Norton, 1972); 

Joseph A. Whitehorn, The Battle for Baltimore 1814 (Baltimore: Nautical & Aviation 

Publishing, 1997); Christopher T. George, Terror on the Chesapeake: The War of 1812 on the 

Bay (Shippensburg, PA: White Mane, 2001); Wade G. Dudley, Splintering the Wooden Wall: 

The British Blockade of the United States, 1812-1815 (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2003). 
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When public attentions finally returned to the monument by the end of that year, plans 

changed. Some leading citizens, wary of their exposure to enemy invasion, reportedly feared that 

a tall column in their neighborhood might present a threat of toppling onto one of their homes. 

They designated Courthouse Square, the colonial-era center of town, for Maximilian Godefroy’s 

Battle Monument, a shorter but no less grand memorial celebrating the recent victory and 

fulfilling a local commemorative purpose.17 Meanwhile, the national monument to George 

Washington needed a new home. John Eager Howard, the veteran Continental officer and hero of 

the 1781 Battle of Cowpens, donated his land.18 Howard’s sense of republican civic duty would 

have settled for nothing less on the land he provided for just such a purpose, land that comprised 

a significant portion of his Belvedere estate just north of the old town proper. 

 The Board of Managers devised a grand celebration to lay the cornerstone at Howard’s 

Woods. At noon on July 4, 1815, tens of thousands of Baltimore’s citizens heard a thirty-nine-

gun salute initiate the ceremony, representing the number of years since the Declaration of 

Independence. Board president and local Revolutionary War veteran, Colonel James A. 

Buchanan, addressed the crowd, proudly boasting of “this first expression of national gratitude 

should be made in the city of Baltimore? at all times the first to evince its attachment to those 

republican institutions, to secure which was the great object of WASHINGTON’S labors.” He 

symbolically connected the occasion to the recent Battle of Baltimore, thereby expressing a 

 
17 See Robert L. Alexander, “The Public Memorial and Godefroy’s Battle Monument,” Journal 

of the Society of Architectural Historian. 17 (March 1958): 19-24. Maximilien Godefroy of 

France was among the first architects considered by the Board of Managers, before the design 

competition was opened. He produced several designs in 1810, most notably a triumphal arch 

spanning over an equestrian statue of Washington. Evidence of the board’s reasons for rejecting 

Godefroy’s designs remains elusive, but he resubmitted the arch design for the competition and 

was again rejected, this time in favor of Robert Mills. His commission for the Battle Monument 

in 1815 likely salvaged a souring relationship between Godefroy and the city of Baltimore. 
18 Miller, “Designs for the Washington Monument,” 19-28. 
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deeply republican sentiment for military action and sacrifice: “The eyes of all America were 

fixed upon us! On the destiny of Baltimore seemed to be suspended the fate of the republic! She 

breasted the storm; and thanks to her gallant defenders, exists now, in prosperity and glory, to 

perform her most grateful of duties.”19The monument, then, in the eyes of the Board of 

Managers, stood for the glory of Baltimore, which in turn symbolized the rising glory of “these 

United States.”20 Local and national commemoration fused as one. Buchanan lionized 

Washington in a tone that seemed inspired by David Edwin’s and John James Barralet’s images 

of apotheosis from the earlier 1800s: 

On an occasion so grand, so interesting, it might perhaps be expected, that some notice 

should be taken of ‘the services of the mighty dead,’ but when we recollect that the world 

is filled with his glory, and that its radiance shines with a lustre which requires no aid 

from eulogy, I feel relieved from a task which it would have been the height of 

presumption for me to have undertaken.21 

 

For Buchanan and the citizens of Baltimore, this was no funerary monument to a dead man but a 

victory pillar to a living force that transcended human limits of time and space and death. George 

Washington transitioned from his life role as the high priest of American civic religion into a 

posthumous role wherein his deification presented him as the central godhead. The monument 

would thus serve a religious function, as an icon or even an altar, in addition to its 

commemorative one. 

 After Buchanan finished, and the proper invocations for God’s blessings concluded, he 

walked to where the cornerstone waited and, joined by John Howard and several other 

dignitaries, proceeded to lower it into place in a dignified Masonic ceremony, befitting 

Washington’s legacy among that fraternity. Adjacent to the location were Rembrandt Peale’s 

 
19 Pratt, An authentic account, 4-8. 
20 Pratt, An authentic account, 7. 
21 Pratt, An authentic account, 9. 
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portrait of Washington, and a painting by one Henry Warren depicting a much simplified 

monument, suggesting that Robert Mills’s designs had undergone significant changes (see Figure 

4.3).22 Once the stone was in place, Buchanan presented Mills with the symbolic square, plumb, 

and level of Masonic lore and officially entrusted to him the task of building the monument. 

Mills graciously accepted the task and added that he took seriously “the execution of a 

monument, to perpetuate our country’s gratitude to the father of her liberties; and that you have 

given preference to native genius in the choice of a design for the work.”23With that, and after a 

few more faithful entreaties to the “Sovereign of nations,” the ceremony came to its conclusion 

and work on Baltimore’s Washington Monument got underway.24 

Farther south, among the old Jeffersonian dissenters, complications regarding George 

Washington’s political legacy began to fade with time. Despite some North Carolinians’ 

contempt for his tacit support of Federalist policies during his administrations, Washington’s 

post-mortem legacy seemingly erased any significant opposition to honoring him. By 1815, a 

grand monument to the “Father of His Country” seemed only appropriate for any public or 

official space. North Carolina’s government, caught up in the post-war nationalist spirit, wanted 

to enshrine the ideals of the Revolutionary era with an exquisite marble statue of Washington. 

With unanimous approval from the General Assembly, a commission formed and the search for 

an appropriate artist began in earnest. It was crucial that the man chosen for the task be of the 

 
22 Pratt, An authentic account, 4; Miller, “Designs for the Washington Monument,” 19-28. The 

Warren painting did not survive, but Pratt’s pamphlet bearing the account of the ceremony 

included an engraving of the painting, revealing the significant design changes that occurred. 

Mills left no documentary evidence as to why he made the changes, but ridicule by his peers over 

the original design’s ostentation may have played a part, as might have concerns over the high 

cost of including all of Mills’s initial ideas in the final structure. 
23 Pratt, An authentic account, 19-20. 
24 Pratt, An authentic account, 20-28. 
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highest caliber, having trained among European masters and warranting significant international 

renown. The Assembly hoped they might find an American of such credentials, both for the 

national prestige as well as the reduced cost in having a delicate work of art created in and 

shipped from France or Italy. William Thornton and Benjamin Henry Latrobe, the first and 

second Architects of the United States Capitol, respectively, were among the several eminent 

Americans to submit applications for the commission.25  

North Carolina Secretary of State Nathaniel Macon wrote to former president Thomas Jefferson 

at Monticello, seeking the latter’s assistance in locating such the ideal sculptor, inquiring about 

having the work completed in the United States and how much it might cost otherwise, as well as 

opinions regarding size, style, and other aesthetic considerations.26 Jefferson’s answer came in 

no uncertain terms: “Your first enquiry is whether one worthy the character it is to represent, and 

the state which erects it, can be made in the US.? certainly it cannot. I do not know that there is a 

single marble statuary in the US. but I am sure there cannot be one who would offer himself as 

qualified to undertake this monument of gratitude and taste.” Jefferson made several 

recommendations as to whom should receive the commission and how the negotiations should 

proceed. In his estimation, none in the world was more suited to the task than “Old Canove [sic] 

of Rome,” a Neoclassical master highly regarded as the best in the world.27 

 
25 Catherine W. Bishir, “State Capitol Memorials,” 2012, Commemorative Landscapes of North 

Carolina, 12 September 2016, https://docsouth.unc.edu/commland/features/essays/bishir_one; R. 

D. W. Connor, Canova's Statue of Washington (Raleigh: North Carolina Historical Commission, 

1910); Tracy L. Kamerer and Scott W. Nolley, “Rediscovering an American Icon,” Colonial 

Williamsburg Journal 25 (Autumn 2003): 74-79. 
26 Macon to Jefferson, 7 January 1816. 
27 Jefferson to Macon, 22 January 1816. Antonio Canova was already well-known among art 

enthusiasts in the United States. He had been among the European sculptors whom the Board of 

Managers of the Washington Monument in Baltimore had considered for a commission before 

opening the design competition for the monument in 1813; see Miller, “Designs for the 

Washington Monument,” 19-28. 
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 Antonio Canova was indeed a master. He studied and apprenticed extensively during the 

1770s in his hometown of Possagno, a small community in the Republic of Venice. Establishing 

a residency in Rome in 1780, Canova earned the patronage of wealthy families and important 

officials. The Roman Curia in Vatican City commissioned him to create two funerary 

monuments dedicated to the memories of Popes Clement XIV (completed in 1787) and Clement 

XIII (in 1792), the latter adorning St. Peter’s Basilica and cementing Canova’s celebrity status. 

The sculptor reportedly tried to escape to America in the wake of Napoleon’s conquest of Venice 

in 1797, but by the following year, he had returned to Possagno before embarking on a lengthy 

tour of France and England. By 1800, he was the preeminent artist in Europe and an effective 

self-promoter.28 It is little wonder that Thomas Jefferson, enamored of European high culture, 

was an admirer. Conveniently, Jefferson remembered that the United States had a consul in 

Livorno, Italy, one Thomas Appleton who “had relations with Canove, [and who was] a judge of 

price, convenient to engage the work, to attend to it’s [sic] progress, to receive & forward it to N. 

Carolina.”29 Appleton also happened to have a plaster copy of the bust of George Washington by 

Giuseppe Ceracchi, on which Jefferson suggested the statue be modeled (see Figure 2.7).30  

 
28 “The marquis Canova, and the statue of Washington,” Hillsborough Recorder (Hillsborough, 

NC), 24 May 1820; Marie Louise Adelaide Handley, ”Antonio Canova,” in Catholic 

Encyclopedia, ed. Charles Herbermann, 15 vols. (New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1908), 

3: 100; Jane Martineau and Andrew Robinson, eds., The Glory of Venice: Art in the Eighteenth 

Century (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994), 441; Christopher M. S. Johns, Antonia 

Canova and the Politics of Patronage in Revolutionary and Napoleonic Europe (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1998), 25, 149. 
29 Jefferson to Macon, 22 January 1816. 
30 Jefferson to Macon, 22 January 1816.; Conner, Canova’s Statue; Thomas Appleton to Thomas 

Jefferson, 27 September 1816, in Looney, et al. eds., Papers of Thomas Jefferson: Retirement 

Series, 10: 411–15. Livorno is known traditionally in English as “Leghorn,” the name which 

Jefferson and Appleton use throughout their correspondence. 
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 The only question that remained, then, was of size and style. Jefferson was adamant 

about these details as well. Believing that Canova was likely to charge upwards of $8,000 for the 

work—valued at roughly $135,000 in 2021—Jefferson pressed for an impressive monument: 

“Yours should be something larger [than the statue in Richmond]. the difference it makes in the 

impression can scarcely be conceived. as to the style or costume, I am sure the artist, and every 

person of taste in Europe would be for the Roman, the effect of which is undoubtedly of a 

different order. our boots & regimentals have a very puny effect.”31Jefferson thought North 

Carolina’s monument should be different and more elaborate than that sculpted by Jean-Antoine 

Houdon two decades earlier. In life, of course, Washington would never have consented to being 

sculpted in Classical Roman costume, as Houdon himself had discovered. Furthermore, the scale 

of Houdon’s statue in Richmond matched the measurements taken by the sculptor of the living 

Washington, and although Washington was a tall man by eighteenth-century standards, his 

height was not imposing. Jefferson saw an opportunity to elevate Washington to even more 

heroic status in a larger-than-life sculpture. That Washington should be attired in the apparel of a 

Roman general emphasized the republican belief that the United States had inherited the 

Classical past. Given Washington’s reputation as a modern Cincinnatus, Americans clearly 

thought it fitting that in death his monuments should reflect the Classical past. From an aesthetic 

point of view, the caligae and lorica of a Roman soldier-statesman struck a better image, at least 

in Jefferson’s opinion, than did the ratty, “puny” boots and regimental uniforms of the 

Continental Army.  

 Canova accepted the commission more for the prestige than for the money. Thomas 

Appleton wrote to the artist, officially offering the project, to which the latter responded: 

 
31 Jefferson to Macon, 22 January 1816. 
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Sir, I immediately reply to the gracious letter in which you happily offered me the 

execution of the marble statue of the immortal Washington; for the government of the 

United States of America—Truly because of the many works to which I have been for 

several years obliged, I should refuse the assignment with thanks. But my admiration for 

the genius who has accomplished such proud things for the health and freedom of your 

nation induces me to indulge your kind request. Therefore I accept the commission.32 

 

It appears, from his statement accepting the commission, that Canova might have been under the 

impression that he was producing a statue for the federal government instead of North Carolina. 

Nevertheless, he began work on the monument in 1817 and completed it late in 1820. The 

monument committee in North Carolina had solicited the services of the United States Navy to 

carry the finished statue home. In May 1821, it departed Rome in several crates laden aboard the 

USS Columbus at Civita Vecchia. The captain of the Columbus, Commodore William 

Bainbridge, assured Governor Jesse Franklin of the statue’s safe transport to the United States, 

expressing his own admiration for the project: “I beg leave to assure you, sir, that it has afforded 

me much pleasure to attend to the request of the Executive of the patriotic State of North 

Carolina relative to the statue of the great and good Washington.”33  

Bainbridge’s use of “patriotic” to describe North Carolina exemplified the post-war trend 

toward nationalism during the 1820s. In the early republic, patriotism was tantamount to 

republican citizenship, particularly following the War of 1812. Services rendered to the patria, 

the fatherland, evidenced patriotism, whether those services were military, political, 

 
32 Antonio Canova to Thomas Appleton, as related in Appleton to Jefferson, 27 September 1816. 

In its original Italian, “Signore, rispondo subito alla graziosa lettera con cui ella Si compiace 

offerirmi l’essecuzione della marmorea Statua dell’immortale Washington; per un governo degli 

Stati uniti di America—Veramente le molte opere alle quali sono per diversi Anni obligato, 

vorebbero che jo la ringraziassi di quest’onorato incarico; ma l’ammirazione mia, al Genio 

operatore di Si alte Cose, per la Salute e libertà della sua nazione, Vogliono, che jo adoperi ogni 

sforzo, onde assecondare la di lei gentile domanda. Accetto adunque la commissione.” 
33 Commodore William Bainbridge, USN, to Governor Jesse Franklin, North Carolina, 19 May 

1821, in Marshall Delancey Haywood, “Canova’s Statue of Washington,” South Atlantic 

Quarterly 2 (1902): 278-87, emphasis by the author. 



 

180 
 

infrastructural, or in another capacity. For example, Col. James Buchanan spoke at the 

cornerstone laying for Baltimore’s Washington monument because he had provided the ultimate 

service in war. Political parties prided themselves on their patriotism and denounced their 

opponents as un-patriotic as a means of winning political support. A state, too, could 

demonstrate patriotism, from committing militias to national war efforts to commissioning 

statues to the patria, its ideals embodied in the founding generation. By commissioning a statue 

of George Washington, the figure most closely associated with the patria, North Carolina proved 

itself fully committed to the nation, a patriotic member of a republican union.34 

In July 1821, the USS Columbus arrived in Boston where the crates, loaded onto a cargo 

ship, began their journey to Wilmington, North Carolina. In November, a steamboat carried the 

crates inland to Fayetteville. Finally, a carriage train delivered them to Raleigh on Monday 

morning, December 24, a gift to the people of North Carolina from their government, just in time 

for Christmas.35 

Builders set to work assembling the statue, and a crowd gathered at 3:00 pm that 

afternoon on Fayetteville Street, just south of the Capitol, to commemorate the statue’s 

installation in the rotunda. State officials and assemblymen joined with military bands, 

Revolutionary War veterans, and ordinary citizens in parading ahead of the statue as it 

maneuvered toward and into the Capitol. A line of artillery arrayed in front of the Capitol 

fired twenty-four rounds in tribute, ceasing once the procession reached the building and 

stopped. Colonel William Polk, a celebrated Continental Army veteran, delivered an 

oration in which he lauded the virtues of patriotism and the quality of republican 

societies, especially as embodied by the late Washington. . . . 

 
34 Lewis Perry, Boats Against the Current: American Culture between Revolution and Modernity 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 6; Thomas Chambers, Memories of War: Visiting 

Battlefields and Boneyards in the Early American Republic (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 2012), 16-65, 156-160; Steven Watts, The Republic Reborn: War and the Making of 

Liberal America, 1790-1820 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 78, 224, 298. 

For more on partisan contests over patriotism during the War of 1812, see Nicole Eustace, 1812: 

War and the Passions of Patriotism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015). 
35 “Statue of Washington,” National Gazette (Philadelphia), 30 June 1821; “The Mary Ann of 

Boston…” Weekly Raleigh Register (Raleigh NC), 16 November 1821; Haywood, “Canova’s 

Statue of Washington,” 278-287. 
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Polk equated patriotism and republican virtue with the legacies of Rome, fallen and degenerate, 

but made whole and good through the United States’ defense of human and civil liberties, as 

embodied in Washington. “In the annals of modern greatness he stands alone, and the noblest 

names of antiquity lose their lustre in his presence.” For Polk, Washington was the first among 

patriots, destined by Providence to bring forth a new era in human history and justly deserving of 

monumental recognition “The record of such virtues should be transmitted to posterity by every 

means the Muse of History, of Painting, and of Sculpture, can employ; and who is not proud of 

his country when he sees her thus munificently consecrating the memory of the first of 

patriots?”36 

 Once situated into its final location in the Capitol rotunda, the affective visual rhetoric of 

the monument became apparent (Figure 4.4). The larger-than-life size and Roman apparel, of 

course, generated much public discussion, as the General Assembly, Thomas Jefferson, and 

Antonio Canova anticipated. A subtler feature, however, borne out of more practical 

considerations, set Canova’s work apart from other statues to great men in Western societies. 

George Washington was seated, and not upright in a throne as a king or astride a horse as a 

conqueror but relaxed on a simple stool, one leg stretched out in front of him and the other bent 

at the knee to support his posture. Canova sculpted a seated Washington at least partially for 

reasons of size—a standing portrait of the desired dimensions threatened to aesthetically 

 
36 William Polk, “Speech Given at the Dedication of Canova’s Washington, Raleigh, North 

Carolina, 24 December 1821,” as recorded in the Weekly Raleigh Register, 28 December 1821, 

emphases by the author; “The Statue Washington,” Hillsborough Recorder, 2 January 1822. 
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overwhelm the confined space of the rotunda. The artist believed that he could sculpt a more 

dignified figure in a seated posture.37  

 Canova’s dignified Washington depicted the penning of the president’s 1796 Farewell 

Address, symbolic to many Americans as the moment which rendered Washington worthy of 

memorial honors. It represented the voluntary surrender and peaceful transition of American 

power. Indeed, it was the second time Washington had done so, having previously resigned his 

army commission in 1783 at the end of the Revolutionary War. During the War of 1812, 

Washington’s Farewell Address had become a feature of Washington’s birthday celebrations, 

first read in 1812 as a portrait was presented to an audience in Brattleboro, Vermont. Orators 

read the Constitution, the Declaration, and the Farewell Address, reminding citizens of 

republican virtue and the corruption of political aspiration. Two years later, Lord Byron 

eulogized Washington as “the first—the last—the best—The Cincinnatus of the West,” the 

citizen-soldier who found glory as the citizen rather than the soldier.38 

 And Cincinnatus he was in North Carolina’s Capitol, portrayed in gleaming white marble 

and sitting high above the floor of the rotunda. In fact, only the face belonged to the mythic 

Washington. There was no wig: His hair was left relatively long and unkempt, as though he had 

just come off a long military campaign. He was the idealized man of action but a man of thought: 

His gazing eyes settled on the tablet he supported with his left hand, while his right hand held a 

stylus at the ready, giving the entire sculpture a sense of ponderance, as though the man paused 

 
37 Antonio Canova to Thomas Appleton, 28 September 1816, as related in Thomas Appleton to 

Thomas Jefferson, 1 October 1816, in Papers of Thomas Jefferson: Retirement Series, 10: 411–

15; Weekly Raleigh Register, 28 December 1821. 
38 The Washingtonian (Windsor, VT), 9 March 1812; George Gordon, Lord Byron, “Ode to 

Napoleon Buonaparte” (1814), lines 166-167, in The Book of Georgian Verse, ed. William 

Stanley Braithwaite (New York: Brentano’s, 1909), 1016-1022. 
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for just a moment to discover the perfect words. He was not American: Washington was dressed 

as a Roman general, with a soldier’s tunic and armor, heavy sandals with straps approaching 

mid-calf, and the cape and brooch that signified his rank—an image of the timeless general, the 

victor of the Revolution, and thus, beyond reproach.39 The stylus and tablet were his only active 

possessions: He had already cast his weapons, the erstwhile symbols of his power, to the ground. 

For George Washington, the fight was over. 

 The plinth on which the statue sat included bas-relief panels on each of its four sides, 

depicting the four most significant civil and military events in Washington’s storied career. 

Carved by Canova’s pupil, the scenes included General Charles Cornwallis’s surrender at 

Yorktown, Washington’s resignation of his commission, a pastoral scene of Washington holding 

a plow on his plantation at Mount Vernon, and finally, his acceptance of the presidency of the 

United States. The panels were, according to the press, “formed and grouped with the most 

exquisite taste and commemorate[d] the four greatest events . . . in the life of the illustrious man 

they are intended to celebrate.” North Carolina’s legislature was lauded for having “had the 

patriotism to procure this superb monument of their gratitude,” with the hope that other states 

would soon follow suit in national tribute.40 

 The public awarded the monument decidedly more mixed reviews. Many North 

Carolinians complained that no American officer, much less a general, should be depicted as an 

 
39 Most of Washington’s contemporaries continued to refer to him as “General,” even after he 

had been president and after his death. This seems to have been a style Washington himself 

preferred. Furthermore, while he had indeed resigned his commission after the Revolutionary 

War, in his retirement he was promoted to Lieutenant General by President John Adams and was 

also named “General of the Armies.” Thus, to call him “General” was appropriate. Nevertheless, 

it is difficult to ignore the convention in the contexts of historical memory. Other generals who 

have served as president have not retained their military styles post-service. 
40 Weekly Raleigh Register, 28 December 1816; emphasis by the author. 
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ancient Roman.41 Their apprehension is understandable. The sculpture was a lot to take in 

visually and rhetorically, and although Roman law and literature had survived culturally and 

philosophically in Western republicanism, the Roman Republic had fallen to monarchy! 

Cincinnatus and Sulla, neither without their own deficiencies, had eventually led to Julius 

Caesar. Woe to the United States should Washington’s great act be tainted by a similar fate at the 

hands of lesser men than he. Most public complaints seem to have been satisfactorily addressed 

with simple explanations, though. Canova himself was a Roman, albeit a modern one, and the 

classical depiction was a popular style in Europe. Additionally, it was of the highest artistic class, 

for which a monument to a man of Washington’s caliber seemed most certainly appropriate.42   

 As Antonio Canova began his work on North Carolina’s memorial tribute to George 

Washington in 1817, a monument of a starkly different nature arose near what is now Malvern, 

Pennsylvania. Commemorating a relatively obscure battle during the Philadelphia campaign of 

the Revolutionary War, the monument, still extant, does not celebrate the services of great men 

but rather honors the sacrifices of ordinary soldiers in their defense of American liberty. There 

are no symbols adorning the stone, nor reliefs of battle scenes. No one’s face or form represents 

the fallen. In size and ornament, the monument pales in comparison to North Carolina’s Roman 

Washington, Baltimore’s pillar, and the stately tomb of Montgomery. Like the battle monument 

on Lexington Green, it is a simple obelisk, inscribed on its four sides with a tribute to the dead. 

Individually, none is named; collectively, they are called patriots.43 

 
41 Weekly Raleigh Register, 28 December 1816 
42 Weekly Raleigh Register, 28 December 1816;”The marquis Canova, and the statue of 

Washington,” Hillsborough Recorder, 24 May 1820; “Statue of Washington,” National Banner 

and Nashville Whig (Nashville, Tennessee), 30 January 1822; “Short Jackets,” Charleston Daily 

Courier, 24 May 1822 
43 “Paoli Monument,” Lancaster Intelligence (Lancaster, PA), 25 October 1817. 



 

185 
 

 The Battle of Paoli, or the Paoli Massacre as it is known locally, happened in September 

1777 as Washington and the Continental Army retreated from their defeat at Brandywine Creek. 

Aware that the British forces were nearing Philadelphia, Washington ordered Anthony Wayne 

and a small Continental division to harass the enemy and prevent them from taking the city, if 

possible. Wayne believed his presence in the region went undetected, but rumors of rebel activity 

led British commander William Howe to send out spies who located Wayne’s encampment near 

Paoli Tavern, a mere four miles from the British headquarters. Howe immediately ordered an 

attack and on the night of September 20, British general Charles Grey launched a surprise assault 

on the Americans, inflicting nearly three hundred casualties and routing Wayne’s entire division. 

After the battle, local citizens buried fifty-three of the dead on the battlefield where they fell.44 

For four decades, they were all but forgotten amidst the larger Revolutionary narrative. They 

were local heroes for local veneration. 

 In preparation for the fortieth anniversary of the battle in 1817, a local veterans’ society, 

the Republican Artillerists of Chester County, planned to honor the final resting place of the 

American dead by enclosing their graves within a stone wall and marking the location with a 

monument of tribute to their sacrifices. The monument was a simple affair, completed in 

Philadelphia under the direction of William Strickland, a celebrated architect.45 Standing only 

eight and a half-foot high and constructed of white marble, the obelisk bore no ornament of any 

kind, save for the inscriptions engraved into its four sides (Figure 4.5). Each inscription relates 

part of the narrative that justified the monument, employing rhetoric intended to elicit an 

 
44 Thomas J. McGuire, Battle of Paoli (Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2000), 109-46. 
45 William Strickland, like Robert Mills, was a student and eventual colleague of Benjamin 

Henry Latrobe. Shortly after his work on the Paoli Monument, he went on to design the Second 

Bank of the United States and other well-known buildings in Philadelphia and elsewhere in the 

United States. 
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emotional response, even as the obelisk itself lacked any defining republican characteristics. On 

the west and south faces of the obelisk, respectively, the inscriptions read: 

SACRED 

to the memory of the 

PATRIOTS 

who, on this spot, 

fell a sacrifice 

to 

BRITISH BARBARITY 

during the Struggle for 

American Independence 

on the night of the 

20th September, 1777. 

HERE REPOSE 

the remains of fifty-three 

AMERICAN SOLDIERS 

who were the 

Victims of cold-blooded cruelty, 

in the well-known 

‘Massacre at the Paoli’ 

while under the command 

of 

GEN. ANTHONY WAYNE; 

an Officer 

whose military conduct, 

bravery, and humanity 

were equally conspicuous 

throughout the 

Revolutionary War. 

 

The north and east faces, respectively, continued: 

 

THE ATROCIOUS MASSACRE 

which this stone 

commemorates 

was perpetrated by 

BRITISH TROOPS 

under the 

immediate command 

of 

MAJOR GENERAL GREY. 

THIS MEMORIAL, 

in honor of 

Revolutionary Patriotism, 

was erected 

September 20, 1817 

by the 

REPUBLICAN ARTILLERISTS  

of 

CHESTER COUNTY; 

aided by the 

Contributions of their Fellow-citizens. 

  

The obelisk on the battlefield at Paoli Tavern provided both memorial and nationalistic 

propaganda, evoking patriotism and making clear that local patriots served a greater purpose, a 

national purpose. That the obelisk arose shortly after the conclusion of the War of 1812 explains 

the bellicose and anti-British language. 

Three years after the dedication of the Paoli Massacre, in the town of Groton, 

Connecticut, demands for another such monument to the fallen of the American Revolution drew 
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the attention of leading citizens. In 1820, the town incorporated the Groton Monument 

Association which set to work designing a monument to commemorate the Battle of Groton 

Heights, known locally as the Fort Griswold Massacre, then nearing its fortieth anniversary.46 On 

September 6, 1781, in one of the final actions of the war in the northeast, a small Connecticut 

militia had faced a much larger force led by the perfidious Benedict Arnold. The British had 

orders from General Sir Henry Clinton to assault the port at New London, unsuccessfully 

attempting to distract George Washington’s forces from marching against Cornwallis in Virginia. 

The raid itself was successful, but the Connecticut militia, commanded by Colonel William 

Ledyard, resisted and hoped to stop the British from taking Fort Griswold in Groton. Despite 

fierce American resistance, the British eventually breached the defenses and massacred the 

militiamen inside. Despite Washington’s great final victory six weeks later at Yorktown, the 

town of Groton had suffered an immense human wound, and its memory still held meaning in 

the town forty years later.47 

On September 6, 1826, in commemoration of the forty-fifth anniversary of the Battle of 

Groton Heights (and the fiftieth anniversary of the independence of the United States), the 

monument association, having partnered with notable architects Ithiel Town and Alexander 

 
46 Frances Manwaring Caulkins, Stone Records of Groton (Groton, CT: published by the author, 

1903), 58; John Zukowsky, “Monumental American Obelisks, Centennial Vistas,” Art Bulletin, 

58 (December 1976): 574-81. 
47 For a complete history of the Battle of Groton Heights, see Charles Allyn, The Battle of 

Groton Heights: A Collection of Narratives . . . of the storming of Fort Griswold . . . on the Sixth 

of September, 1781 (New London, CT: published by the author, 1882); Norman Hammond 

Burnham, The Battle of Groton Heights: A Story of the Storming of Fort Griswold (New London, 

CT: E. E. Darrow, 1894); Frances Manwaring Caulkins and Cecilia Griswold, History of New 

London, Connecticut: From the First Survey of the Coast in 1618 to 1860 (New London, CT: H. 

D. Utley, 1895); Walter Powell, Murder or Mayhem? Benedict Arnold’s New London 

Connecticut Raid, 1781 (Gettysburg, PA: Thomas, 2000). 
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Jackson Davis, laid the cornerstone on the old battlefield near the remains of Fort Griswold.48 

Within five years, the work was complete. By early 1831, a 130-foot tower stood on the hill near 

the fort (see Figure 4.6). Much of the structure was a granite obelisk, tapering from twenty 

square feet at the base to ten square feet at the summit. Instead of a traditional pyramid capping 

the summit, however, an observation cupola with iron railings and a glass skylight manifested. 

The cupola allowed natural light to pour into the monument’s interior, lighting the 168 stone 

steps that led from the base to the cupola. Cut into the granite die that formed the base, a brass 

plaque bore the following inscription: 

THIS MONUMENT 
WAS ERECTED UNDER THE PATRONAGE OF THE STATE OF CONNECTICUT, A.D. 1830,  

AND IN THE 55TH YEAR OF THE INDEPENDENCE OF THE U.S.A.  

IN MEMORY OF THE BRAVE PATRIOTS,  

WHO FELL IN THE MASSACRE AT FORT GRISWOLD, NEAR THIS SPOT, ON THE 6TH OF SEPT. A.D. 1781, 

WHEN THE BRITISH, UNDER THE COMMAND OF  

THE TRAITOR, BENEDICT ARNOLD,  

BURNT THE TOWNS OF NEW LONDON AND GROTON, AND SPREAD  

DESOLATION AND WOE THROUGHOUT THIS REGION.49 

 

A separate plaque listed the eighty-eight Americans, including Colonel name Ledyard, who fell 

at Fort Griswold, again demonstrating the esteem with which republican elites held and honored 

war sacrifices. The belligerent language, unlike that on the monument at Paoli, is gentler toward 

 
48 “Excursion to New London and Groton,” Hartford Courant (Hartford, CT), 28 August 1826; 

Caulkins, Stone Records, 58-59; Zukowsky, “Monumental American Obelisks,” Art Bulletin: 

574-581. Caulkins gives an incorrect date for the laying of the cornerstone, suggesting 

September 6, 1825, when in fact, local newspapers indicate the following year as the appointed 

time for the ceremony; see “The laying of the Corner Stone of the Groton Monument,” 

Connecticut Mirror (Hartford), 7 September 1826, and Hartford Courant, 11 September 

1826.Towne and Davis were associated with the design and construction of several neoclassical 

and Gothic revival buildings in the United States, including the current North Carolina State 

Capitol in 1840, which replaced the original building, destroyed by fire in 1831 along with 

Canova’s statue of George Washington. 
49 “The Groton Monument . . .,” Evening Post (New York), 30 April 1831; “Groton Monument,” 

Charleston Daily Courier, 7 May 1831. 
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the British in general, reserving the harshest words for Arnold. Despite the decline of the 

Federalist Party, Connecticut remained a stronghold for Federalist sympathies well into the 

1830s and local anti-British sentiments were not as severe as they were among communities 

allied with the dominant National Republican Party. 

 The monument at Groton might well have represented New England’s answer to the 

national monuments underway in Baltimore and Raleigh, but in the same year that the Groton 

Monument Association laid the cornerstone on the hill near Fort Griswold, a new development 

originated a hundred miles to the northeast, on Breed’s Hill in Boston. The old 1794 memorial to 

Joseph Warren had long served to remind the community of the valiant and patriotic actions 

undertaken by their friends and neighbors during the Battle of Bunker Hill, but as public 

recognition of lesser-known Revolutionary participants increased into the 1820s, local citizens 

envisioned a new monument to honor not only Warren’s sacrifices but those of his compatriots 

as well. After all, whereas Warren had certainly died in a quixotic manner on June 17, 1775, 

American casualties topped 450 that day, including 114 combat deaths in addition to Warren’s. 

Their memorial tribute was long overdue.  

In the summer of 1823, a group of Boston’s leading citizens—lawyers, publishers, and 

statesmen, all of them devoted antiquarians—formed and incorporated the Bunker Hill 

Monument Association and set about raising money to construct a new monument on Breed’s 

Hill. Their number included Daniel Webster, the influential young representative to the United 

States Congress and a celebrated orator.50 To finance the monument, the association opened a 

subscription program, allowing local citizens to pledge support in return for at-large membership 

 
50 “A petition of H. A. S. Dearborn . . .,” Pittsfield Sun (Pittsfield, MA), 5 June 1823; “An Act to 

Incorporate the Bunker Hill Monument Association,” Pittsfield Sun, 26 June 1823; “Bunker Hill 

Monument Association,” New England Farmer (Boston), 19 July 1823. 
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and voting rights regarding design and construction plans. The association opened a design 

competition, similar to that in Baltimore a decade earlier, with a cash prize of one hundred 

dollars and a proposed construction budget of $37,000.51 A committee narrowed the design 

choices to either a column or an obelisk, with the latter winning final approval in a design 

submitted by a young artist from Boston named Horatio Greenough. Commenting on his design, 

Greenough stated, “The obelisk has to my eye a singular aptitude in its form and character to call 

attention to a spot memorable in history. It says but one word, but it speaks loud. If I understand 

its vice, it says, Here! It says no more.”52 The original wooden column memorializing Joseph 

Warren, which had stood alone atop Breed’s Hill for thirty years, came into the association’s 

possession via negotiations with King Solomon’s Lodge of Charlestown, whose members had 

initially built it and who requested only that “some trace of their work should be preserved.”53 

The lodge also agreed to provide fifteen acres of land for the new monument.54 Warren’s column 

was quietly removed, and its remains are unknown, though sketches survived and have been 

preserved by various Masonic institutions. 

Two years after they had begun, on June 17, 1825, the Bunker Hill Monument 

Association gathered, along with the King Solomon Freemasons, the Masonic Grand Master of 

Massachusetts, and leading citizens of the community to lay yet another cornerstone. Among the 

 
51 “Bunker Hill Monument,” Long-Island Star (New York), 7 October 1824; “The Hon. Wm. 

Philips of Boston . . .,” Hartford Courant, 19 October 1824; “Bunker Hill Monument,” New 

England Farmer (Boston), 14 January 1825; “The Committee of the Bunker Hill Monument 

Association . . .,” Hartford Courant, 1 February 1825. 
52 Horatio Greenough, The Travels, Observations, and Experience of a Yankee Stonecutter (New 

York: G. P. Putnam, 1852), 37; Sarah J. Purcell, “Commemoration, Public Art, and the Changing 

Meaning of the Bunker Hill Monument,” Public Historian25 (Spring 2003): 55-71. 
53 “To the Editor of the Age:” Spirit of the Age (Woodstock, VT), 10 July 1845. 
54 Cornelius Moore, “The Voice of Masonry,” The Freemason’s Repository 11 (November 

1881): 31-32; Robert W. Williams III, “Joseph Warren,” The Trowel: Grand Lodge of Masons in 

Massachusetts 7 (Winter 1989): 19-23. 
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presiding dignitaries sat an elderly Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de Lafayette, making a stop along 

his tour of the United States as “the Nation’s Guest,” in commemoration of the fiftieth 

anniversary of the Revolutionary War.55 A key moment in the ceremony came when Daniel 

Webster, then president of the Association, delivered a well-received oration in the presence of 

over fifty thousand people, largely drawn by Lafayette’s presence and including about forty 

veterans of the Battle of Bunker Hill. Speaking for over an hour, Webster admonished his 

audience to appreciate the battle as a turning point in American history, by which a prosperous 

future for the United States had been forged in blood. He traced the history of the American 

colonies from the Pilgrims’ landing at Plymouth in 1620 and justified the new monument as a 

testament to fifty years of prosperity enjoyed by shucking off British colonialism. Webster noted 

the transition from local to national in the conduct of the war: “The 17th of June saw the four 

New England Colonies standing here, side by side, to triumph or to fall together; and there was 

with them from that moment to the end of the war, what I hope will remain with them forever, 

one cause, one country, one heart.”56 For Webster, the Battle of Bunker Hill expanded the 

 
55 “The President of the United States . . .,” New England Farmer (Boston), 13 May 1825; “La 

Fayette [sic] intends . . .,” Buffalo Emporium and General Advertiser (Buffalo, NY), 21 May, 

1825; “General Lafayette arrived . . .,” Evening Post (New York), 21 June 1825; “General La 

Fayette [sic] arrive . . .,” Poughkeepsie Journal (Poughkeepsie, NY), 22 June 1825; “On the 

XVII day of June . . .,” New England Farmer (Boston), 24 June 1825. Several newspapers 

reporting about the laying of the corner stone, both before and after June 17, suggested that 

President John Quincy Adams either would be or was present at the ceremony, though a letter by 

Adams himself a week before the event seems to have suggested otherwise, writing of his “regret 

that my necessary distance from the scene, deprives me of the gratification I should have enjoyed 

by taking part in this solemn commemoration”; see “Pres. John Q. Adams to William Sullivan of 

the Bunker Hill Monument Association, 10 June 1825,” Evening Post (New York), 18 June 

1825. 
56 Daniel Webster, An Address, delivered at the Laying of the Corner Stone of the Bunker Hill 

Monument (Boston: Cummings, Hilliard, and Co., 1825), 21, emphasis by the author; Samuel 

Griswold Goodrich, “Webster at Bunker Hill,” in Literature of the Republic: Part 11, 1821-

1834, ed. Edmund Clarence Stedman (New York: Charles Webster & Co., 1889): 295-97. 
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conflict from the local skirmishes at Lexington and Concord into an “American” fight for 

independence. The men whom the monument honored, then, were not simply Bostonians but 

Americans and founders in their own right, fighting for an American idea. Invoking the memory 

of the dead, especially Joseph Warren, Webster proclaimed: “Our poor work may perish, but 

thine shall endure: this monument may moulder away, the solid ground it rests upon may sink 

down to the level of the sea; but thy memory shall not fail. Wherever among men a heart shall be 

found that beats to the transports of patriotism and liberty, its aspirations shall claim kindred with 

thy spirit!”57 Webster hoped, and said as much, that his contemporary generation would rise to 

the occasion set forth by the monument and those to whose memory it was dedicated, to preserve 

American ideas and idealism for future generations. 

From nearly the moment the cornerstone sank into the earth atop Breed’s Hill, the Bunker 

Hill Monument became an open and active memorial space. As the granite shaft of the obelisk 

slowly began to emerge out of the hill, visitors found meaning in watching its slow construction. 

From commenting on its progress to complaining about the unfinished eyesore in their 

backyards, Bostonians and visitors to the city found that the rising monument’s presence 

commanded their attentions. Construction progress elated people and delays caused by shortages 

in funding annoyed them, but they engaged actively with the new addition to their landscape. In 

fact, with the exception of Canova’s Washington in North Carolina, the great monuments under 

construction throughout the 1820s often drew visitors from the twenty-four states as historical 

tourism expanded to include middling-class people and urban public settings. Breed’s Hill 

 
57 Webster, An Address, 15. 
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became one stop along an expanding network of local monuments that embraced and encouraged 

the official narrative of the American Revolution.58  

For over a decade, visitors traveled to Baltimore to marvel at the growing Washington 

Memorial. President James Monroe visited the site in 1817, when the marble work was in its 

earliest stages. Beginning in 1819, visitors left evidence of their presence via graffiti and etched 

signatures on the walls of the intersecting vaults beneath the column, situating themselves within 

the memorial legacy of George Washington merely by having been to his monument. By 1820, 

the column opened, complete with interior staircase allowing visitors to climb to the summit and 

take in views of the city. Lafayette made several inspections of the site during his anniversary 

tour in 1824 and 1825. Honored by his visit, the citizens of Baltimore pressed local officials to 

commission a monument to the Frenchman, though none would appear in Baltimore until the 

twentieth century.59 Clearly, the rebirth of the Republic after the War of 1812 inspired civic 

affection in the hearts of the American populace, and monuments provided visual, artistic outlets 

for such sentiments. The milieux de mémoire of the Revolutionary era, environments of memory 

found in late-colonial towns and revolutionary battlefields, had disappeared. By representing the 

democratic memory of communities, the subscribers to and designers of democratic monuments 

at Paoli and Fort Griswold had tried to capture as much of that memory as possible. But the 

 
58 “Bunker Hill Monument,” Charleston Mercury, 15 November 1827; “Bunker Hill 

Monument,” Maryland Gazette (Annapolis), 19 June 1828; “In reply to daily inquiries,” 

Middlebury People’s Press (Middlebury, Vermont), 26 November 1828; “Bunker Hill 

Monument,” Journal of the Times (Bennington, Vermont), 20 February 1829; Purcell, 

“Changing Meaning of the Bunker Hill Monument,” 55-71. 
59 “Arrival of the President,” Baltimore Patriot, 2 June 1817; Nathaniel H. Carter, “A Visit to the 

Washington Monument,” Baltimore Patriot, 19 February 1823; “Gratitude to Lafayette,” Torch 

Light and Public Advertiser (Hagerstown, MD), 4 January 1825. Lafayette also visited both 

Houdon’s and Canova’s statues of Washington in Virginia and North Carolina, respectively, 

remarking in both instances on the accuracy of the president’s modeled visage; see “According 

to the arrangements . . .,” Weekly Raleigh Register, 8 March 1825. 
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national commemorative narrative grew and strengthened out of monuments to Washington and 

other “Great Men,” presented through very specific sites of memory—lieux de mémoire—where 

memories crystallized into one narrative of the American Revolutionary past. Key among these 

sites was the center of American power, a city built to represent the nation. 

Forty miles south of the nearly finished monument in Baltimore, the federal city in the 

District of Columbia still bore no public memorial to its namesake, but another lieu de mémoire 

approached completion with explicit and exquisite plans to honor George Washington. As the 

centerpiece of Pierre L’Enfant’s designs for the District, itself a monument to urban planning and 

public spaces, the Frenchman had always intended that the United States Capitol be a strikingly 

stately edifice. Public understanding of monuments in the early republic included important 

buildings, and the central Capitol of the young republic would certainly be held to such 

standards, but the original plans for the Capitol did not envision the symbolic, commemorative 

space that it became after the War of 1812. Rather, in its earliest form, it served a functional 

purpose as a seat of government in nearly continual operation from the moment it housed its first 

Senate session on November 17, 1800. In addition to government operations, well in the 

nineteenth century, the building also hosted Sunday worship services. The building was stately, 

to be sure, but hardly the grandiloquent memorial we recognize in later images of the city’s 

landscape. 

Befitting its solemn purposes, the original Capitol boasted a relatively simple 

Neoclassical design (see Figure 4.7). William Thornton’s winning template for the commission 

in 1792 had beaten others that appeared either amateurish or overly fancy, or in at least one case, 

too French. Of course, cost was always a concern. Thus, the original building, with early 

construction overseen by Thornton, was also much smaller than the enormous structure that 
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stands at the east end of the National Mall today, with a narrow portico at the building’s east 

front and a rotunda with low dome intended to remind viewers of the Pantheon in Rome. By 

1811, the center section of the building was nearly ready for installation of the rotunda. The 

outbreak of war, however, halted construction and when British officers set several buildings 

ablaze in 1814, Congress fled the Capitol until repairs could be made. The monumental task of 

repairing the building fell to the office of Architect of the Capitol, to which British-born 

Benjamin Henry Latrobe, the erstwhile mentor of both Robert Mills and William Strickland, was 

appointed for the second time in 1815.60  

Latrobe initially succeeded William Thornton as Architect in 1803, at the behest of 

President Thomas Jefferson when the latter appointed Thornton as superintendent of the Patent 

Office. Latrobe criticized Thornton’s design and the work that had already been completed as 

“faulty,” and chafed at the limitations on his own talents, but Jefferson insisted that the original 

plans be honored.61 When construction ceased in 1812, Latrobe left the city, returning only in 

1815 when President James Madison appointed him to once again oversee Capitol construction 

and renovation. Latrobe made significant alterations to Thornton’s design at this point, 

 
60 For the history of the design, construction, and renovations of the United States Capitol, see 

George Hazelton, The National Capitol: Its Architecture and History (New York: Hazelton and 

Kennedy, 1897); Lonnelle Aikman, We the People: The Story of the United States Capitol 

(Washington, DC: Capitol Historical Society, 1964); Ihna Thayer Frary, They Built the Capitol; 

Allen, History of the United States Capitol; Guy Gugliotta, Freedom’s Cap: The United States 

Capital and the Coming of the Civil War (New York: Farrar, Strauss, and Giroux, 2012). In 

addition to William Thornton’s winning exterior design, Congress also approved French-born 

Étienne Sulpice “Stephen” Hallet’s designs for the interiors of the House and Senate chambers. 

Hallet had previously served under Pierre L’Enfant as draftsman. 
61 Benjamin Henry Latrobe, The Journal of Latrobe: being the notes and sketches of an 

architect, naturalist, and traveler in the United States from 1796 to 1820, ed. John H. B. Latrobe 

(New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1905), 92; Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Aaron Burr, 

Philadelphia, 13 December 1803, in Latrobe, Journal, 117; Benjamin Henry Latrobe to Thomas 

Jefferson, 14 December 1803,” in The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 45 vols. ed. James P. 

McClure (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2016), 42: 118–19. 
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redesigning the Senate and House Chambers and broadening the columned eastern portico to 

include the front steps, resembling the Propylaea at the entrance to the Athenian Acropolis.62 He 

favored Greek architectural styles to Roman and defended his preference to Thomas Jefferson: 

My principles of good taste are rigid In Grecian architecture, I am a bigoted Greek, to the 

condemnation of the roman architecture . . . .The immense size, the bold plans & 

arrangements of the buildings of the Romans . . . I admire however with enthusiasm, but 

think their decorations & details absurd beyond tolerance . . . . Wherever therefore the 

Grecian style can be copied without impropriety I love to be a . . . copyist, but the forms 

& distribution of the . . . buildings which remain, are in general inapplicable to the 

objects & uses of our public buildings. Our religion requires churches wholly different 

from their temples; our government, our legislative assemblies, & our courts of Justice 

buildings of entirely different principles from their basilicas.63 

 

Despite his recognition of the lack of utility associated with even Greek-style buildings, Latrobe 

incorporated Grecian forms and decorations into existing and new interiors throughout the 

Capitol.64  

During his second tenure as Architect, Latrobe anonymous critiqued William Thornton 

and other American architects for designing public buildings that lacked what he perceived as 

appropriate austerity: “[E]ven in our national buildings . . . [they] remind us of the palaces of 

European kings, by the taste of their external decorations, rather than of Athenian freedom, by 

their beautiful, magnificent, and permanent simplicity.”65 For Latrobe, interior ornament reeked 

of monarchy, unsuitable for a republican government building. Size, however, was important. 

 
62 Pamela Scott, “From Roman Republicanism to Greek Democracy: Benjamin Henry Latrobe’s 

Capitol,” The Capitol Dome 52 (winter 2015-2016): 21-35. 
63 Scott, “From Roman Republicanism to Greek Democracy,” 21-35; “Benjamin Henry Latrobe 

to Thomas Jefferson, 21 May 1807,” Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/99-01-02-5608 (accessed 17 June 2018). 
64 Scott, “Roman Republicanism to Greek Democracy,” 21-35. 
65 Scott, “Roman Republicanism to Greek Democracy,” 21-35; Philotechnis, “Architectural,” 

Daily National Intelligencer (Washington, DC), 20 November 1816. These remarks by Latrobe 

seem a rather thinly veiled jab at William Thornton’s Capitol designs as well as James Hoban’s 

Presidential Mansion, also under renovation after the burning of the city in 1814. 
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Buildings of grand scale, akin to temple structures in Classical architecture, represented the 

greatness of the ideas that would emerge from within the Capitol’s legislative chambers. In 

addition to the Propylaea-inspired east front, Latrobe further enhanced the design of the rotunda 

to rise several feet higher than Thornton’s initial proposed elevation for the Capitol dome. He 

incorporated an octagonal drum to lend visible space between the pediment atop the portico and 

the bottom of the dome (see Figure 4.8).66 Plans for the exterior of the drum included a frieze of 

American history, with classical figures similar to those on the Athenian Parthenon. Latrobe 

submitted his reworked drawings to President James Monroe in 1817, but would not see his 

designs implemented, as disagreements with the new Commissioner of Public Buildings led him 

to resign as Architect on November 20.67 

Late in 1817, the president traveled to Boston where he met and spent time with noted 

architect Charles Bulfinch, who had designed and built the Massachusetts State House in 1798 

and overseen the expansion of Faneuil Hall in 1805. Impressed with Bulfinch’s experience, 

Monroe appointed him to succeed Latrobe.68 Like Latrobe before him, Bulfinch sought to 

incorporate his own styles and techniques into the construction of the Capitol. Principally, he 

modified stylistic elements in the interiors and oversaw the construction of Latrobe’s redesigned 

rotunda, but being an admirer of Roman ornament, he focused much of his attention on the 
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dome. Later insisting that the president and Congress had demanded a higher dome than initially 

proposed, Bulfinch added several feet in height to Thornton’s design, which Latrobe had kept in 

his redesigns. By 1822, Bulfinch was ready to construct the center section and requested 

$120,000 in Congressional funding to do so, hoping to finish in time for the Marquis de 

Lafayette’s planned tour of the United States. Bulfinch’s reconfigured dome consisted of a 

double-dome superstructure, with an interior vaulted ceiling of stone, brick, and wood 

surmounted by an exterior dome of wood plated with copper. The interior dome rose ninety-six 

feet from the rotunda floor. The rotunda was ninety-six feet in diameter, in scaled accordance 

with the proportions of the Pantheon, intended in both instances to illustrate the natural 

geometric harmony of the building. Atop the interior structure, the exterior dome reached 140 

feet above the floor, with an oculus in the crown to allow natural light into the rotunda below. 

The work ended in the summer of 1823, resulting in a magnificent, stately edifice that 

commanded the federal skyline. To the external viewer, the Capitol indeed rose to monumental 

proportions.69 

During construction of the rotunda and dome, Bulfinch sought to create a 

commemorative atmosphere inside the structure by fusing art and architecture into concert with 

one another. He envisioned a visual saga of American history, beginning with the landing of 

Christopher Columbus in 1492 and moving through the colonial and Revolutionary eras into the 

early republic. Historian Michael Hattem pointed to a similar narrative arc in early national 

scholarship that shaped early Americans’ understanding of their shared national history, joining 

Columbus and other colonial “Great Men” with Revolutionary-era founders as the progenitors of 
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the United States.70 As with the exterior architecture, Latrobe had intended the interior elements 

to represent immense size and elegant simplicity. Bulfinch, however, did not eschew Roman 

ornamentation during his tenure as Architect, and the ostentation that Latrobe had criticized 

found its way into the Capitol, nonetheless. In keeping with Athenian aesthetics, fluted Doric 

pilasters divided the rotunda’s curved sandstone walls, rising forty-eight feet from the floor. 

Laurel wreaths carved into the frieze above each pilaster evinced the Roman-inspired republican 

formality with which Bulfinch imbued the room and its purpose. 71  

By 1820, during the first phase of Bulfinch’s construction of the major structural work on 

the rotunda and dome, a series of great artworks intended to adorn the rotunda neared 

completion. In 1817, Congress commissioned four historical paintings from John Trumbull, the 

artist who had so expertly captured Washington’s character at the Battle of Princeton on canvas 

in 1790. The intended paintings were to present a narrative of the American Revolution from the 

Declaration of Independence in 1776 to Washington’s resignation of his commission in 1783. 

Trumbull’s paintings depicting those events and two others—the British surrenders at Saratoga 

in 1777 and at Yorktown in 1781—have become among the most recognizable American 

artworks, and have even entered popular cultural consciousness, much as Renaissance 

masterworks like Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa and Botticelli’s Birth of Venus have done.72   
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Trumbull’s Surrender of Lord Cornwallis, which the artist finished between 1819 and 

1820, entered the rotunda first, despite being the second that Trumbull completed (see Figure 

4.9).73 At a colossal twelve by eighteen feet, the painting evinces the extreme care Trumbull took 

in depicting his subjects as faithfully as he could, even if the composition of the painting 

sacrificed some historical realism in favor of the Neoclassical republican aesthetic established by 

Benjamin West in the eighteenth century. Having first envisioned the painting in the mid-1780s, 

when Trumbull was in a period of reflection on the events of the Revolution, the artist began to 

sketch the landscape and basic figures for the scene.74 In his extensive travels between the United 

State, France, and Great Britain near the end of the eighteenth century, Trumbull sketched the 

likeness of every notable Revolutionary figure whom he encountered, often arranging meetings 

expressly for the purpose.75 Of course, the landscape around Yorktown, Virginia had evolved in 

the years since the battle, and many of the men in the painting had aged considerably by the time 

Trumbull sketched them. Some died before he could get to them, and he had to rely on 
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previously drawn likenesses, if any existed.76 Nevertheless, the massive painting expressed to 

viewers the critical events of October 19, 1781, when General George Washington and his 

combined Franco-American army forced the British to capitulate, thus ending the major 

continental hostilities associated with the Revolutionary War. The scene depicted the moment of 

surrender, when Washington’s second-in-command, Benjamin Lincoln, accepted the sword from 

one of Cornwallis’s aides. All of the French and American figures in the painting were depicted 

faithfully, to Trumbull’s best abilities. The artist’s own face appears under the American flag in 

the right of the painting, though he had resigned from the army in 1777 and was not present at 

the surrender. Thus, inserting himself into a created history, Trumbull enshrined himself among 

his compatriots in the new monument taking shape at the center of the United States Capitol.77  

Four years later, Trumbull installed his next piece—his final painting in the series—in the 

Capitol rotunda. While creating General George Washington Resigning His Commission, 

Trumbull played with symbolic images in the composition of the scene (see Figure 4.10). He had 

depicted a relatively straightforward image of a post-battle surrender ceremony in Surrender of 

Lord Cornwallis. The new painting, which he completed between 1822 and 1824, showcased 

some of Trumbull’s visually rhetorical ideas regarding Washington’s actions and their meaning 

within American ideology.78 For example, the only discernable source of light illuminating the 
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Cornwallis refused to attend the ceremony himself, citing illness. He sent his deputy, Charles 

O’Hara in his stead. Washington thus refused to accept the sword from O’Hara, as it would only 

have been proper, according to Western military tradition, to accept the sword from his equal. 

Trumbull employed a composite likeness in place of British figures, so O’Hara is not directly 

represented in the painting. 
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Maryland State House chamber in which Washington tendered his resignation seems to come 

directly from Washington himself, a visual component that resonated with his emerging status as 

an American deity by the 1820s. Furthermore, an oversized chair behind Washington is draped in 

his general’s greatcoat, suggesting an imperial cloak splayed across an empty throne and 

symbolizing the willful surrender of power that so endeared Washington to a republican-minded 

people. The stately classical architecture inside the legislative chamber lent the scene an 

additional tone of antiroyalism, evoking the buildings of the Roman republic. Trumbull once 

again included figures in the painting who were not present at the event, most notably Thomas 

Jefferson, who was in France by 1781. He made these decisions based largely on whom he 

thought should have been present, rather than on actual attendance.79 

In 1826, fifty years since the United States declared its independence, Trumbull installed 

the remaining paintings in his series. The third painting to be hung, Surrender of General 

Burgoyne, was also the third that Trumbull completed, in December 1821 (see Figure 4.11). Like 

Surrender of Lord Cornwallis, Trumbull’s painted scene depicts an important military event in 

the American Revolution. The October 17, 1777 surrender of John Burgoyne’s army to Horatio 

Gates at Saratoga represented what many saw as a turning point in favor of American victory as 

it resulted in a firm alliance with France. Again, the figures in the painting represented a list of 

names curated by the artist, rather than by history, but he rendered the central characters 

faithfully in a powerfully emblematic picture. Burgoyne, in defeat, prepares to hand his sword to 

Gates, who instead directs him to a nearby pavilion for rest and recovery. The officers present 

are in dress uniforms, designating the different units at the battles of the Saratoga campaign, and 
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the cannon in the foreground appears to have been quiet for some time, as an officer’s hand rests 

comfortably on the barrel. The blue sky peering through the haze of battle suggests peace, while 

the actions of the Continental officers toward their vanquished foes indicate American 

magnanimity and gentility, in contrast to British bellicosity.80 

Finally, Trumbull’s masterpiece, Declaration of Independence, found its niche in the 

Capitol rotunda (see Figure 4.12). This was Trumbull’s first completed painting in the series, 

painted between August 1817 and September 1818.81 It remains, likely, his most celebrated 

work. Like the others in the series, Trumbull had envisioned the image in the mid-1780s. He 

wanted to capture both the presentation of the Declaration to the Continental Congress and the 

men who signed the document. Trumbull decided at the outset not to attempt complete historical 

accuracy, probably due to his inability to sketch the portraits of everyone who had been in the 

Assembly Room of the Philadelphia State House in June and July of 1776. The forty-seven men 

depicted in the painting were almost certainly never all in the same room at the same time, as the 

signing took place over several days, rather than as a single event. Moreover, only forty-two of 

them signed, while the others appeared in the painting as further examples of Trumbull’s comfort 

with artistic license.82  

As for the fourteen signers who did not appear in the painting, it seems no small 

coincidence that their names are scarcely among those entrenched in American collective 

memory of the Revolution and its makers. In fact, in reviewing the work as it toured northeastern 
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cities before its installation in the rotunda, many of America’s leading figures of the time, 

including John Quincy Adams, found much to criticize. Adams, who viewed both the earlier, 

smaller version of the painting as well as the new, large version, noted in his diary, “. . . saw 

[Trumbull’s] picture of the Declaration of Independence, which is now nearly finished. I cannot 

say I was disappointed in the execution of it, because my expectations were very low; but the 

picture is immeasurably below the dignity of the subject.”83 Samuel Wells, a grandson of Samuel 

Adams, complained to Thomas Jefferson: 

The painting executed by col. Trumbull, representing the Congress at the declaration of 

independence, will, I fear, have a tendency to obscure the history of the event which it is 

designed to commemorate . . . I confess, that I am not a little surprised at the favorable 

reception, which this badly executed performance has met, from the public. I will frankly 

avow that I was much disappointed at not finding it . . . executed in a style worthy of the 

subject.84 

 

John Randolph of Virginia jested that the painting should be named “the Shin-piece, for surely 

never was there before such a collection of legs submitted to the eyes of man.”85 

Despite its criticism and inaccuracies, Declaration of Independence visually defined, for 

future generations of Americans, the moment of national birth. The details of the scene coalesced 

into one of the most nationalistic images in American art history. In the center of the picture are 

the five committee members responsible for drafting the Declaration in 1776; from left to right 

stand John Adams, Roger Sherman, Robert Livingston, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin 

Franklin. The men are submitting to John Hancock, then president of the Continental Congress, 
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the initial version of the document, an event that occurred on June 28, 1776. Surrounding the 

central figures are the forty-one other men, mostly seated with a few exceptions, engaged in 

varying levels of debate. Trumbull painted the Assembly Room of the Philadelphia State House 

with lush furnishings and heavy drapes over the windows, in contrast to the simple wooden 

fixtures and venetian blinds that were actually in use. An array of British flags adorns the rear 

wall in the painting, perhaps intended by Trumbull to remind the viewer of the revolutionary 

nature of the Declaration.86  

The compression of a week’s worth of events into a single image and the inclusion of all 

forty-seven men—signers and non-signers—in the room together suggested republican 

brotherhood and resolute defiance in the face of tyranny, rather than the contentious debate 

through which the Declaration of Independence truly came into being. Moreover, as the only 

explicitly non-military image in Trumbull’s repertoire, Declaration of Independence neatly 

balanced Washington Resigning His Commission in both composition and rhetorical gravitas. 

Both works focus the eye on the center of the room at the center of the painting, where stands a 

group of men. The tallest of the men in both paintings—Jefferson and Washington, 

respectively—hands papers of absolute significance to seated individuals, suggesting the 

importance of procedure and record in republican government. Both images depict a moment in 

which power changes hands. The paintings mirror one another in composition, suggesting the 

ideological beginning and end of the Revolution. 

In fact, the Declaration in 1776 and the resignation of Washington’s commission in 1783 

did not encompass the Revolution in its entirety, but they neatly and collectively established a 

commemorative narrative of the war, leaving the fighting that occurred between the spring of 
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1775 and summer of 1776 out of the story in the rotunda. The early struggles against a superior 

enemy and the crucibles through which the Continental Army and colonial militias remarkably 

won American independence were reduced to four scenes of unequivocal achievement, lacking 

any nuance to suggest the realities of war. Thomas Jefferson and George Washington, among 

others, were part of an official commemorative tradition to which all Americans could pledge 

their collective memory. Meanwhile, Trumbull’s earlier subjects—Richard Montgomery, Joseph 

Warren, and Hugh Mercer—remained vernacular heroes whose exploits gradually faded from 

national memory. 

Inclusion of the grand paintings in the decorative atmosphere of the rotunda visually 

stimulated a mythologized conception of American victory in the Revolution as a foregone 

conclusion. Jefferson declared independence; Washington and his generals secured it. In the 

wake of the War of 1812, nationalistic sentiment thrived on the straightforward commemoration 

of the origins of the United States. Just as inscriptions etched into stone monuments textually 

directed citizens in their outpourings of patriotism and emotion, so did Trumbull’s artworks 

visually impress upon its viewers the official history of the American Revolution, thus provoking 

a sense of pride and national loyalty. The official commemoration of the Revolution was found 

here, in the Capitol, where the daily interactivity of legislators and visitors could be properly 

inspired by the “Great Men” who created a nation. Notably, those depicted origins did not 

include the political tensions that quickly followed the Revolution, nor the constitutional 

foundations for which the Capitol existed in the first place. Such divisive topics, often vernacular 

in their own foundations, did not serve the official narrative of colonial and Revolutionary unity 

among the original thirteen states. Rather, Trumbull’s paintings presented a sanctioned national 

identity based in a shared collective memory of the Revolution and its meaning.  
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As decorative work continued in the rotunda, Charles Bulfinch and his staff were busy 

one level lower, in the Crypt, where revitalized plans to inter Washington’s remains in the 

Capitol necessitated an entrance to his Tomb on yet the floor below.87 Although initial efforts to 

obtain Washington’s remains had fallen apart following his death due to debates over the proper 

type of memorial, as well as a variety of financial and logistical concerns, Congress revisited the 

proposition several times once construction on the Capitol resumed after 1815.88 By that time, 

Washington’s complicated legacy among political partisans had dissipated, and he had become 

the Father to all Americans. Calls to revisit the issue came from both sides of the aisle. Benjamin 

Huger, a Federalist representative from South Carolina, brought a resolution to the floor in 1816 

and James Buchanan of Pennsylvania, a newly minted Democratic-Republican, introduced it 

again in 1824.89 In both cases, the House tabled the motion by an overwhelming majority, citing 

an unconstructed repository for Washington’s remains.90 Bulfinch and his associates sought to 
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create that reverent environment that William Thornton had amended to his original designs after 

Washington’s death. The Crypt, as both entrance to the Tomb and support for the rotunda above, 

developed into a stately and austere chamber under Bulfinch’s charge (see Figure 4.13). Forty 

Doric columns and groined archways supported the rotunda, encircling the center of the chamber 

where a thick pane of glass was to be installed, allowing visitors to view Washington’s Tomb 

below.91 

Finally, in 1827, all major structural renovations of the United States Capitol were 

complete, with only a few interior details—the glass pane in the floor of the rotunda for viewing 

the Tomb and additional artworks—remaining. Before Congress could return to the issue of 

reinterring Washington’s remains within a symbolically republican monument, however, 

something entirely unexpected and wholly democratic happened in Boonsboro, Maryland, a tiny 

hamlet in the rolling hills of Appalachia about sixty-five miles northwest of Baltimore. In a 

belated celebration of the nation’s fiftieth anniversary of independence, the citizens of 

Boonsboro, in the spirit of national patriotism, marched up the slope of South Mountain and in a 

single day, erected a monument of their own to the first president. Predating the completion of its 

precursor in Baltimore by two years, it would come to be known as the first Washington 

Monument. 

At 7:00 in the morning on July 4, 1827, around five hundred people—most of the local 

population—assembled in the town square and set off along a two-mile trek up South Mountain, 

marching behind the Stars and Stripes and stepping to lively fife and drum music. Upon reaching 

the summit, work parties began to cut away large “blue rocks” from the granite outcroppings, for 
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which the site was chosen. Without water with which to mix mortar, the workers had to cut the 

stones accurately and then dry-lay them in a circular base more than seventeen feet in diameter, 

creating a wall around the proposed circumference, leaving room for an entryway. They worked 

until noon, at which point they broke for lunch and a brief dedication, then resumed working 

until 4:00 pm. At the end of the day, the stone wall reached fifteen feet high. The citizens then 

heard the Declaration of Independence read aloud, followed by a three-round musket salute fired 

from atop the structure by veterans of the Revolutionary War. According to the press: “It has 

such strength as I think will preserve it for ages. Though rude and naked of all charms and 

architecture, yet there is an ever-blooming spirit diffused even through the dry walls of such 

fabricks, as fully supplies the want of elegance. We do not calculate that when finished, it will 

give this town immortal glory, but we do sincerely hope it will be the means of stirring up the 

faded gratitude of the people.”92  

Making plans to complete the monument after the “busy season,” the citizens of 

Boonsboro wound their way down the mountain and to their homes. Workmen returned late in 

September and more than doubled the height of the tower, bringing its reach to over thirty feet 

(see Figure 4.14). A set of stairs inside leads to an observation deck wherein visitors could enjoy 

views of the valley below. A simple, granite slab affixed to the exterior wall just next to the 

entrance simply reads: 

Erected in Memory 

OF 

WASHINGTON 

July 4th 

1827 

by 
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the citizens of Boonsboro. 

There are no republican symbols, no grandiloquent inscriptions, none of the trappings of 

previous American monuments. The shape of the tower itself is more akin to something out of 

medieval Ireland, instead of the obelisks or columns of popular neoclassical architecture. To the 

unknowing, the monument might appear as nothing more than a storehouse or the remnants of an 

old gristmill, but that simple stone tower claimed the memory of George Washington for the 

people of Boonsboro. 

The monument opened to another bout of fanfare on September 29, 1827. According to 

local history, “as monuments go, none was ever built with purer or more reverent patriotism.”93 

What made the patriotism in Boonsboro in 1827 so much purer than that of other towns 

throughout the United States? Why were the five hundred citizens of that tiny mountain 

community deemed more reverent in their patriotism than their compatriots in Baltimore, 

Boston, Raleigh, or Washington? Certainly, we can consider the apparent spontaneity of the 

commemorative efforts in Boonsboro. Although some planning clearly went into the events of 

the day, news of a pending celebration in the town failed to generate widespread interest beyond 

its borders. Indeed, even the local newspaper that reported the events mentioned nothing about it 

in the weeks prior. For all intents and purposes, this was little more than a minor, local 

commemoration of Independence Day, the type that had regularly characterized small 

communities and taken shape with involvement from the entire population, a late example of a 
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milieux de mémoire, in participation at least.94 The memory, however, was not of local origin, 

and the monument that appeared at the end of the day became something much greater than a 

marker of parochial interest.  

The people of Boonsboro had no tangible connection to George Washington or his legacy 

that did not also belong to every other community in the United States. Their only link lay in 

their residence within the borders of Washington County, Maryland, the first region in the United 

States to bear the name of the founder.95 As in many Maryland communities, a sense of pride 

centered on the fact that Washington had resigned his commission—a key part of his republican 

legacy—in Annapolis. Then again, the events in Boonsboro may simply have resulted from the 

outpouring of national sentiment following the fiftieth anniversary of independence the previous 

year. Regardless of their motivation for erecting the monument, Boonsboro’s citizens enacted 

local commemoration in honor of a national figure. Albeit subtly, that first completed monument 

to George Washington—unsullied by republican necessity and allegory—signaled a shift in 

commemorative agency. Although the tower on South Mountain did not gain the national 

recognition that its taller and more elegant counterparts in Baltimore and, later, the District of 

Columbia would receive, the people who built it defined the American Revolution, and the 

nation, for themselves.  

 
94 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” Representations 26 

(Spring 1989): 7-24. 
95 Resolution to Divide Frederick County, Maryland State Papers: Proceedings of the 

Convention, 1774-1776, 78 vols. (Baltimore: Lucas & Deaver, 1836), 78: 242. The Sovereign 

State of Maryland formed Washington County, with its seat at Hagerstown, in September 1776 

by dividing Frederick County. One of the remaining portions of Frederick County, along with 

portions of Prince George’s County, became Montgomery County, named in honor of Richard 

Montgomery. 
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In claiming their own meaning of the Revolution, Boonsboro citizens democratized the 

memory of George Washington to perhaps its greatest extent yet. Far from the almost regal 

tributes in Richmond and Raleigh, or the celebrated likenesses in paintings, or even the private 

patriotic tokens and relics collected by individuals, here was a public symbol of the nation and its 

figurehead that was accessible to all. The only requirement for interacting with the monument 

was to climb to the top of South Mountain. The climb was not difficult, but the experience was 

powerful. Affectively, visitors had to ascend to pay homage to the Father. In contrast to the plans 

for interring Washington’s remains in the Capitol Crypt, buried under the heavy weight of the 

rotunda, the tower on South Mountain allowed his spirit—and that of the nation itself, which he 

embodied—to soar.  

 Two years later, in 1829, the gleaming marble column towering over the rooftops in 

Baltimore officially opened to the public. The statue at its summit placed George Washington on 

high where the eyes of his people, elevated toward the heavens, could gaze lovingly at the Father 

(see Figures 4.15). At sixteen and a half feet (including the round base on which it was mounted) 

and weighing over twenty tons, the marble statue was a monument in itself. Three years earlier, 

the Board of Managers had opened another design contest for selecting an artist capable of 

executing a suitable sculpture for the top of the column. The winning design secured the 

commission for Enrico Causici, an Italian artist and architect who had previously been employed 

among the sculptors in the United States Capitol during Charles Bulfinch’s tenure. Causici’s 

sculpture depicted Washington, once again, in the act of resigning his commission at the end of 

the Revolutionary War (Figure 4.16).  

 Enrico Causici was among Antonio Canova’s admirers, and the latter’s neoclassical 

influence shone through in Causici’s work earlier works, including his Liberty and the Eagle 
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sculpture that adorned the House chamber in the United States Capitol after 1819 (Figure 4.17).96 

Upon learning of the design competition for Baltimore’s statue of Washington in 1826, Causici 

eagerly submitted drawings and received the commission in 1827. Robert Mills, the architect, 

considered Causici to be something of an underappreciated genius and thoroughly approved of 

the design, allowing the sculptor to work unfettered.97 When the sculptor completed his work in 

1829, the colossal Washington induced a spectacle almost immediately, as the logistics for 

raising the multi-ton statue to the top of the column required separating it into three parts and 

hoisted via a rigging system that Robert Mills designed with the help of local sailors. According 

to local tradition, a miracle of sorts delighted the watching crowds as a shooting star blazed 

across the sky and an eagle perched upon Washington’s head as the heavy stone settled into 

place.98 Whether this “miracle” actually occurred is, of course, a matter of some ambiguity, but it 

presented a perfect description of the patriotic emotion that swelled in the hearts of Baltimore 

citizens upon seeing the monument complete. 

 The statue was and remains a sight to behold firsthand. Causici married elements of 

several artistic preferences into his giant sculpture. The general is clothed in dress military 

uniform, head uncovered, in a show of solemnity and humility that mirrored the gravity of his 

being. Over his uniform is draped a Roman senatorial toga, lending a visual element to the 

republican rhetoric which Robert Mills had envisioned in his original design for the monument. 

 
96 William Dunlap, History of the Rise and Progress of the Art of Design in the United States 

(New York: n.p., 1834), 486; “Liberty and the Eagle Sculpture,” Architect of the Capitol, 

https://www.aoc.gov/explore-capitol-campus/art/liberty-and-eagle-sculpture (accessed 18 

February 2018). Causici may have briefly been among Canova’s pupils, though there is some 

debate as to how well the two knew one another.  
97 Robert Mills, Guide to the Capitol of the United States (Washington: Wm. Greer, 1834), 33; 

William Rusk, Art in Baltimore: Monuments and Memorials (Baltimore: Norman Remington, 

1924), 116. 
98 Rusk, Art in Baltimore, 117. 
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The general’s right arm is outstretched, clutching the historic document containing his written 

resignation from the Continental Army. The visual rhetoric in Causici’s sculpture affected an 

outpouring of patriotism among the citizens of Baltimore as they watched it hoisted to the top of 

the column, and in the months that followed they took enormous pride in their first substantial 

national monument to Washington’s memory. 

 Memory, of course, can play tricks. From afar, Causici’s statue of Washington appears to 

resemble the man well enough, though the artist neither claimed accuracy nor modeled the 

statue’s likeness on any known portraiture. The intended focus of the sculpture was not in its 

facial likeness, but rather in the noble act that defined Washington’s legacy. Thus, as the statue 

settled onto its perch above the rooftops of the city, few people likely made note of any unusual 

characteristics in the sculpture. To do so might have been deemed unpatriotic or unappreciative, 

but amid all the activity involved with hoisting the statue up to its base, it does not seem 

probable that many even noticed. Upon closer inspection, however, a few remarkable oddities 

become hard to ignore, and it is clear that whatever artistic talent Enrico Causici possessed as a 

sculptor did not translate well to colossal statuary. The graceful lines of Antonio Canova’s 

sculpture in Raleigh, or even of Causici’s own work in the United States Capitol, are absent from 

the rigid, disproportionate statue at the top of the column. The most jarring features are the eyes, 

oddly spaced and with hollow irises cut into the stone, giving the general a look of insanity that 

clashed with the solemn countenance suggested by the thin, tight structure of the mouth (see 

Figure 4.18). Moreover, the size of the head in proportion to the body, while potentially intended 

to force perspective, gives the appearance of top heaviness if viewing the statue head on. The 

hair, depicted in a wavy sort of pompadour, was a strange choice to stand-in for Washington’s 

typical powdered coiffure. While referring to the statue’s face as “ugly” seems inappropriate, 
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suffice it to suggest that it was not among those that the Marquis de Lafayette, during his tour of 

the United States, would have touted for its precision, as he had done with Canova’s sculpture in 

Raleigh and Jean-Antoine Houdon’s in Richmond. It is obvious that Enrico Causici did not 

account for the possibility of viewing the statue in this way. With its wavy pompadour hairstyle 

and a uniform more representative of the War of 1812, the statue at the top of Baltimore’s 

monumental column might as easily be mistaken for Andrew Jackson. Nevertheless, the 

Baltimore Washington Monument stands as a testament to the evolving nationalism and 

commemorative culture of the early American republic. 

 Meanwhile, in the District of Columbia, the issue of interring George Washington’s 

remains in the Capitol Crypt remained unsettled. To resolve the question in time for the 

centennial celebration of Washington’s birth, a joint House and Senate celebratory committee 

brought the original 1799 resolution to the floor again in 1832. Despite the many thousands of 

dollars that had gone into completing and renovating the Capitol, Congress could still not agree. 

The debate focused on many points of contention, including that Washington himself had 

selected Mount Vernon as his final resting place, and that Virginians in Congress were loath to 

part with the sacred remains of their native son. Among the reasons for their reluctance was an as 

yet unfounded fear, “should the Union be dissolved, which some gentlemen apprehend to be 

neither an improbable nor a distant event, the tomb of Washington may then be in a territory 

hostile to Virginia.”99 Indeed, many southerners in Congress seemed to have felt similar 

anxieties, as one representative from Georgia expressed, “Remove the remains of our venerated 

Washington from . . . Mount Vernon and from his native State, deposit them in this capitol, and 

 
99 “Washington’s Remains,” Register of Debates, House of Representatives, 22nd Cong., 1st sess., 

13 February 1832 (Washington, DC: Gales & Seaton, 1833), 1795. 
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then let a severance of the Union occur and behold! the remains of Washington on a shore 

foreign to his native soil.”100 In the end, the debates proved fruitless, however, as Washington’s 

own grandnephew and heir, John Washington, refused to remove his ancestor’s remains.  

 Congress’s inability to secure Washington’s remains for the Capitol underscored the 

continual tensions wrought by competing official and vernacular visions of the Revolution’s 

meaning. In the eyes of the federal government, Washington’s remains were a national totem, in 

the Durkheimian sense, for the people of the United States. Southerners, however, saw 

Washington as a local figure first and foremost. To remove his corporeal remains from his 

beloved home at Mount Vernon to the cold depths beneath the Capitol rotunda would have been, 

for many Southerners, akin to abandoning him in a distant land. Clearly, any sense of the United 

States as a single, unified entity remained underdeveloped in memorial tradition, as vernacular 

predispositions continually revised and reshaped the official commemorative narrative. As the 

1830s matured, the national capital remained without a monument or relic with which to honor 

its namesake, and the United States slid gradually into expansion and sectional divisions that 

would test the endurance of the nation’s Revolutionary memory. 

 
100 “Washington’s Remains,” 1788. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE (UN)DEMOCRATIZATION OF AMERICAN REVOLUTIONARY MONUMENTS, 

1829-1846 

 
By the 1820s, an impressive official commemorative history of the American Revolution 

was to be found in the scholarship of Mercy Otis Warren and David Ramsey, and in the Rotunda 

of the United States Capitol where John Trumbull’s grand works of art represented a narrative of 

unity and national destiny.1 Debates over race and power, though, dominated American politics 

and memory from the 1820s to the 1840s, undermining the official narrative of a unified people. 

National monuments incorporated regional issues of power and expansion, while local 

monuments appeared to abandon the rhetoric unity even as their forms shifted toward greater 

inclusivity of white men.  

Trumbull’s visual narrative of the Revolution was not alone in the Rotunda. Additional 

decoration of the memorial space incorporated vernacular philosophies that belied the 

Revolutionary rhetoric regarding equality and the inalienable rights of all people. While builders 

situated Trumbull’s paintings in their niches, artworks sculpted into the sandstone walls by other 

contracted artists complicated the spirit of American exceptionalism built into the legislative 

building. The progress of the American Revolution and the evolution of American prosperity by 

the 1820s and 1830s engendered new ideas about American history and destiny, and the visual 

narrative inside the rotunda expanded backward to encompass the nation’s colonial roots. The 

Age of Exploration and Discovery became an integral part of the American story and artworks 

depicting the settlement of Europeans in the New World joined Trumbull’s painted series of the 

 
1 On the creation of a national narrative of the American Revolution, see Michael Hattem, Past 

and Prologue: Politics and Memory in the American Revolution (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 2020); Eve Kornfeld, Creating an American Culture, 1775-1800: A Brief 

History with Documents (New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2001). 
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Revolution. Although they appear as elements of the grand Capitol monument—an official 

commemorative narrative—regional perceptions and opinions about Americanness crept into the 

artworks, subtly complicating the official national identity and ideologies of liberty and 

egalitarianism. Still, they seemed to indicate a deepening belief in the exceptionalism and 

superiority of specific groups of people, to the exclusion of others. 

Of note among the sandstone carvings were a series of four relief busts of early European 

explorers, created between 1824 and 1829 and situated just above the niches containing 

Trumbull’s paintings. The principal artist for most of the reliefs was the Italian sculptor Enrico 

Causici, a student of Antonio Canova’s who went on to sculpt the oddly-proportioned statue of 

George Washington atop the monument in Baltimore in 1829.2 With an assistant and protégé, 

Antonio Capellano, Causici first carved the relief bust of Christopher Columbus in 1824 (see 

Appendix A, Figure 5.1).3 Columbus had nothing to do with the American Revolution or the 

creation of the United States, of course, but his role in colonizing the Americas situated him as a 

forebear of the new republic. For them, the Revolution finished what Columbus had begun three 

centuries prior and opened a paradise to make way for Western civilization. 

Another Italian artist, Francisco Iardella, completed a second explorer bust in 1824, this 

one depicting Sir Walter Raleigh (see Appendix A, Figure 5.2). Raleigh’s support for exploratory 

 
2 Uwe Geese, “Neoclassical Sculpture,” in Neoclassicism and Romanticism, ed. Rolf Toman 

(Cologne, Germany: H. F. Ullman, 2008), 315-16; Ihna Thayer Frary, They Built the Capitol 

(Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1940), 121-23. 
3 Capellano had been employed on several projects in the United States from at least 1815, 

having carved reliefs for local churches and for the Baltimore Battle Monument; To James 

Madison from Antonio Capellano, 5 September 1817, in Papers of James Madison, Retirement 

Series, 4 March 1817 – 31 January 1820, ed. David B. Mattern, et al., 3 vols. (Charlottesville: 

University of Virginia Press, 2009), 1:124;  Donald R. Kennon and Thomas P. Somma, 

eds., American Pantheon: Sculptural and Artistic Decoration of the United States 

Capitol (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2004) 46, 64-65. 
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expeditions to North America near the end of the sixteenth century helped ignite the English 

colonial aspirations that ultimately led to the foundation of the United States. Thus, like 

Columbus, Raleigh is an American icon and a progenitor of the Revolution. Authority over the 

New World is symbolically relegated, in sculpture, to white newcomers, without regard to the 

indigenous foundations long present in the Americas at the time of European arrival.4  

The remaining relief busts depicted explorers whose associations with Revolutionary 

memory were more ambiguous. Neither John Cabot nor René Robert Cavalier, Sieur de La Salle 

are common names in American memory. Their narratives lie on the outskirts of most 

undergraduate American history classes and few attempts outside the Capitol have been made to 

incorporate either into the national psyche. Nevertheless, Cabot and La Salle were the subjects of 

the reliefs carved by Causici and Capellano in 1828 and 1829, respectively (see Appendix A, 

Figure 5.3 and 5.4). Like Columbus and Raleigh, Cabot and La Salle ignited colonial 

endeavors—Cabot’s 1497 exploration of coastal North America and La Salle’s claiming of the 

Mississippi River basin in 1782—by which the United States eventually came into being. The 

visual rhetoric suggests the significance only of European exploration, a narrative that reinforced 

the emerging national identity and stimulated ideas about white American exceptionalism and, 

with time, expansionism as well.5 

In keeping with a narrative that emphasized exceptionalism and expansion, Capitol 

architect Charles Bulfinch suggested four potential subjects for the proposed relief panels above 

the rotunda’s East and West entrances. He wanted to complement John Trumbull’s paintings of 

the American Revolution with carvings that echoed the Revolutionary sentiment. Focusing on 

 
4 Vivien Green Fryd, Art and Empire: The Politics of Ethnicity in the United States Capitol, 

1815-1860 (Athens: University of Ohio Press, 2001), 18-19. 
5 Fryd, Art and Empire, 18-19. 
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the discovery, colonization, foundation, and federation of North America, Bulfinch 

recommended that Causici carve over the East entrance either the landing of Columbus or of 

John Smith to represent the pre-United States era, and either the Declaration of Independence or 

the adoption of the Constitution over the West entrance.6 Causici, who had already completed the 

portrait relief of Columbus, preferred instead to depict scenes of English contact with indigenous 

peoples of North America.7 

In 1825, Causici and Capellano carved a pair of scenic relief panels over the East and 

West ingresses to the rotunda, respectively. Causici’s Landing of the Pilgrims and Capellano’s 

Preservation of Captain Smith by Pocahontas introduced depictions of Native Americans into 

the Capitol monument, a stark departure from the typical Western practice of sculpting and 

carving only white historical or mythological bodies. Natives had appeared in memorial art 

previously, in paintings and lithographs as well as in numismatology. American identification 

with indigenous cultures and peoples began during the Revolution, as several participants in the 

famed Boston Tea Party of 1773 disguised themselves as Mohawk braves before boarding the 

ships in the harbor. They did this not to conceal their identity, but to declare their Americanness 

publicly in defiance of British authority. In doing so, they tapped into a long history of the 

American Indian as a representative symbol of the New World. European texts and maps 

commonly used the image of a Native American monarch, usually female, suggesting prosperity 

 
6 Charles Bulfinch to Henry Couceci [sic], July 8, 1822, Commissioner of Public Buildings, 

Record Group 42, United States National Archives, Washington DC; Fryd, Art and Empire, 17. 
7 Fryd, Art and Empire, 17. 
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shaded with savagery and in need of civilizing influences. Official colonial seals often invoked 

Native bodies pleading for help from European settlers.8 

During the Revolution, before and after the Boston Tea Party, cartoonists in Britain and 

the colonies used a young Native princess to represent the American cause, symbolizing a 

determination to be free. Artists like Paul Revere and Henry Dawkins depicted the princess as 

vulnerable in the face of British corruption and oppression, yet committed to liberty, as 

American colonists were committed to resistance against British tyranny. In some cases, the 

princess, armed with bow and arrow or other Native-style weaponry, led attacks against British 

troops, imploring her followers to prevent her from being enslaved. Following independence, the 

image of Natives in American commemorative art grew increasingly complex. Captivity 

narratives coming from the frontier entrenched the notion of the Indian as a savage adversary, 

while fraternalism in the form of Tammany Societies and other Native-inspired associations 

provided avenues for exploring new American identities. Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on the State 

of Virginia disputed le Comte de Buffon’s negative perception of the American environment 

with the portrayal of the American Indian as a noble savage. Jefferson argued that Natives were 

not inferior to white civilization, but represented an older, primitive variance of humanity from 

which enlightened men could learn and understand the world. Authors such as Washington 

Irving and James Fenimore Cooper conjoined the image of the vanishing Indian to that of the 

noble savage, while the narrative of the young Pocahontas was revived from the original 

accounts penned by John Smith in 1624.9 The appropriation of Native bodies and histories for 

 
8 Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., The White Man’s Indian: Images of the American Indian from 

Columbus to the Present (New York: Vintage, 1979), 71-86, 113-134; Philip J. Deloria, Playing 

Indian (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1998), 10-71. 
9 Henry Dawkins, Liberty Triumphant, or the downfall of oppression, 1786, engraving, Prints 

and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington DC; Paul Revere, The Able Doctor, 
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commemorative purposes has not faded from American society. One need only count the number 

of athletic teams bearing names and symbols derived from Native American cultures or consider 

the countless white Americans who claim their grandmother was a Cherokee princess. Disney’s 

depictions of Pocahontas and, worse, the fictional Tiger Lily from James Barrie’s Peter Pan have 

effectively kept the distressed Indian princess at the forefront of Americans’ perceptions of 

Native cultures.10 

Enrico Causici’s depiction of the first meeting between Native Americans and English 

Puritans is striking in its imbalance (see Appendix A, Figure 5.5).11 Immediately, the eye is 

drawn to the suppliant posture of the presumably Wampanoag man as he conciliatorily offers an 

ear of maize to the dominant figure in the carving, a Puritan Separatist stepping out of a rowboat 

bearing the year 1620. Early nineteenth-century writers and political figures, beginning with 

 
or America Swallowing the Bitter Pill, 1774, engraving, Prints and Photographs Division, 

Library of Congress, Washington DC. Revere’s engraving was copied from a cartoon that 

appeared in the London Magazine in 1774 along with the transcript of Parliamentary debate 

regarding the Boston Port Act. See Thomas Jefferson, Notes on the State of Virginia, 

(Philadelphia: Prichard and Hall, 1788), 63-70. For early American republic cultural perceptions 

of Native Americas, see: Washington Irving, “Traits of Indian Character,” in The Sketchbook of 

Geoffrey Crayon, Gent (New York: C.S. Van Winkle, 1820); James Fenimore Cooper, Last of 

the Mohicans: A Narrative of 1757: Leatherstocking Tales, Book 2 (Philadelphia: H.C. Carey & 

I. Lea, 1826); John Smith, Generall Historie of Virginia, New England, and the Summer Isles 

(London: J.D. and J.H. for Michael Sparkes, 1624); E. McClung Fleming, “The American Image 

as Indian Princess, 1765-1783,” Winterthur Portfolio 2 (1965): 65-81; Klaus Lubbers, Born for 

the Shade: Stereotypes of the Native American in United States Literature and Visual Arts, 1776-

1984 (Amsterdam: Ropodi Press, 1994); Susan Scheckel, The Insistence of the Indian: Race and 

Nationalism in Nineteenth-Century American Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

1998). 
10 John Shelton Reed, “The Cherokee Princess in the Family Tree,” Southern Cultures 3 (spring 

1997): 111-13; Kathryn W. Shanley, “The Indians America Loves to Read: American Indian 

Identity and Cultural Appropriation,” American Indian Quarterly 21 (autumn 1997): 605-702; 

Barbara A. Meek, “And the Injun Goes “How!”: Representations of American English in White 

Public Space,” Language in Society 35(February 2006): 93-128; Danielle Endres, “American 

Indian Permission for Mascots: Resistance or Complicity within Rhetorical Colonialism?” 

Rhetoric and Public Affairs 18(winter 2015): 649-90. 
11 Enrico Causici, Landing of the Pilgrims, sandstone relief, 1825, U.S. Capitol Rotunda. 
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John Quincy Adams in 1802, invoked the Separatists at Plymouth as essential to American 

national identity and tradition.12 In 1820, Daniel Webster intrinsically connected the Pilgrims, as 

the Plymouth settlers had come to be known, to the liberty, industry, and progress wrought by 

English colonialism and the American Revolution, and spreading rapidly across the North 

American continent. Webster proclaimed on the two-hundredth anniversary of the founding of 

Plymouth: 

Two thousand miles, westward from the rock where their fathers landed, may now be 

found the sons of the Pilgrims; cultivating smiling fields, rearing towns and villages, and 

cherishing, we trust, the patrimonial blessings of wise institutions, of liberty, and religion. 

The world has seen nothing like this. Regions large enough to be empires, and which, 

half a century ago, were known only as remote and unexplored wildernesses, are now 

teeming with population, and prosperous in all the great concerns of life; in good 

governments, the means of subsistence, and social happiness. It may be safely asserted, 

that there are now more than a million of people, descendants of New-England ancestry, 

living free and happy, in regions, which hardly sixty years ago, were tracts of 

unpenetrated forest. Nor do rivers, or mountains, or seas resist the progress of industry 

and enterprise. Ere long, the sons of the Pilgrims will be on the shores of the Pacific. The 

imagination hardly keeps up with the progress of population, improvement, and 

civilization.13 

 

 
12 John Quincy Adams, An oration, delivered at Plymouth, December 22, 1802. At the 

anniversary commemoration of the first landing of our ancestors, at that place (Boston: Russell 

and Cutler, 1802), John Bailey Pamphlet Collection, Library of Congress, Washington, DC; 

Fryd, Art and Empire, 17. For Plymouth Rock historiography, see Martha Vandrei, “The 

Pilgrim’s Progress,” History Today. 70 (May 2020): 28-41. 
13 Daniel Webster, A discourse, delivered at Plymouth, December 22, 1820: in commemoration 

of the first settlement of New-England (Boston: Wells and Lilly, 1821), 60-61. For fuller analysis 

of Webster’s oration and the Plymouth Rock mythology, see Robert Arner, “Plymouth Rock 

Revisited: The Landing of the Pilgrim Fathers,” Journal of American Culture 6 (winter 1983): 

25-35. The use of the word “pilgrim” in reference to the Plymouth separatists was not in vogue 

before the late eighteenth century. Though the term had appeared in William Bradford’s Of 

Plimoth Plantation, drawing expressly on biblical contexts of pilgrims in foreign lands, most 

colonial and early national Americans only employed the term when quoting Bradford. Not until 

about 1800 did the word “pilgrim” come into popular parlance in reference to the Plymouth 

settlers, generally through song and oration. Daniel Webster’s oration of December 22, 1820 

used the term multiple times throughout, demonstrating its increasing popularity; Albert 

Matthews, “The Term Pilgrim Fathers and Early Celebrations of Forefathers’ Day,” 

Publications of the Colonial Society of Massachusetts 17(1915): 293-391. 
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Webster implied that all civilization and improvement of the North American landscape resulted 

from English settlement, disregarding indigenous civilization and even other European 

influences. Many of Webster’s contemporaries defined their ancestral contributions in similar 

terms. Art historian Vivien Fryd contended that such rhetoric and interpretation defined the 

essence of Manifest Destiny more than two decades before that terminology became popular.14 

By 1825, that essence became a permanent part of the monumental Capitol rotunda. 

 Much of the memorial symbolism present in Landing of the Pilgrims is obvious: the size 

and posture of the Englishman in relation to his Wampanoag opposite, for example, and the 

contrast between the togetherness of the family versus the solitude of the Native man are 

impossible to ignore. There is no equality in the image; the space between the two men ensures 

that while friendship and assistance may be offered and received, the two cultures will never 

actually figuratively touch one another.15 There are subtler elements as well, though, that offer a 

clearer understanding of the artist’s intended message. The Englishwoman in the boat, rather 

than looking on as her husband negotiates with a stranger, has her eyes turned toward heaven, 

her hand raised in a gesture of prayer. As a devout Puritan, she believes that God will protect and 

provide for the settlers.16 Thus, the Native has no agency; he is merely an instrument for the 

friendship and sustenance of a new English colony, an interpretation that echoed throughout 

Puritanical sermons and early national histories. The ears of maize symbolize the crop that 

ultimately saved Plymouth from failure, but the assistance of the Wampanoag and other local 

 
14 Fryd, Art and Empire, 18. 
15 Fryd, Art and Empire, 18-19; Causici, Landing of the Pilgrims, 1825. 
16 William Q. Force, Picture of Washington and Its Vicinity, for 1848 (Washington, DC: 

published by the author, 1848), 62; Causici, Landing of the Pilgrims, 1825. 
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Native peoples that enabled Plymouth’s survival is boiled down to a single gesture upon initial 

contact.  

As the Native man offers sustenance with his left hand, his right hand is pointing 

downward at the Englishman’s boot as it lands upon Plymouth Rock. With that first step, 

according to the Causici’s relief, the English established strength and stability in the New World, 

illustrated by the aggressive forward posture of the Englishman’s leg and the musculature visible 

through his knee-high boot. The Wampanoag man, by contrast, has no firm traction on Plymouth 

Rock, part of which he must sit upon for support. His feet seem to be slipping away behind him 

as he all but kneels before the new arrivals. The imagery evokes the fading of Native American 

cultures in the northeast as English colonization increased and came to dominate the Atlantic 

seaboard. Whether or not this was Enrico Causici’s explicit intention, the composition of the 

entire relief makes clear that these two cultures were not and would never become one American 

people.17 

Antonio Capellano’s carving of Pocahontas rescuing John Smith from being beaten to 

death on the orders of her father, Chief Powhatan, eschewed the narrative of English supremacy 

in favor of one featuring Native savagery and redemption.18 Indeed, savagery was a key element 

in Europeans’ perceptions and understandings of Native societies. The Wampanoag man in 

Landing of the Pilgrims was also depicted as a savage, though tamed in awe of his social 

superiors.19 Preservation of Captain Smith by Pocahontas, however, presents wilder and more 

ferocious people, illustrating the trials and tribulations faced by English settlers in North 

 
17 Fryd, Art and Empire, 18-19; Causici, Landing of the Pilgrims, 1825. 
18 Antonio Capellano, Preservation of Captain Smith by Pocahontas, sandstone relief, 1825, U.S. 

Capitol Rotunda. 
19 Causici, Landing of the Pilgrims, 1825. 
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America. The only kindness and sympathy embodied among the indigenous people in this scene 

is that of the young Pocahontas, an eleven-year-old girl. Throughout the first half of the 

nineteenth century, the American public grew quite familiar with the traditional account of 

Smith’s interactions with Pocahontas, owing to the early nineteenth-century publication of 

several culturally important literary and dramatic works that retold and reinterpreted the story. 

Smith’s own 1624 record of Jamestown’s founding recounts the harrowing tale of his expedition 

inland along the Chickahominy River, when local Natives captured him and brought him before 

Chief Powhatan: 

Here more than two hundred of those grim Courtiers stood wondering at [Smith], as he 

had beene a monster; till Powhatan and his trayne had put themselues in their greatest 

braveries…. At [Smith’s] entrance before the King, all the people gaue a great 

shout…having feasted him after their best barbarous manner they could, a long 

consultation was held, but the conclusion was, two great stones were brought before 

Powhatan: then as many as could layd hands on [Smith], dragged him to them, and 

thereon laid his head, and being ready with their clubs, to beate out his braines, 

Pocahontas the Kings dearest daughter, when no intreaty could prevaile, got his head in 

her armes, and laid her owne vpon his to saue him from death.20 

 

Capellano’s relief focuses on the exact moment of Pocahontas’s intervention (see Appendix A, 

Figure 5.6).21 Vivien Fryd described the artistic composition as an affective narrative that 

minimizes the realities of cultural conflict and historical violence while presenting Pocahontas to 

the viewer as an intercessor, responsible for the survival of Jamestown and, by extension, the 

eventual creation of the United States. That this single scene held so much meaning for 

 
20 Smith, Generall Historie, 48-49. For nineteenth-century literary and dramatic interpretations, 

see John Davis, Captain Smith and Princess Pocahontas, An Indian Tale (Philadelphia: 

Benjamin Warner, 1817); George Washington Custis, Pocahontas, or the Settlers of Virginia 

(Philadelphia: C. Alexander, 1830); Robert Owens, Pocahontas (New York: G. Dearborn, 1837); 

John Brougham, Pocahontas, or the Gentle Savage (New York: S. French, 1855). 
21 Capellano, Preservation of Captain Smith, 1825. 
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nineteenth-century Americans demonstrated not only their familiarity with the story, but their 

belief in its intrinsic connection to their own and the nation’s destinies.22 

 Remarkably, the action in the relief that held the most symbolic meaning for nineteenth-

century Americans is rather diminutive in the context of the overall image. Pocahontas’s 

intervention on Smith’s behalf is relegated to a lower corner. Rather, the focal point of the scene 

is the dominant character, Chief Powhatan himself, his arm raised in a gesture of command. We 

know he is the chief because he is central, flanked on either side by Native warriors facing him, 

their clubs stayed by his raised hand. Adorned in regalia and crowned with feathers, Powhatan is 

seated while his comrades stand, but is nevertheless in full control of the people around him. His 

own agency in the scene, however, is at the will of his young daughter, whose outstretched hands 

at once protect the would-be victim while pleading with her father to spare the man’s life. Thus, 

while Powhatan dominates the scene, it is Pocahontas who wields the power to temper to deny 

and reverse her father’s orders.23 

The artist’s interpretation of Powhatan’s clothing bears mention: the chief’s torso is 

wrapped in animal skins, similar to those worn by his lieutenants, but he also has a mantle 

draped about him, giving the appearance of a toga as worn by Roman consuls and emperors. 

Additionally, Powhatan’s feathered headdress encircles his brow like a European crown, in 

contrast to the feathers worn by his comrades. Bedecked in such regal fashion, Capellano’s 

Powhatan clearly resembles the European image of kingship, down to the pointed scepter he 

holds in his resting hand. By contrast, Pocahontas is nearly naked, pure and blameless of the 

destruction to be delivered at her father’s hand. Such imagery stimulates comparison to the 

 
22 Fryd, Art and Empire, 19-23. 
23 Fryd, Art and Empire, 19-23; Capellano, Preservation of Captain Smith, 1825. 
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young United States, protecting its people from the vagaries of the British king and his 

government.24 

Capellano’s relief also symbolizes Native assimilation. Pocahontas’s actions tie her to the 

birth of the United States, but they also—more directly—led her to a life away from her 

indigenous roots and as a member of English colonial society. Following her intercession on 

behalf of John Smith’s life, the Jamestown colonists and the Powhatan people formed an uneasy 

reliance, strengthened to some extent when Pocahontas agreed to marry the Englishman, John 

Rolfe, and to become a Christian named Rebecca, fully assimilating into English culture. Her 

prayerful posture and the serenity in her face, according to Fryd, appear to foreshadow her 

religious conversion. Likewise, in carving Pocahontas and Smith in greater relief than the Native 

men, the artist gave the impression that one set of people was moving forward, out of the image 

and into real life, while another set of people faded into the background. In this context, 

Capellano’s relief speaks plainly to the eventual disappearance of Native American societies 

amidst increasing white settlement in North America.25 

The issue of white settlement and indigenous displacement is the subject of the third and 

fourth reliefs, over the North and South Doors of the Rotunda, respectively. The third relief 

depicts the birth of Pennsylvania, arguably the most significant colony in the foundation of the 

United States, given its governmental prominence through and immediately following the 

American Revolution. Carved by French sculptor Nicholas Gevelot in 1827, William Penn’s 

Treaty with the Indians again demonstrates interaction between English settlers and Native 

 
24 Fryd, Art and Empire, 19-23; Capellano, Preservation of Captain Smith, 1825. 
25 Fryd, Art and Empire, 19-23; Davis, Smith and Pocahontas, 65. 
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Americans, specifically the Lenape people, in this instance.26 The interface here is of a very 

different nature, though, as the relief depicts William Penn and a Lenape chief, likely Tamanend, 

grasping hands in a nearly universal symbol of friendship and accord. Whereas Landing of the 

Pilgrims suggested English cultural preeminence that would lead to conflict, and Preservation of 

Captain Smith by Pocahontas hinted at peaceful solution to conflict through assimilation, 

Gevelot’s work suggests there is no conflict at all, but harmony and a spirit of egalitarianism 

between the English and their aboriginal neighbors.27 

Gevelot was not the first to depict the scene of peaceful entreaty between the English and 

the Lenape. In 1772, the neoclassical painter Benjamin West completed Penn’s Treaty with the 

Indians, depicting Quakers, merchants, and Native Americans gathered near the Delaware River 

(see Appendix A, Figure 5.7).28 Whereas West’s painting lent greater context to the Treaty of 

Shackamaxon, Gevelot focused his work entirely on the personal accord between the two 

principal parties. Even this tranquil scene, though, suggests English supremacy over indigenous 

America. After all, peace came at a price: Penn’s Quaker colony wanted land. Thus, land and 

peace were the key elements of a relationship between the Lenape and the English. The relief 

symbolically depicts the peace that Tamanend desired in the chief’s pipe, hearkening to a ritual 

of tobacco-smoking that was common among many indigenous American societies (see 

Appendix A, Figure 5.8).29 Tamanend, usually referred to as Tammany, earned the respect of 

Anglo-Americans in the eighteenth century because of his earnest desire for peace with the 

 
26 Nicholas Gevelot, William Penn’s Treat with the Indians, sandstone relief, 1827, U.S. Capitol 

Rotunda. 
27 Fryd, Art and Empire, 28. 
28 Benjamin West, Penn’s Treaty with the Indians, oil on canvas, 1772, Pennsylvania Academy 

of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia. 
29 Gevelot, Penn’s Treaty, 1827. 
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settlers. According to tradition, the chief’s own words called lasting peace that would outlive 

generations. After his death in 1701, Tamanend earned near mythical status, especially in 

Philadelphia, where he was often celebrated as King Tammany or Saint Tammany. The original 

Tammany Society formed in Philadelphia in 1772, and thanks to the city’s prominence, 

Tamanend quickly grew into a national symbol as Tammany Societies developed in many mid-

Atlantic colonial communities. Society activities included festivals, held on the first of May in 

place of the traditional European May Day. In fact, in the spirit of celebration at such festivals, 

many white participants dressed as Native Americans, expressing a distinct American identity 

separate from their former European identities.30  

During the Revolutionary War, John Adams wrote to Abigail Adams of the 1777 festival 

in Philadelphia, and in 1778, the Continental Army held their own Tammany Festival while in 

winter quarters at Valley Forge. During the Confederation period, celebration of Tamanend’s 

legacy spread into the Northeast and into the South, attracting important participants such as 

George Washington and Patrick Henry. Tamanend also appeared in various literary works of the 

period. In 1826, just prior to the completion of Nicholas Gevelot’s work in the Capitol, 

Tamanend had appeared at the end of James Fenimore Cooper’s Last of the Mohicans, a novel 

that found popularity in the antebellum republic and helped influence American literary 

culture.31 Thus, Tamanend’s inclusion in the relief likely had as much to do with popular 

 
30 Martin W. Walsh, “May Games and Noble Savages: The Native American in Early 

Celebrations of the Tammany Society,” Folklore 108 (1997): 83-91. 
31 John Adams to Abigail Adams, May 1, 1777, in Adams Family Correspondence, ed. Lyman H. 

Butterfield, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1963-1973), 2: 124; Cooper, Last 

of the Mohicans. Cooper’s novel is set in 1757 and explores the colonial past from the perspective 

of the post-Revolutionary generation. Tamanend is depicted in the novel as an elderly sage 

lamenting a fading culture, but in truth, he had already been dead for over fifty years. Nevertheless, 

the novel presents him as something of an origin myth for the American people. 
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memory as with historical accuracy. The other Lenape man, however, complicates the image. 

When we consider that in return for peace, the Quakers wanted land, Gevelot’s work takes quite 

a bit of historical license in the interest of the commemorative narrative. 

Land—precious to the English above all else in the seventeenth century—was 

represented in the relief by the 1682 Treaty of Shackamaxon that William Penn carries in his idle 

hand.32 The branches of the elm tree above the two men, symbolic of the tree under which the 

treaty was signed, further allude to the frontier landscape wherein so many English settlers 

wished to plant new roots. Land was at the heart of nearly all English colonial interactions with 

Native Americans. By the late seventeenth century, English dominion in North America was 

hardly in question, yet in the relief, Penn appears to be the minority party to the treaty. 

Tamanend’s companion, in support of his chief, looks away from Penn, of whom he appears 

rather suspicious. Thus, the imagery instills the man with mythical quality: a humble Quaker 

who forged a lasting covenant of peace and friendship with an indigenous people who might 

otherwise have turned hostile. The reality, though, is that the English always held the upper 

hand. Quakers were notably peaceable among the English colonists, to be sure, but the Lenape 

would likely not have been able to withstand English aggression if negotiations had failed. Any 

semblance of equal position between the two parties, in West’s painting or in Gevelot’s relief, 

belied the fact that Penn and his people, like all English colonists, were there to expand their 

territory and their wealth. Natives too often signed their ancestral homes away in Anglo-

American treaties that displaced them and devastated their cultures.33 

 
32 Gevelot, Penn’s Treaty, 1827. 
33 Michael Rogin, “Political Repression in the United States,” in Ronald Reagan, the Movie, and 

Other Episodes in Political Demonology, ed. by Michael Rogin (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1988), 46-47; Fryd, Art and Empire, 29-32. 
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Displacement and devastation provided the theme of the fourth and final relief, carved by 

Enrico Causici in 1827 and located over the South transept. Alone among the four reliefs, it 

depicts a scene from the eighteenth century. The year 1773, etched into the tree branch near the 

top of the relief, situates the episode in the years just before the Revolutionary War. Conflict of 

Daniel Boone and the Indians, 1773 compositionally mirrors Nicholas Gevelot’s depiction of 

Tamanend and William Penn, but Causici distorted Gevelot’s cautious tranquility into a scene of 

utter violence. (see Appendix A, Figure 5.9).34 Again, three men are depicted, though only two 

of them live: Boone, the noteworthy frontiersman and early American folk hero, struggles for 

supremacy over a Native warrior. The combatants tower over the body of another Native man, 

lying dead in a near fetal position on the ground at their feet.  

The image clearly evokes Boone’s mythical status as a frontiersman amidst many dangers 

in the Kentucky territory, a legend already taking shape by the end of the eighteenth century. 

Biographers began writing of Boone’s exploits in 1784, likening him to an agent of civilization 

itself and imbuing him with the sacred task of leading the American people into the West. 

Causici’s carving vividly captured the essence of white frontier settlement and what it meant—

and would continue to mean—for Native American cultures.35 In the relief, Boone’s face is calm 

and set, showing no fear of the man with whom he struggles. The Native man, meanwhile, 

glowers in hated at his enemy, clearly intent on destroying the man before him. These 

 
34 Enrico Causici, Conflict of Daniel Boone and the Indians, 1773, 1827, sandstone relief, U.S. 

Capitol Rotunda. 
35 John Filson, The Adventures of Daniel Boone: The Discovery, Settlement, and Present State of 
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contrasting expressions on the faces of the combatants suggest, in Vivien Fryd’s estimation, that 

the artist intended to demonstrate Boone’s moral authority in the situation. His weapon, a 

musket, demonstrates the superiority of white civilization over Native primitive technologies, 

symbolized by a simple tomahawk, thereby giving Boone a natural advantage.36 On the other 

hand, neither the advanced musket nor Western civilization is poised to win the contest for 

Boone; the dagger in his lower hand, equal in its simplicity to the Native’s tomahawk, will 

accomplish the white man’s victory. In this context, Boone’s assured conquest of the Native 

lends another dimension to the expressions on both men’s faces: the white man appears confident 

in his New World destiny, while the Native man rages against his own.37 

  The artistic narrative of colonial white exceptionalism was reinforced between 1840 and 

1855 as Congress commissioned four more grand painted murals to accompany John Trumbull’s 

work in the Rotunda. Four American artists—John Chapman, Robert Weir, John Vanderlyn, and 

William Powell—were selected to paint topics that related to the earliest exploration of North 

America, in line with Charles Bulfinch’s initial vision for the sandstone reliefs.38 Their 

respective paintings reflected the Christian baptism of Pocahontas as Rebecca Rolfe, the Pilgrims 

setting forth aboard the Mayflower, the landing of Columbus in the New World, and Hernando 

de Soto’s discovery of the Mississippi River (see Appendix A, Figures 5.10 – 5.13).39 The Native 

American peoples who appear in three of the four paintings—for obvious reasons, Robert Weir 

did not depict any aboard the Mayflower—are less prominent than in either the sandstone reliefs 

 
36 Fryd, Art and Empire, 32-34. 
37 Causici, Conflict of Daniel Boone, 1773, 1827. 
38 “Bulfinch to Couceci,” July 8, 1822. 
39 John Chapman, Baptism of Pocahontas, oil on canvas, 1840, U.S. Capitol Rotunda; Robert 

Weir, Embarkation of the Pilgrims, oil on canvas, 1843, U.S. Capitol Rotunda; John Vanderlyn, 
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or in Benjamin West’s Penn’s Treaty. The only painting of the four in which Native people 

feature prominently, John Chapman’s Baptism of Pocahontas, shows the assimilation of the 

central figure into English society as her family looks on in distress, perhaps even fear (see 

Appendix A, Figure 5.10). In all cases, Indians became a passive culture around which European 

civilization pressed on, as Native cultures faded into the memories of scattered peoples.40 

 The monumental artworks in the U.S. Capitol Rotunda thus affected, by the late 1850s, a 

narrative of the United States’ historical origins that began with Christopher Columbus and 

ended with George Washington. The overarching theme is one of Euro-American progress that 

makes little of the suffering forced upon indigenous peoples in the name of white colonialism. 

Women, white or otherwise, when featured in paintings or relief sculptures, are secondary with 

rare exceptions. Conspicuously absent from any of the artworks in the Rotunda are depictions of 

Africans and African Americans, many of whose hands shaped the stones with which the 

building—a supposed temple of democracy—had been built. With such regional and vernacular 

predilections enshrined and on public display in the government center of the republic, the visual 

rhetoric suggested that the American Revolution had been for white people alone. Political 

democracy did not translate into broad inclusion of minorities, women, or immigrants, and 

republican commemorative culture neglected to incorporate marginal communities into ritual, 

festival, or monument. 

 Of course, as historian Michael Kammen asserted, there were some notable monuments 

of the early republic that began to appear more democratic, in that they commemorated the 

legacies of the many, rather than of individual “Great Men.” In the previous chapter, I discussed 

the early phases of the Bunker Hill Monument in Boston and the building of the Groton 

 
40 Chapman, Baptism of Pocahontas, 1840; West, Penn’s Treaty, 1772 
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Monument near Fort Griswold in Connecticut, two of the obelisks that Kammen mentioned.41 

The obelisk in Connecticut was finished in 1831, accompanied by a fanfare of praise from 

newspapers throughout the country.42 The Bunker Hill Monument remained under construction 

in Boston through the early 1840s. Meanwhile, as more communities in the United States 

embraced commemoration of the American Revolution, new monuments continued to 

complicate the tension between republican memory and expansive democracy.  

 The United States Military Academy at West Point, New York bears an impressive 

collection of military monuments dating from the early republic through the early 1990s, but 

only one of those that appeared before the twentieth century paid tribute to the American 

Revolution. In 1825, John H. B. Latrobe, son of Benjamin Henry Latrobe, proposed a monument 

to a military hero of the Revolution who did not fit the traditional republican label. Tadeusz 

Kościuszko, a Polish-Lithuanian military engineer from a noble family in what is now Belarus, 

was noted during the height of the Revolutionary War for his design of the defenses at West 

Point, then an army garrison that George Washington believed the most important military post 

on the continent.43 Kościuszko was but one of tens of thousands of foreign-born, non-English 

combatants who came to America to fight in the war. The British, of course, employed over 
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thirty-thousand Hessian and other German mercenaries, but the Continental Army also benefitted 

from the aid of French and Prussian officers like the Marquis de Lafayette and Baron Friedrich 

von Steuben, to say nothing of Gaelic-born soldiers like Richard Montgomery and Hugh Mercer, 

who came to the colonies in the decades preceding the Revolution. They all represented the 

enlightened peoples of the West, people for whom the Old-World institutions of church and 

monarchy were beginning to show their weaknesses by the end of the eighteenth century. Eastern 

Europe, on the other hand, was mysterious to most Americans. There, Slavic aristocrats still 

governed their citizens with iron fists. The Enlightenment was late to challenge nobility and 

religion, thanks to a weaker middle class and crisis-ridden political systems.44 Typically, men 

from such regions, particularly noblemen mercenaries like Kościuszko, would have made 

unlikely subjects for commemoration in an independent nation built on enlightened republican 

ideals. 

 Kościuszko was an exception to those early republican perceptions of foreign 

adventurers, however, earning the admiration of his compatriots for his restraint and for his 

significant contributions to the American war effort. Thus, while other Slavic soldiers of the 

Revolution faded from collective memory in the years after the war, Kościuszko remained iconic 

as a member of an elite cadre of foreign nationals who pledged their lives and service in defense 

of American liberty. He returned to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth after the war to fight 

on behalf of Polish independence in the Kościuszko Insurrection of 1794, which he himself led. 

Despite his defeat, when he returned to the United States in 1797, Kościuszko was lauded by his 

comrades who drew parallels between his dual struggles for liberty. He was likewise lauded 
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upon his death in 1817 as a patriot. He represented, for many Americans, the model immigrant 

and friend of the republic, and for the Polish community that migrated to the United States in the 

nineteenth century, the name of Kościuszko lent a time-honored connection to the origins of the 

nation.45 

 Commemorating Tadeusz Kościuszko served not only as an honor to the man, but to the 

nation as well. It reinforced the symbolism of a republic whose citizens represented seekers of 

justice from tyranny and oppression the world over. As the nineteenth century matured and 

commemorative rhetoric drew increasingly from the colonial past, Jeffersonian politicians and 

philosophers sought to represent the United States as a single country with multi-national 

foundations. On the other hand, Federalists viewed the adoration of Kościuszko as symbolic of 

the threat posed by mass immigration.46 With Federalists out of the national spotlight after the 

War of 1812, however, any opposition to Kościuszko’s memory appeared to dissipate. 

 When a cadet committee at West Point opened a design contest for a monument to 

Kościuszko in 1824, by directive of Superintendent Sylvanus Thayer, former cadet John Latrobe 

entered and proposed an elegant pedestal and fluted Doric column to stand on the northeastern 

elevated embankment overlooking the Hudson River, near a garden which Kościuszko himself 

had planted while in residence at West Point. In a letter accompanying the design, Latrobe 
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commented, “Let KOSCIUSZKO simply be the inscription and on the lowest steps in smaller 

characters, 'Erected by the Corps of Cadets of the USMA,' and while your River flows and your 

country exists, no one will be at a loss to understand the Monument, its purpose, and its 

location.”47 The financing for the five-thousand-dollar monument came from a monthly twenty-

five cent levy on all cadet stipends, and on the Fourth of July, 1828, the committee laid the 

cornerstone in a grand ceremony. When completed, the monument made an impressive addition 

to the campus grounds. (see Appendix A, Figure 5.14).48  

 Although raising a monument to Kościuszko had seemingly progressed undeterred by 

political or public opinion, we must remember that the column at West Point came into existence 

as a function of United States military policy, and consequently, the chain of command at the 

academy had the only authority or input into the project. For another Polish officer of the 

American Revolution, commemoration was a little more complicated. Kazimierz Pułaski, a 

nobleman from Warsaw who was active in the struggle for Polish independence against Russian, 

Austrian, and Prussian aggression, attracted the attention and admiration of Benjamin Franklin 

by 1777. Writing to George Washington in May of that year, Franklin lauded Pułaski as “an 

Officer famous throughout Europe for his Bravery and Conduct in Defence of the Liberties of his 

Country,” and recommended him for immediate Continental service.49 After Pułaski arrived in 
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July, he began to ask about volunteering for American service. He wrote to Washington, hoping 

to secure a command with which he might be of use to the Revolutionary cause: “You are the 

defender of Liberty. I have also sacrificed for that same Cause which entitles me to your Support. 

I do not aspire to anything other that in the first Fight I can convince you, my General, of the zeal 

to fulfill my duty and to deserve your Esteem.”50 Despite Washington’s command authority, he 

was unable to bestow an officer’s rank on Pułaski. Washington thus wrote to the Continental 

Congress in August, urging them to give the Polish officer command of the Continental Light 

Dragoons. On September 15, Pułaski was named a brigadier general and placed in command of 

the dragoons. Instrumental in the Philadelphia campaign of 1777, including at the Battle of the 

Paoli, he went on to reform Continental light-horse tactics the following year, earning a 

reputation as the father of the American cavalry. Reassigned to the Southern theater in 1779, 

Pułaski participated in besieging the British garrison in the city of Savannah, Georgia. There, 

while leading a cavalry charge, he fell to enemy grapeshot on October 9 and died of his wounds 

two days later.51 

 Late in 1779, the Continental Congress resolved that a monument should be dedicated to 

Pułaski in Savannah, where he died.52 There was no attempt made after the war, however, or at 
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any time before the 1820s, to act on Congress’s resolution. It is unclear why this was the case, 

especially in light of several new communities in the years after the Revolution that named 

themselves in honor of Pułaski, but it may have had something to do with Pułaski’s reputation 

during the war among American-born, English-speaking officers. Some of them who served 

under Pułaski reported resentment at being under the command of a foreigner who did not speak 

English well. They also disparaged his traditional European views of tactics and military 

protocol, which differed heavily from their own experiences. Pułaski’s haughty personality made 

matters even more difficult; he publicly chafed at an early dismissal of his proposal for a lancer 

unit, which he later incorporated into his dragoon command after 1778. He also openly refused 

orders to serve with the Sullivan Expedition against the Iroquois—a retaliatory excursion 

intended to break punish the Iroquois and to undermine their alliance with the British—leading 

to a level of animosity between he and his American compatriots.53 Nevertheless, Pułaski’s 

cavalry reforms remained an integral part of Continental strategy and carried over into United 

States Army procedure in the early republic. Accordingly, a monument seemed only proper. In 

the South, though, propriety had its limits. 

Antonio Canova’s white marble statue of George Washington in Raleigh remained, by 

1830, the only monument in the American South that spoke to the official narrative of the nation. 

Although visitors, including the Marquis de Lafayette, frequented the statue in the North 

Carolina State House, its home inside an active legislative building limited its public reach. 

Then, the unthinkable happened. In the early hours of June 21, 1831, an uncontrolled blaze swept 

through the mostly wooden building and by daylight, the State House was a smoldering ruin. 
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Everything therein had been utterly destroyed, including the marble Washington.54 As one 

newspaper remarked, “The destruction of the Monument which the gratitude of the people of 

North Carolina had erected in honour of the Benefactor of our country, is deeply regretted. It 

cannot be replaced: there was but one Canova, and he is no more.”55 After only a decade in the 

public’s eye, the monument was gone. 

The inferno that destroyed North Carolina’s capitol provides a metaphor for the 

destructive, sectional forces that severed the American republic only thirty years later. Already, 

by 1831, the birth of the new Democratic Party and the political machinations that saw Andrew 

Jackson elected president in 1828 had rendered the so-called Era of Good Feelings obsolete. The 

growth of political democracy and the extension of franchise to non-landowners ignited endless 

constitutional debate, while the often-scandalous evidence of an executive spoils system 

completely undermined the virtuous republicanism to which previous administrations had 

assented. And running like an irresistible current beneath nearly every new national development 

lay the specter of slavery and its expansion into the Western territories, the fault line upon which 

the foundational integrity of the United States would be tested with increasing severity. As a 

natural result of such controversy, the fragile national commemorative traditions which were so 

often manifested in stone began to break down. Official commemorative patterns increasingly 

took on more regional concerns—the landing of the Pilgrims, for example, or the taming of the 

frontier—while continuing to struggle with memorials to national figures such as Washington 

and the other founders. Monuments were becoming more visually more democratic in their 

inclusion of the multilocal many into the national one. In the absence of true democracy, public 
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memorials presented the white progressive narrative of American Revolutionary history, a 

narrative that ran from Columbus through Washington. As the United States faced mounting 

calamity, monuments evolved to incorporate dissenting, regional ideas regarding the nation, its 

history, and its place in the world. Even as monuments incorporated a larger narrative, the 

nation’s collective memory splintered under the weight of regional biases that fragmented the 

meaning of the Revolution.56 

Virginia and the Carolinas had, perhaps, as many claims to Revolutionary legacy as did 

Massachusetts and New York—Washington and Jefferson both hailed from Virginia, and the 

battles of Guilford Court House and Yorktown had sealed American independence—yet the 

raising of monuments in the South fell far behind that of their northern contemporaries. Even 

Maryland, a planter state with closer ties to the South than to the cosmopolitan Northeast, made 

great strides in memorializing the Revolution and its progenitors, especially Washington. The 

Southern states, though, had long presented an obstacle to the national rhetoric concerning 

equality and the natural rights of mankind, as defined by the Declaration of Independence. While 

vigorously defending those rights throughout the American Revolution and into the nineteenth 

century, Southeastern plantation elites and their governments systematically denied the same to 

people of African descent. Slave codes and state constitutions defined the separate and unequal 

status of black people, whether free or enslaved, and ensured only inequality between white and 

black communities. Meanwhile, in Georgia and the Carolina backcountries, whites settled 
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without regard to the ancestral landscapes of the Cherokee and other Native Americans on the 

frontiers of the United States. The rhetoric of the Revolution shifted toward aggressive 

expansionism and manifest destiny. Celebrating independence in the South was often contentious 

and honoring its makers with monuments was deemed less prudent than upholding the rigid 

social structure that the Revolution had preserved. Although democracy was indeed on the rise 

by the 1820s, often in contention with the republican principles associated with the founding of 

the nation, it was a democracy of regional and vernacular interests often under the control of 

local elites. The voices on the margins of democracy—African Americans and women—found 

their roles in public commemoration to be nominal at best.57 

Undeniably, the South was not alone in its disinclination to include marginal 

communities in official commemorative traditions. While some African Americans in northern 

cities enjoyed an endorsed position in celebratory rituals, for example, they were rarely invited to 

participate in the more solemn and dignified aspects of memorial culture. Even abolitionist 

circuits in the northeast often featured formerly enslaved people and their memories of slavery in 

their celebrations of independence, rather than accepting them as wholly and innately equal. 

Certainly, there were no monuments to black patriots anywhere in the North; Crispus Attucks, 

Peter Salem, and Prince Estabrook all but disappeared from any official memory of the 

Revolution, as did Native Americans such as the Mohawk, Akiatonharónkwen, a commissioned 

lieutenant colonel in the Continental Army, better known as Joseph Louis Cook.58 Of course, 
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with rare exception, women were also absent from public monuments and memorials. But it was 

in the South that the greatest source of contention over official national memory thrived. There, 

different visions of independence had been crafted over two centuries of colonialism and 

nationhood by people who found their liberty in the suppression and mastery over others, in 

direct opposition to the rhetoric of the American Revolution.59 

Historians have closely examined the deteriorating relationship between patriotism and 

anti-slavery in the South between the Revolution and the Civil War. Fletcher M. Green, 

exploring the Fourth of July and its associated nationalist meaning in North Carolina from 1776 

to 1876, noted the absence of explicit references to slavery in celebrations of the holiday and the 

greater interest in national issues such as the expansion into the West and the war with Mexico. 

By contrast, A.V. Huff, Jr. focused specifically on Fourth of July orations in Charleston, 

uncovering the declining attitudes toward cohesive nationalism as slavery and white supremacy 

intensified in the antebellum South. Paul Quigley concluded that patriotism, especially on the 

Fourth of July, induced anxiety among whites in the South, who found themselves torn between 

Southern and American identities. Kirk Savage, in his studies of the National Mall in 

Washington, DC and of soldiers’ monuments in the post-Civil War South, identified the 

deliberate monumental trends that originated in the antebellum years and  persistently honored 

white ideologies—Southern and otherwise—at the expense of truly national and social 
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consensus.60 Prototypes for such trends increasingly found their way into official 

commemorative traditions as Jacksonian notions of democracy expanded among the white male 

populace of the United States. Monuments, from town commons to the District of Columbia, 

reflected the official narrative of American greatness as embodied by white civilization. 

 In 1825, after more than forty years, the city of Savannah finally moved forward with a 

plan for a monument to the father of the American cavalry, but with a twist. The committee in 

charge of the plan was also tasked with commissioning a monument to General Nathanael 

Greene, the Continental hero of the Carolinas campaign in 1780 and 1781. Greene had settled on 

a plantation near Savannah after the war, on land seized from Loyalists and gifted to him by the 

Georgia state government, where he died in 1786. He was buried in the city’s Colonial Park 

Cemetery. During the Marquis de Lafayette’s tour the United States, though, the committee 

hastily developed plans for monuments to honor Pułaski and Greene. Lafayette visited Savannah 

on March 21, 1825 and presided over a Masonic ceremony to lay the cornerstone for Greene’s 

obelisk monument in Johnson Square. On that same day, Lafayette laid another cornerstone for a 

column monument to Kazimierz Pułaski in nearby Chippewa Square. The column seemed to be 

an afterthought, however, as the progress on Greene’s obelisk moved forward with purpose and 
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Pułaski’s monument did not. The press occasionally reported on the monuments’ dual progress, 

and the descriptions of the two pillars favored Greene over Pułaski as well: 

The form of the [fifty-foot] obelisk for Greene’s monument is proposed, because his 

ashes repose in our city, and it being a fit emblem of his enduring fame—the material 

[granite], because of its greater durability, and the increased donation to this Monument 

by filial affection and female patriotism.  

A doric [sic] column forty feet high, of the best American white marble, to be erected to 

PULASKI. The chaste beauties of the parts, and the solidity of the whole, are not the only 

recommendations of this order of architecture. The classic associations which are so 

intimately blended with it designate it as peculiarly adapted to enforce those lessons 

which public monuments should inculcate.61 

 

The lessons the author referred to were left to the interpretation of the reader, but it is noteworthy 

that the newspaper recognized, as republican thinkers did, that monuments instructed the 

citizenry with valuable moral training. The newspaper description went on to say, though, that 

commemorating Pułaski was partly to avoid inconsistency in Georgians’ Revolutionary memory 

and tribute. After all, in 1784, the city had granted twenty-thousand acres of land to the French 

commander, Comte d’Estaing, under whose command Pułaski had died in 1779.62 

 By 1828, however, funding for the monuments was short and the Savannah committee 

had to forego the construction of the column in Chippewa Square. At that point, the obelisk in 

Johnson Square became known as the Greene and Pulaski Monument, serving as a memorial to 

both officers. The cornerstone in Chippewa Square was quickly forgotten. Work on the obelisk 

continued as funds became available via lottery subscription or donation, though the granite 

which was originally intended had to be replaced with white marble.63 Incredibly, in the spring 
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of 1829, workmen at the site dug up a square tile marked A.D. 1782, and from the tile protruded 

a length of pinewood. Local experts guessed that it was the stump of a Liberty Pole, which the 

townspeople erected as the British evacuated Savannah at the end of the Revolutionary War.64 

Unfortunately, this miraculous discovery disappears into the historical record, but the find must 

have created a local sensation among workmen and committee members. The historical and 

commemorative connections people might have drawn between the patriotic monument they 

were then building and the Liberty Pole that arose from the same location nearly half a century 

earlier would have been powerful indeed.  

 The finished monument, dedicated in July 1830, was impressive. At a total height of fifty 

feet, the marble obelisk towered over passersby in Johnson Square (see Appendix A, Figure 

5.15).65 It bore testimony to the republican ideals embodied by Nathanael Greene and Kazimierz 

Pułaski in their lives and service. Whereas Tadeusz Kościuszko’s column at West Point could be 

considered official, however, by virtue of its being on federal property, the obelisk honoring 

Greene and Pułaski in Savannah epitomized vernacular commemoration. The monument did not 

attract the kind of national attention from visitors that Antonio Canova’s George Washington did 

in Raleigh or Robert Mills’ Washington Monument did in Baltimore. Descriptions of the obelisk 

in the press trended toward basic dimensions and appearances, neglecting the sweeping patriotic 

generalities often made in such announcements from past decades. One newspaper remarked 
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simply that the monument “is said to be a beautiful and appropriate structure.”66 Again, there is a 

recognition that such a memorial was appropriate, ostensibly for imparting wisdom and morality 

on American citizens, but there were no parades or processionals, no ceremonies to draw 

presidents away from government business, no grandiloquent oratory. There were no allusions to 

complicated national values like liberty or egalitarianism. As always, the South shied from such 

dangerous ideology in their preservation of an older society. 

 Southerners cannot be held solely accountable for their local predilections. Vernacular 

monumentalism continued in the North as well, and with greater fanfare. On July 3, 1832, 

Reverend James May of Kingston, Pennsylvania addressed a large crowd and laid out his 

reasoning for a memorial to the victims of the 1778 Battle of Wyoming and the alleged massacre 

that followed. On July 3, 1778, Patriot and Loyalist militias clashed in the Wyoming Valley of 

northeastern Pennsylvania. The Loyalists employed Mohawk and Seneca allies for a guerilla-

style campaign against the Americans and in a skirmish that lasted under an hour, nearly the 

entire American force was killed or captured. Over three-hundred Patriots died in combat, but 

survivors claimed that the Loyalists’ Native allies hunted, ritually tortured, and murdered fleeing 

Americans. The supposed massacre was reported to be one of the motivations behind the 

punitive Sullivan expedition in 1779. The veracity of the claims was heavily disputed, 

particularly by the Seneca, but the episode remained entrenched in local memory following the 

Revolution.67 For Reverend May of Kingston, half a century was far too long to have neglected 

the memory of the brave heroes who died in the Wyoming Valley: 
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FELLOW CITIZENS, We all feel the interest of the occasion. It is fifty four years, this day, 

since that disastrous event, so memorable in the history of this valley, which we locally 

name “the Indian battle” and which, under the name of the Wyoming Massacre, excited 

in the favor of the sufferers of those times, the sympathy of the civilized world. 

… 

Notwithstanding the hazards of a frontier residence in the war between the colonies and 

the mother country, the inhabitants of Wyoming Valley drank deeply of that spirit which 

was exhibited at Lexington and Bunker’s Hill, and more systematically in Congress 4th 

July 1776. It was because they had espoused the cause of American Independence, that 

they were marked as a prey for the savages, who enlisted for Great Britain, against the 

colonies.68 

 

With his rhetoric, May intrinsically connected the Revolution to the frontier, situating indigenous 

peoples as savages so determined to resist the civilizing influences of American society that they 

would murder in Britain’s corrupted name. Any monument that resulted from this kind of 

rhetoric, then, could only commemorate the sacrifices made in the name of Anglo-American 

cultural hegemony. As with the sandstone reliefs in the Capitol Rotunda, the visual rhetoric of 

the monument dedicated on heralded the supremacy of a Western, white republic.  

 The form of the Wyoming Monument—designed by up-and-coming architect Thomas 

Ustick Walter—was to be an obelisk, like the Groton and Bunker Hill Monuments in New 

England and the Greene and Pulaski Monument in the South.69 Citizens of the community 

gathered on July 3, 1833, to place the cornerstone, beneath which they buried a vault containing 

the bones of some of those killed in the 1778 incident. Because of their universal appeal among 

Freemasons and the Classical ideals associated with them, obelisks, which symbolized the 
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loftiness of human achievement and even immortality, grew increasingly popular in United 

States memorial public sculpture. Michael Kammen saw this as representative of emerging 

democracy in American commemoration, positing that the austere ornamentation and the trend 

toward mass commemoration evidenced a more inclusive collective memory of the Revolution 

than did tributes to individuals.70 In the cases of Groton and Bunker Hill, this was accurate; for 

smaller examples on the Lexington Green and the Paoli battlefield the same held true. The 

obelisks in Savannah and Wyoming, however, seemed to tell a different story. The Greene and 

Pulaski Monument was an obelisk that honored only two men, and it was not long before 

Kazimierz Pułaski, like the monument originally intended for him, became an afterthought. 

Meanwhile, the obelisk in Wyoming, while certainly lauding the heroic sacrifices of many 

people, held such racially charged memorial meaning that it reinforced the white progressive 

narrative of the American Revolution. 

 Efforts to erect the Wyoming Monument ran into problems quickly, primarily of a 

financial nature. Initially funded by public subscription, the monument languished as several 

subscribers defaulted on their pledges. It would be another decade before the obelisk was 

completed.71 In the meantime, on December 13, 1836, in Concord, Massachusetts a solemn 

memorial service gave way to the laying of a cornerstone for a monument to the Minutemen who 

had defended the town in April 1775 before moving on to Boston and forming the core of the 

fledgling Continental Army. The land for the monument was a gift from Reverend Ezra Ripley, 

himself an aging relic of the Revolution, who conducted the cornerstone-laying ceremony. 
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Ripley’s step-grandson and friend, Ralph Waldo Emerson, lauded the old clergyman for the 

breadth of his personal and local knowledge of Concord and its history. Controversy had existed 

following the end of the Revolutionary War between Concord and the neighboring town of 

Lexington, both claiming the first forcible resistance to British aggression. Ripley waded into the 

controversy by writing a pamphlet in which he argued that while the first violent action of the 

war was indeed at Lexington, it was at Concord where Americans had been the first to fire in 

defense of liberty. Although there is no official consensus regarding who fired first at either 

battle, Ripley’s defense of Concord’s claim won him praise from the community. His land grant 

for a monument to the Battle of Concord was graciously received in the spirit of commemorative 

patriotism with which Ripley no doubt intended to convey.72 

 Once again, the form of the monument would be an obelisk. In fact, in terms of form, 

fashion, and function, the Concord Battle Monument would bear little to differentiate it from any 

other memorial obelisk in the country. It would simply be Concord’s contribution to 

Revolutionary memory, which by the mid-1830s was increasingly more celebratory and less 

historically precise. When the work on the monument was completed in 1838, the dedication 

ceremony incorporated another memorial, which has since vastly eclipsed the monument itself in 

Americans’ collective memory of the Revolution. Reverend Ripley’s friend, Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, wrote a poem for the ceremony to dedicate the monument, entitled, “Hymn: Sung at 

the Completion of the Concord Monument.” Emerson printed the poem’s four stanzas on slips of 
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paper that he shared among the congregants, directing them to sing the words to the familiar 

tune, “Old Hundredth,” a staple in the Anglican faith and well-known to Americans of the early 

republic. American society has long abandoned the melody outside of religious worship and few 

who are not literature majors can recite, from memory, all four stanzas of the poem we have 

come to know as “Concord Hymn.” One line, however, perhaps the most famous line Emerson 

ever wrote, has been fixed in Americans’ memory of the Revolution ever since: “Here once the 

embattled farmers stood, and fired the shot heard ‘round the world.”73 

 “Concord Hymn” made Ralph Waldo Emerson’s career as a poet, where before he was 

more well-known as an essayist. More importantly, though, the line containing “the shot heard 

‘round the world” helped shape the public memory of what happened at Concord in 1775. 

Through the intercession of print culture—the poem was printed on broadsides as well as 

published in newspapers detailing the dedication of the monument—Americans from throughout 

the United States came to see the Revolution through a specific lens, under which Concord 

became the spiritual center of the emerging nation. The poem neglects any specific details of the 

battle; two of the four stanzas are about the monument and its meaning for successive 

generations. Emerson dignified the Minutemen at Concord for their spirit of heroism and their 

longing to live free, which extended to all Americans who had taken up arms in defense of 

liberty. In the third stanza, Emerson explicitly alluded to the purpose of the monument, in 

keeping with republican memorial traditions: 

 On this green back, by this soft stream,  

 We set today a votive stone; 

 That memory may their dead redeem, 
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 When, like our sires, our sons are gone.74 

The obelisk dedicated on Ezra Ripley’s land in 1837 (see Appendix A, Figure 5.16) was to last 

for generations and more. Emerson looked to his generation’s grandchildren as keeping the 

memory of the Battle of Concord alive and well through engagement with the memorial, 

absorbing the republican virtue that emanated from that symbol of heroism in defense of liberty. 

Of course, the monument itself is not as well-known across the country as its larger counterpart 

on Breed’s Hill, though it remains one of many stops along a Revolutionary tour through the 

greater Boston region. “Concord Hymn,” however, has long been monumental in its literary and 

patriotic totemism. Whereas the stone structure in Concord, Massachusetts serves vernacular 

commemorative needs, the poem that welcomed the monument to life is a fixture in the story of 

the American Revolution, an official narrative penned five decades after the conclusion of that 

epoch.75 

The official monumental narrative of the Revolution did not immediately follow the 

vernacular trend toward austerity in form or fashion. Poetry that stirred republican sentiment and 

inspired virtuous white American men from across the economic classes toward national unity 

and a cohesive cultural identity was certainly a boon in crafting a commemorative nationalism. 

Monuments procured by the federal government, on the other hand, stayed grounded in the 

exaltation of American “Great Men,” particularly George Washington. For such purposes, grand 
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neoclassical statuary remained in vogue through the 1830s. In 1832, for the centennial of 

Washington’s birth and having failed to reinter the founder’s remains in the Capitol Crypt, 

Congress commissioned a fitting statue proposed to sit in the Rotunda from a young, ambitious 

American sculptor named Horatio Greenough.  

Born into a Boston family of strict educational morals, Greenough showed artistic 

interest and talent at a young age. He was especially drawn to Classical history and mythology as 

subjects for Neoclassical art, and by the mid-1820s, he had studied under renowned artists at 

Harvard and in Rome. Upon receiving the congressional commission in 1832, Greenough sought 

to create a Neoclassical memorial that incorporated Washington’s natural realism amid Classical 

symbols of might and majesty, a fitting tribute to the “Father of His Country.” For his model, 

Greenough selected what he and his Neoclassical contemporaries would have regarded as the 

most perfect statue ever sculpted: Phidias’s majestic Zeus at Olympia, built in the fifth century 

BCE (see Appendix A, Figure 5.17), one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.76 Of 

course, Zeus, a sculpture of gold and ivory, fell to unknown circumstances a millennium after it 

was built, so Greenough relied on ancient Elean coins that depicted the statue, as well as 

descriptions penned by the Greek geographer, Pausanias, in the second century: “The seated god 

is himself fashioned from gold and ivory; the garland on his head appears to be real olive shoots. 

In his right hand he holds a Victory, also of gold and ivory, offering a ribbon, a garland on her 

head. In the god's left hand there is a sceptre, encrusted with every kind of metal, and the bird on 

the tip is an eagle.”77 Greenough chose, in lieu of gold and ivory, the pristine simplicity of 

Carrara marble, but that is where the simplicity ended. Every other facet of the larger-than-life 

 
76 Phideas, Zeus, gold and ivory statue, c. 435 B.C.E., Olympia, Greece. 
77 Pausanias, Description of Greece, cited in Garry Wills, “Washington’s Civic Virtue: 

Greenough and Houdon,” Critical Inquiry 10 (March 1984): 420-441. 
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sculpture that Greenough presented to Congress in 1841 suggested nothing short of divinity. And 

unlike the hints at spiritual ascension in John James Barralet’s Apotheosis of Washington, 

Greenough’s statue rendered majesty and divinity as central to the visual rhetoric conveyed by 

the sculpture. The affective result is a memorial to Washington in which the man has all but 

disappeared. Only a god-king remained.78 

Enthroned Washington, also known simply as George Washington, rose to over eleven 

feet with a base perimeter of over eight square feet, and weighed in at more than twelve tons (see 

Appendix A, Figure 5.18).79 The statue depicts Washington seated, though unlike Canova’s 

statue in Raleigh, which sits on a stool, Greenough’s Washington is sitting on a throne. The pose 

is entirely contrived; Washington extends his left foot forward while keeping the right planted at 

a ninety-degree angle from his upper leg. Grasping a sheathed sword in his left hand with the hilt 

facing away from him, Washington extends his left arm, offering the weapon to the people of the 

United States in a reenactment, once again, of his voluntary surrender of power. His right arm 

extends outward from his shoulder, bent ninety degrees at the elbow to point his index finger 

toward the sky as if to invoke the authority of Heaven itself. To Washington’s right and behind 

him stands a small figure of an unidentified Native American, appearing timid and overcome. To 

Washington’s left, mirroring the Native, stands Christopher Columbus, arrayed in Classical 

attire, triumphantly holding the globe in his hand (see Appendix A, Figure 5.19 and 5.20). These 

two miniature sculptures represent the joining of the Old and New Worlds in the American 

republic, embodied in Washington’s divine form. Thus, the narrative of European exploration, 

 
78 Wills, “Washington’s Civic Virtue,” 420-41. See also Harry Rand, Horatio Greenough and the 

Form Majestic: The Biography of the Nation’s First Washington Monument (Washington, DC: 

Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press, 2020). 
79 Horatio Greenough, Enthroned Washington, marble, 1840, National Museum of American 

History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC. 
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settlement, and progress carved into the sandstone walls of the Capitol rotunda came full circle in 

accompanying the Father of His Country upon his throne.80  

The sides of the throne are further ornamented with relief sculptures of Classical 

mythological figures representing strength, courage, and enlightenment. On the back of the 

statue, Greenough carved an inscription: 

SIMULACRUM 

AD MAGNUM LIBERTATIS EXEMPLUM 

NEC SINE IPSA DURATURUM 

HORATIUS GREENOUGH 

FACIEBAT 

In English, it reads: “Horatio Greenough created this image as a great example of Liberty, 

without which, it will not survive.” Many who viewed the statue under construction in Italy, 

where Greenough spent much of his professional life, described the statue, as some newspapers 

reported: “The design is strikingly grand and appropriate.—Both Republican and Christian.”81 

Nevertheless, neither the blatant visual rhetoric and Classical imagery depicting gods, nor 

the somewhat hidden references to liberty, are the most striking features of Greenough’s 

Washington. The contrived pose, jarring as it is, also pales in comparison to the most obvious 

facet of the sculpture, and the one that Greenough’s contemporaries in America seized upon 

immediately—Washington is half naked! He wears only a toga, wrapped at his abdomen, and 

draped over his raised arm, leaving his chest bare. Although Greenough copied Jean-Antoine 

Houdon’s busts for Washington’s head, he took obvious artistic liberties with the exposed chest, 

 
80 Greenough, Enthroned Washington, 1840. 
81 Greenough, Enthroned Washington, 1840; “American Artists Abroad,” Kentucky Gazette 

(Lexington), 9 January 1841; “American Artists Abroad,” North-Carolinian (Fayetteville), 9 

January 1841; “Greenough’s Washington,” National Gazette (Philadelphia), 2 December 1841; 
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257 
 

depicting muscular stature and a physical fitness that George Washington did not likely resemble 

in life. This was common in Neoclassical sculpture, and for gods and heroes or anyone else, it is 

likely that very little protest would have erupted, but this was the commander, the president, the 

Father. He was the High Priest of American civic religion. In Washington’s memory—as 

evidenced by the outpouring of tribute in the years after his death—lay the moral foundations of 

a nation. For his memory to be thus shamed by a public spectacle, baring his nakedness for all 

eyes to gaze upon, was incomprehensible to a virtuously republican, Christian people.  

From nearly the moment it arrived in Washington, DC, and was installed in the Capitol 

Rotunda in December 1841, the statue generated great scandal. Some found the half-naked 

depiction of the Founding Father to be offensive to public decency, while others saw it as 

laughable. Greenough had received warning that such might be the case. In 1834, his close friend 

Samuel F.B. Morse expressed concern regarding preliminary plans for the statue, to which 

Greenough replied, “We raise this monument because Washington’s face and form are identified 

with the salvation of our continent.”82 Greenough, having spent so much time studying in 

Europe, had become accustomed to the grandeur of European Neoclassicism. A few decades 

earlier, the artist may have found a warmer reception for his work among Jeffersonian elites of 

high-minded republican intellect. As Morse predicted, however, Greenough pushed Jackson-era 

Americans’ artistic tastes to a level they found uncomfortable. The populism that accompanied 

the expansion of political democracy rendered people suspicious of government power. They 

 
82 Horatio Greenough to Samuel F.B. Morse, 1834, in Letters of Horatio Greenough: American 

Sculptor, ed. Nathalia Wright (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1972), 176; Richard H. 

Saunders, Horatio Greenough: An American Sculptor’s Drawings (Middlebury, VT: Middlebury 

College Museum of Art, 1999), 17-18-22. See also Horatio Greenough, Letters of Horatio 

Greenough: Consisting of a memoir, selections from his writings, and tributes to his genius, ed. 

Henry Tuckerman (New York: Putnam & Co., 1853). 
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adored Washington, the man, but this monarchial representation of superhumanity did not, for 

them, embody the stability and moral virtue with which Washington’s legacy was imbued. One 

spectator remarked “that Greenough’s Statue of Washington is a colossal humbug forced upon 

the American people.”83 

 The immense weight of Enthroned Washington, complete with granite pedestal, proved 

to be more than the structural integrity of the Rotunda’s floor could handle. In 1843, blaming 

poor lighting in the enclosed space, Congress resolved to relocate the monument outside to the 

East Plaza of the Capitol grounds, where it could be viewed in more appropriate conditions. Still, 

the ridicule did not let up. The cold winds of winter prompted more controversy and journalistic 

satire, with some commenting that Washington appeared to be reaching desperately for his 

clothing. Others remarked on the indignity of the great Washington reduced to a resting place for 

pigeons, with snow alternately accumulating and melting in his lap. Virginia Congressman 

Henry Wise remarked, “The man does not live and never did live, who saw Washington without 

his shirt,” while the former Architect of the Capitol, Charles Bulfinch, mentioned that the statue 

made it appear as though the “Father of His Country” was in the process of bathing. The statue 

remained outside, exposed to the elements, and often neglected by government and people alike, 

until 1908 when the Smithsonian Institution removed Enthroned Washington, at great expense, 

to the Castle, where it remained until 1963. It now resides in the National Museum of American 

History.84 Ironically, the long-awaited national monument to George Washington, which a 
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generation earlier might have been celebrated for its dignity and Neoclassical aesthetic, 

completely missed its mark.  

 Although a proper monument to Washington alluded the federal city for several more 

years, national monuments in vernacular settings neared completion, lending their visual rhetoric 

to the commemorative traditions of the United States. In 1842, after nearly two decades of 

financial setbacks and delays in construction, the Bunker Hill Monument in Boston was finally 

complete. Funds had depleted in the years since the laying of the cornerstone in 1825. By 1838, 

people who lived near the construction site complained of the unfinished blemish on the 

landscape and reportedly planned to raise money in support of demolishing the half-completed 

monument. That year, the Bunker Hill Monument Association began selling off ten-acre plots of 

Breed’s Hill for residential purposes, preserving only the construction site and a few extra acres 

at the summit of the hill. Although the sales generated enough revenue to continue the project, it 

was not until local activist Sarah Josepha Hale interceded that construction on the obelisk finally 

moved toward conclusion. Hale—known for her later advocacy regarding Thanksgiving as a 

national holiday as well as the authorship of “Mary Had a Little Lamb”—and the women who 

read Godey’s Lady’s Book, which Hale edited, raised building funds by holding a giant craft fair 

in Boston’s Quincy Market. They sold refreshments and other home goods, but the real revenue 

came from the sale of autographed letters from Revolutionary heroes like George Washington 

and the Marquis de Lafayette. Proceeds totaled over thirty-thousand dollars for the monument 

association, nearly a quarter of the monument’s estimated cost!85 The demand for such 
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mementos and their ability to raise as much as they did testified to Bostonians desire to consume 

the national narrative. 

Where Joseph Warren’s Tuscan pillar once stood atop Breed’s Hill, a testament to the 

bloody battle in which Warren demonstrated the lengths of virtuous republican service, a 221-

foot granite obelisk now soared to the sky (see Appendix A, Figure 5.21). Upon its completion in 

the summer of 1842, the monument was the largest memorial in the United States. Its 3,000 

granite blocks of various sizes formed both the external surface and a hollow newel core, around 

which a stone staircase ascended 294 steps to an interior observation deck near the obelisk’s 

zenith. A three-ton pyramid capstone—requiring the latest in machine technology to lift—settled 

atop the monument to complete the obelisk. As the stone slid into place, a military detachment 

fired a twenty-six-gun salute, one for every state in the Union.86  

On June 17, 1843, citizens gathered to dedicate the Bunker Hill Monument with a 

dignified ceremony, once again featuring Daniel Webster as orator and with President John Tyler 

in attendance. Again, the attendance of the president and other federal dignitaries situated the 

Bunker Hill Monument as part of the official commemorative traditions of the United States. 

Thousands of marchers, including the members of sixty military companies, formed a parade 

over two miles long and moved from downtown Boston to the top of Breed’s Hill. Over a 
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hundred thousand people attended the dedication. Sadly, of the forty Bunker Hill veterans who 

attend the laying of the cornerstone in 1825, only thirteen were left to see the monument’s 

completion. Their presence was a testament to the passing of the founding generation and the 

dangers through which they struggled to achieve the republic.87  

As soon as it was open to the public, the Bunker Hill Monument boasted another 

American marvel. James Sullivan Savage, the chief stonemason in the late phase of construction 

and the innovator responsible for the hoists used to lift the heavy granite stones into place, 

designed a method for carrying visitors to the top of the obelisk. Savage developed a small 

basket carriage system that ascended the newel shaft in the center of the obelisk. The basket was 

suspended from a cable and pulley system on the external south face of the monument, operated 

by a steam engine (see Appendix A, Figure 5.22). For a small fee, visitors to the Breed’s Hill 

entered the basket at the base of the monument, via a doorway into the newel, rode the basket to 

the top, and emerged once the basket had passed through a hole in the floor of the observation 

deck. Thus, the monument introduced the first passenger elevator in the United States, predating 

Elisha Otis’s more well-known innovation by a decade.88 

The elevator in the Bunker Hill Monument only operated for a year, though. The 

Monument Association complained that the pulley system on the side of the obelisk distracted 
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from the beauty of the structure. By late 1844, the system was removed and the entryway into the 

newel shaft was closed to public access. The following year, the Freemasons of King Solomon’s 

Lodge requested permission from the Association to install another memorial specifically 

dedicated to the memory of Joseph Warren. The Association, honoring its twenty-year-old 

commitment to preserve some part of the original work, granted the Masons access to the newel. 

On June 24, the Masons placed an exact replica of the original wooden Tuscan pillar they had 

erected in 1794 (see Appendix A, Figure 5.23). Crafted of white marble, the replica captured the 

image of the original in exquisite detail. An inscription in gilt letters read: 

This is an exact model of the first monument erected on Bunker Hill, which with the land 

on which it stood was given, A.D. 1825 by King Solomon’s Lodge of this town, to the 

Bunker Hill Monument Association, that they might erect upon its site a more imposing 

structure.—The Association in fulfillment of their pledge at that time given, have allowed 

in their imperishable obelisk, this model to be inserted, with appropriate ceremonies, by 

King Solomon’s Lodge, June 24th, A.D. 1845.89 

 

At half the scale of the original, the replica nevertheless stood as a reminder of the heroic 

exploits performed by Warren before his death in battle, and as a reminder of the origins of the 

commemorative space that now hosted the mammoth granite obelisk. Effectually, the replica 

incorporated vernacular interests—Boston and the surrounding community, and Freemasonry—

into the official commemorative narrative of the Battle of Bunker Hill.    

 Much local monumental activity, however, pulled away from the official commemoration 

of the American Revolution. The visual rhetoric of monumental structures represented the 

regional concerns of the citizens who erected them. In 1843, construction of the Wyoming 

Monument in northeastern Pennsylvania finished (see Appendix A, Figure 5.24). Like the 

Bunker Hill Monument, the project had run into several financial problems that delayed 
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construction for many years after its cornerstone had been laid. In 1837, the project managers 

requested the remaining three-thousand dollars in estimated building costs from Congress, but 

the bill stalled in committee, and the funds were not made available.90 By the late 1830s, 

editorials regularly panned the community of Luzerne County for its inability to finish the work. 

Some newspapers ran jokes about the unfinished monument, for example: “Why should no 

respectable gentleman allow himself to be associated with the Wyoming Monument? Because 

it’s a low concern.”91 The obelisk, like its counterpart on Breed’s Hill in Charlestown, owed 

much to the women of the community for finally seeing the project through to conclusion. The 

Ladies’ Wyoming Monumental Association, chartered in 1841 to raise funds for the completion 

of the obelisk, held a craft fair that year, like the one arranged by Sara Hale in Boston. Proceeds 

from the fair brought in over $2,600 and with renegotiated bids for construction costs, the 

Association had enough to finish the work.92 

 The finished monument was “some sixty odd feet in height,” about a third of which 

comprised the pedestal, whose base occupied “some 12 feet square.”93 In terms of scale, the 

obelisk was unimposing, especially when compared to the Bunker Hill Monument, but the 
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inscribed panels borne on the four sides of the pedestal lauded the sacrifices of the honored dead 

with no less affectation. Three of the four panels listed the names of the victims and the survivors 

of the carnage in 1778; the fourth panel, on the “front” of the monument, read: 

NEAR THIS SPOT WAS FOUGHT 

ON THE AFTERNOON OF THE THIRD OF JULY, 1778 

THE BATTLE OF WYOMING 

IN WHICH A SMALL BAND OF PATRIOTIC AMERICANS 

CHIEFLY THE UNDISCIPLINED, THE YOUTHFUL, AND THE AGED 

SPARED BY INEFFICIENCY FROM THE DISTANT RANKS OF THE REPUBLIC 

LED BY COL ZEBULON BUTLER AND COL NATHAN DENISON 

WITH A COURAGE THAT DESERVED SUCCESS, 

FEARLESSLY MET AND BRAVELY FOUGHT 

A COMBINED BRITISH TORY AND INDIAN FORCE 

OF THRICE THEIR NUMBER 

NUMERICAL SUPERIORITY ALONE GAVE SUCCESS TO THE INVADER 

AND WIDESPREAD HAVOC, DESOLATION, AND RUIN 

MARKED HIS SAVAGE AND BLOODY FOOTSTEPS THROUGH THE VALLEY. 

THIS MONUMENT 

COMMEMORATIVE OF THESE EVENTS 

AND IN MEMORY OF THE ACTORS IN THEM, 

HAS BEEN ERECTED 

OVER THE BONES OF THE SLAIN 

BY THEIR DESCENDANTS AND OTHERS WHO GRATEFULLY APPRECIATED 

THE SERVICES AND SACRIFICES OF THEIR PATRIOT ANCESTORS. 

 

Undisciplined, youthful, aged, and inefficient men were quite a far cry from the typical 

republican model of heroism and incorruptibility. Nevertheless, the obelisk standing over their 

remains suggests that in their defense of colonial liberties, the men of the Wyoming Valley rose 

far above their vernacular station and took their places among the national panoply of 

Revolutionary republican virtue. The bellicose language, however, emphasized the provincial 

nature of the monument. In its description of the enemy, “a combined British Tory and Indian 

force,” the monument’s inscription employed the word “savage” to refer to the devastation 

wrought upon the valley in 1778. This reference to savagery seems deliberate, intended to 

reinforce to its reader that British-allied Native Americans were largely responsible for the 
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bloodshed on that fateful July 3. It echoed Reverend May’s oration of 1832. The Wyoming 

Monument, then, appeared not only to memorialize the community’s sacrifices, but also to 

remind of the perceived Native threat to the frontiers of the expanding nation.  

 From afar, though, the obelisk was just an obelisk, another addition to the growing 

number of monuments to the American Revolution. By the mid-1830s, obelisks were almost 

commonplace in American public spaces. Their form bespoke the type of monumental 

commemoration inherent in a democratizing republic. The austere decoration and the inclusivity 

of memory that were standard characteristics of such monuments rendered them ideal for 

honoring the American “Everyman” and his origins. It comes as little surprise, then, that when 

plans for a grand monument to George Washington in the District of Columbia finally appeared 

to gain real traction in 1833, an obelisk was central to the prevailing vision for such a 

monument’s form and function. Reducing the human element and emphasizing the abstract 

symbols of Classical republican ideology allowed Washington’s legacy to free itself of corporeal 

restrictions such as time, space, and artistic critique. Consequently, the obelisk would stand for 

the “Everyman” and the “Great Man” at once, embodied by Washington who had become both 

human and divine. All that remained was to make it a reality, which the federal government had 

long demonstrated was no easy task. 

The continual lack of federal action regarding a grand public monument to George 

Washington in the District of Columbia prompted deep national disappointment in Congressional 

failures to honor the first president. It also meant that the people of the nation’s capital city had 

to work it out for themselves. Looking to the monumental activity in Baltimore and Boston for 

inspiration, many citizens established the Washington National Monument Society in September 
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1833, electing Chief Justice John Marshall to preside.94 To finance the construction of a 

monument, the Society solicited donations via subscription, initially capping pledges at one 

dollar per year per person, hoping to appeal to a broad national populace. By 1836, donations 

totaled over $28,000 and the Society moved forward with its plans.95 

The next phase in planning the monument was to open a design competition, which the 

Society did in 1836. The nation’s preeminent architects submitted several designs, some of them 

resembling great European structures such as Trajan’s Column in Rome and France’s Arc de 

Triomphe, which had been completed in Paris that year. The winning design came from Robert 

Mills, who designed Washington’s column in Baltimore and who had been named Architect of 

Public Buildings that year by President Andrew Jackson.96 Mills’s blend of Egyptian, 

Babylonian, and Greek artistic elements resulted in an ambitious design—ostentation sans 

extravagance—that suited the Monument Society’s magnificent vision for their project (see 

Appendix A, Figure 5.25). A circular temple, two hundred feet in diameter and one hundred feet 

high, formed the base of the proposed monument. Thirty columns, each twelve feet around, were 

to encompass the temple rotunda. The outer ring formed by the configuration of the columns was 
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to house statues of the signers of the Declaration of Independence, an assortment of 

Revolutionary War heroes, and George Washington himself. To designate the entrance to the 

monument, Mills added a tetrastyle portico of four columns wide, atop which would stand an 

equestrian statue of Washington in a quadriga chariot. The stairway leading up to the temple 

portico was to be flanked by huge stone blocks supporting additional sculpted figures. Finally, 

rising from the center of the temple base, a four-sided obelisk, fifty square feet at its base, would 

rise to a height of six hundred feet, inscribed with appropriate texts and symbols to honor the 

first president, the Revolution, and the Republic. Mills named the design “National Pantheon,” 

and estimated a total cost of one million dollars.97 

 Having a chosen design in place allowed the Washington National Monument Society to 

better publicize their plans and to collect increased donations for a time. The upper social 

echelons balked at the one-dollar pledge limit, encouraging the Society to remove the cap and 

allow larger donations, but financial panic in 1837 halted the flow of money to the Society’s 

coffers for about three years. In 1840, the Society enlisted the aid of census takers and deputy 

United States Marshals to help drive donations. The Marshals awarded assorted lithographs of 

George Washington to contributors and were allowed to keep twenty percent of their collections. 

Still, the barrier of the million-dollar price tag on Mills’s design seemed insurmountable. 

Construction was further delayed by deliberations regarding a site for the monument, which was, 

of course, up to Congress and consequently beyond the authority of the Monument Society. As 
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the 1840s grew long, it appeared to some that the project might fall apart, as each of its 

predecessors had done. Horatio Greenough’s contrived colossus came and went without any 

more progress made toward the Washington National Monument. In 1845, a bill was introduced 

in the House of Representatives to reserve a site, and access to federal public land was granted, 

but no further delineation occurred at that time.98 

 As the United States marched off to war with Mexico the following year, the Washington 

Monument in the District of Columbia remained only an idea. With the expansion of the nation 

in pursuit of new happiness, the collective memory of the Revolution and its rhetoric faded once 

again. National ideals of equality and justice for all peoples gave way to social and regional 

peculiarities—frontierism, slavery, white superiority—drove the transition westward. So passed 

the early republic into an era of intensified regional and social tension that would ultimately test 

whether the republic could endure. A new era of American monumentalism was on the horizon, 

and behind it marched the inferno that would reforge the republic once more.
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Daily Eagle, 28 July 1846; Harvey, History of the Washington National Monument, 26-28; 

Olszewski, History of the Washington National Monument, Chapter I; Torres, Army Corps of 

Engineers and the Washington Monument, 14-21. 
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EPILOGUE 

MIDNIGHT RIDE 

 
 The Washington National Monument Society, in 1848, altered the plans for the national 

memorial to the “Father of His Country.” Recognizing that funding was simply insufficient to 

realize Robert Mills’s grand design, the Society reduced the proposed height of the obelisk by 

one hundred feet and tabled plans for the temple base and its statues until the United States faced 

a more favorable economic climate. Meanwhile, Congress had finally settled on a suitable site, 

choosing the same location that Pierre L’Enfant had envisioned for an equestrian monument in 

his original plans for the federal city. The instability of the marshy ground in that location 

required a second site, however, about three hundred feet to the southeast. There, on July 4, 

1848, celebrants laid the cornerstone of the Washington Monument in a dignified Masonic 

ceremony. Scores of aides and military officers attended President James K. Polk and his 

Cabinet, who occupied the place of honor on the platform. More than fifteen thousand people 

thronged the site, eager to join in the tributes poured forth by national officials and Masonic 

honor guards. Prayers, hymns, and oratory marked the illustrious occasion.1  

Six years later, the obelisk had reached an elevation of only about 152 feet, just over a 

quarter of its planned height, when building expenses exhausted the last of the funds. The 

 
1 “Washington National Monument,” Brooklyn Evening Star, 6 July 1848; “Washington Light 

Guard,” New York Daily Herald, 7 July 1848; “Washington Monument,” Tri-Weekly 

Commercial (Wilmington, NC), 8 July 1848; Frederick L. Harvey, ed., History of the 

Washington National Monument and Washington National Monument Society (Washington, DC: 

Norman T. Elliot, 1902), 39-45; George J. Olszewski, A History of the Washington Monument, 

1844-1968 (Washington, DC: National Park Service, 1971), Chapter I, 

http://npshistory.com/publications/wamo/history/chap1.htm (accessed 4 March 2016); Louis 

Torres, “To the immortal name and memory of George Washington:” The United States Army 

Corps of Engineers and the Construction of the Washington Monument (Washington, DC: 

Government Printing Office, 1984), 23, 25-26; Judith M. Jacob, The Washington Monument: A 

Technical History and Catalog of Commemorative Stones (Washington, DC: National Park 

Service, 2005), 215, 222-23. 
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Washington National Monument Society appealed nationwide for additional contributions to 

continue building the obelisk. In response, Alabama offered a decorative marble block for 

inclusion in the monument, whereupon the Society invited other states, communities, and 

associations to contribute similar blocks with appropriate inscriptions. Eventually, foreign 

governments also received invitations to donate their own additions to the obelisk. Among the 

most notable foreign contributions arrived from the Vatican under the auspices of Pope Pius IX. 

It was intended as a beacon of inclusivity for American Catholics, numbering in the millions and 

having faced persecution throughout American history. Nearly three feet long and eighteen 

inches high, the stone was fashioned of historic marble from Rome’s Temple of Concord. 

Inscribed simply, “Rome to America,” it came to be known as the Pope’s Stone. Despite 

vehement rhetoric opposing the stone’s inclusion in the national monument, particularly from 

members of the fringe political secret society calling themselves the American Party, the 

Monument Society graciously accepted the gift and made plans for its placement.2 

 After midnight on March 6, 1854, a small group of men emerged from the darkness 

around the construction site and trapped the night watchman in his wooden shack by piling 

rubble against the door. The men then proceeded to take the Pope’s Stone from the nearby 

lapidarium, where it was on exhibit while awaiting placement in the body of the monument. In 

the days following the crime, the Monument Society posted reward notices for any information 

leading to the recovery of the stone, but police made no arrests and the stone vanished. Several 

rumors about the stone’s whereabouts have since emerged, including a prominent belief that the 

 
2 Harvey, History of the Washington National Monument, 48; Olszewski, History of the 

Washington Monument, Chapter III, http://npshistory.com/publications/wamo/history/chap3.htm 

(accessed 4 March 2016); Torres, Army Corps of Engineers and the Washington Monument, 25-

26; Jacob, Washington Monument, 222-223. 
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stone had been reduced to rubble and used as mortar in construction. None of the rumors is 

supported by historical evidence, and the fate of the Pope’s Stone remains a mystery.3 

 There was little mystery, though, as to whom was responsible for the act. The American 

Party, known more popularly as the Know-Nothings, were fervently populist, anti-Catholic, and 

anti-immigrant. Although they embraced some progressive reforms in the 1850s, the Know-

Nothings’ xenophobic stances against foreign and Catholic influences in the United States made 

them the primary suspects in the theft of the Pope’s Stone. Although federal grand juries 

recommended disciplinary proceedings for the “incendiaries” involved in the vandalism, many 

opinions throughout the nation appeared supportive of the disappearance and likely destruction 

of the stone, calling it “patriotic work.”4 The perceived foreign influences wrought by the 

inclusion of a Catholic addition to the Washington Monument stood at odds with the Anglo-

American and Protestant ideals incorporated into the national commemorative narrative. The 

vernacular constraints of a growing and diversifying republic grew ever more prevalent in 

discursive and visual rhetoric, rending asunder the commonalities of a shared colonial and 

revolutionary past.  

 
3 “Pope’s Stone in Common Council,” Daily American Organ (Washington, DC), 29 June 1855; 

Harvey, Washington National Monument, 65; Lee Belser, “What Happened to the Pope’s 

Stone?” Baltimore American, 25 May 1968. 
4 Daily American Organ, 29 June 1855; Belser, “What Happened to the Pope’s Stone?”; “The 

Pope vs. Tennessee,” Daily American Organ, 31 August 1855; “Washington News and Gossip,” 

Evening Star (Washington, DC), 15 April 1856; Olszewski, History of the Washington 

Monument, Chapter III, http://npshistory.com/publications/wamo/history/chap3.htm (accessed 4 

March 2016),; for more about Know-Nothingism in nineteenth-century America, see Laurence F. 

Schmeckebier, History of the Know Nothing Party in Maryland (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1899); W. Darrell Overdyke, The Know-Nothing Party in the South 

(Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, 1968); John R. Mulkern, The Know-Nothing Party in 

Massachusetts: The Rise and Fall of a People’s Movement (Boston: Northeastern University 

Press, 1990); Tyler Anbinder, Nativism and Slavery: The Northern Know Nothings and the 

Politics of the 1850s (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). 
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 The turmoil over the missing Pope’s Stone once again halted monetary donations to the 

Washington Monument fund, so they appealed to Congress for assistance in 1855. Congress 

deliberated a $200,000 appropriations bill, in which the federal government would take 

possession of the monument, but before Congress passed the resolution, another disaster struck. 

A secret meeting of the Know Nothings in Washington, many of whom had also joined the 

Monument Society, elected seventeen of its members to offices within the Society. On February 

22, 1855, as Congress prepared to vote on the appropriations bill, the Know Nothings announced 

that they controlled the Society and the Washington Monument. Congress immediately tabled 

the bill and negated their plans to take over construction. Two weeks later, the architect of the 

monument, Robert Mills, died. The obelisk appeared beset constantly by new issues hampering 

its completion. For the next two years, only four more feet of masonry arose on the structure, 

most of it with substandard marble which the master mason had previously rejected. When the 

Know Nothings collapsed in 1857, the original Society resumed ownership of the monument, 

and Congress incorporated it in 1859. Nevertheless, no further significant donations were 

forthcoming, and as national tension reached a boiling point at the end of the decade, the obelisk 

sat unfinished. It remained so for more than fifteen years, an unintended symbol of a divided 

nation in the throes of a destructive war for the sake of the nation. (see Appendix A, Figure 6.1).5 

 While the Washington Monument sat unfinished in the District of Columbia, 

commemorative activity regarding the American Revolution abounded through the 1850s. As the 

last men of the Revolution died off, the republic for which they had fought appeared on the edge 

 
5 Harvey, Washington National Monument, 65; Olszewski, History of the Washington 

Monument, Chapter III, http://npshistory.com/publications/wamo/history/chap3.htm (accessed 4 

March 2016); Torres, Army Corps of Engineers and the Washington Monument, 25-26; Jacob, 

Washington Monument, 222-223. 
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of collapse. To honor the passing generation, and ostensibly to remind Americans of the unity 

they once enjoyed, Revolutionary monuments appeared in communities throughout the country. 

In 1851, an obelisk arose in Needham, Massachusetts in commemoration of five men of the 

community who had died at Lexington on April 19, 1775. In 1853, an impressive monument and 

statue in Tarrytown, New York arose in honor of the men who had captured Major John André 

on September 23, 1780. A rare monument in the South, the Washington Light Infantry 

Monument at Cowpens, South Carolina appeared in 1856. It seems that in the 1850s, Americans 

increasingly realized the threat to the republic and sought to forestall its collapse by appealing to 

the Revolutionary tradition. Nevertheless, as debates over slavery drew blood in Kansas and in 

Congress, collapse loomed ominously over a severed nation. 

* * * 

 On the eve of a civil war, American commemorative culture took on a specific tone, 

binding the nation’s birth as a moment of coming together to the nation’s present, a moment of 

falling apart. President James Buchanan dedicated the first completed monument to George 

Washington in the District of Columbia on February 22, 1860. Completed just a month 

previously, at a cost of $60,000, the magnificent bronze equestrian statue stood proudly in 

Washington Circle Park. The sculptor, Clark Mills—famous for his similar statue of Andrew 

Jackson, also in the federal city—depicted Washington during the Battle of Princeton, leading 

his forces against the enemy (see Appendix A, Figure 6.2).6 The general stoically gazes ahead, 

his sword held calmly by his side as he advances with grim determination. Gone is the image of 

 
6 Clark Mills, George Washington, 1860, bronze, Washington Circle Park, Washington, DC. 
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the noble farmer, surrendering his power back to the American people. Mills’s statue is of a man 

at war for the sake of the republic.7 

 In 1861, a modest obelisk arose near Hatborough, Pennsylvania to commemorate the 

little-known Battle of Crooked Billet (see Appendix A, Figure 6.3). The battle, which occurred 

on May 1, 1778, was relatively insignificant, but the secret, nighttime attack that the British 

launched against sleeping American troops was heralded as an example of typical British 

brutality. One of the four panel inscriptions on the monument’s base declares as much, extolling 

the memory of patriots “cruelly slain in the struggle for American liberty.” Another panel, 

though, situates the monument in its contemporary context and highlights the commemorative 

connections that Americans drew between the Revolutionary struggle for nationhood and the 

sectional crises that threatened to unravel the republic. The panel reads:  

THE PATRIOTS OF 

1776 

ACHIEVED OUR INDEPENDENCE. 

THEIR SUCCESSORS  

ESTABLISHED IT IN 1812. 

WE ARE NOW STRUGGLING 

FOR ITS PERPETUATION 

IN 1861. 

“THE UNION MUST AND 

SHALL BE PRESERVED.”8 

 

 Just months before the first Confederate artillery shells fell on beleaguered Fort Sumter, a 

poem appeared in the January 1861 issue of The Atlantic Monthly. Its author, Boston abolitionist 

 
7 James Goode, Washington Sculpture: A Cultural History of Outdoor Sculpture in the Nation’s 

Capital (Baltimore: (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), 480. 
8 “The Union Must and Shall be Preserved,” Historic New Orleans Collection, 

https://www.hnoc.org/virtual/andrew-jackson“-union-must-and-shall-be-preserved”-1855-1865 

(accessed 28 January 2021). Perhaps ironically, the quoted text at the bottom, “the UNION must 

and shall be preserved,” is a slight rewording of Andrew Jackson’s 1830 rebuke of John C. 

Calhoun and other Nullificationists, declaring, “Our Federal Union, it must be preserved!” These 

words appear on the base of Clark Mills’s statue of Andrew Jackson in Washington, DC. 
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Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, had some intriguing connections to the American Revolutionary 

legacy. He possessed a lock of George Washington’s hair, passed down through his family from 

his grandfather, Peleg Wadsworth, who acquired it in 1800 for his daughter, Eliza. Peleg 

Wadsworth was a militia officer during the Revolution and served during the doomed 1779 

Penobscot Expedition. Among his fellow officers on that venture was a silversmith from Boston 

named Paul Revere. Though virtually unknown in national memory in the mid-nineteenth 

century, Longfellow chose Revere as the subject for arguably his most beloved poem. Like 

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “Concord Hymn,” Longfellow’s “Paul Revere’s Ride” is a literary 

monument to the Revolution.9 It calls us back to the colonial desperation for liberty. Modern 

analysis of Longfellow’s poem suggests that the verses echo the midnight ride of 1775 as a call 

to action among his fellow abolitionists.10 Liberty was threatened again. Despite its historical 

inaccuracies, the poem raised Revere to national status and called on patriots to remember their 

shared history and the urgent defense of liberty, forged in the fires of the Revolution. In a final 

desperate plea for the republic, Longfellow penned: 

So through the night rode Paul Revere; 

And so through the night went his cry of alarm 

To every Middlesex village and farm,— 

A cry of defiance, and not of fear, 

A voice in the darkness, a knock at the door, 

And a word that shall echo forevermore! 

For, borne on the night-wind of the Past, 

Through all our history, to the last, 

In the hour of darkness and peril and need, 

 
9 Teresa Barnett, Sacred Relics: Pieces of the Past in Nineteenth-Century America (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2013) 42-44; David Hackett Fisher, Paul Revere’s Ride (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 289. 
10 Daniel Walker Howe, What Hath God Wrought: The Transformation of America, 1815-1848 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 630; Christoph Irmscher, Longfellow Redux 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2006), 60. Notably, Longfellow was the best friend of 

Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner, whom had suffered a debilitating assault at the hands of 

South Carolina Congressman Preston Brooks in 1856. 
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The people will waken and listen to hear 

The hurrying hoof-beats of that steed, 

And the midnight message of Paul Revere.11

 
11 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, “Paul Revere’s Ride,” The Atlantic Monthly 7 (January 1861): 

27-30. 
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APPENDIX A 

IMAGES 

 

 

Figure I.1—Frederick Ruckstull, Minerva 

at the Altar to Liberty, 1920, bronze, 

Green-Wood Cemetery, Brooklyn, New 

York. 
 
Image © Brooklyn Public Library. 

 

Figure I.2—Minerva “waving” to the 

Statue of Liberty across the harbor. 
 
Image by the author. 
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Figure 1.1—Maximilian Colt, Tomb of Queen Elizabeth I, 

1609, marble, Westminster Abbey, London, England, 

United Kingdom  
 
Image © Dean and Chapter of Westminster. 
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Figure 1.2—James Montressor, Map of 

Greenwich and the Surrounding Environs, 

1765, map, Library of Congress, 

Washington, D.C.; the orange circle 

indicates where the Wolfe obelisk was 

allegedly placed. 
 
Image © Library of Congress. 

 

Figure 1.3—Wolfe’s Obelisk, ca. 1760, 

granite, Stowe Gardens, 

Buckinghamshire, England, United 

Kingdom; the obelisk in Greenwich 

Village, New York was likely modeled 

on this monument. 
 
Image © Richard J. Kyte Photography. 
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Figure 1.4—Marcus Aurelius, ca. 175, bronze, Musei 

Capitolini, Rome, Italy; the statue of George III on the 

Bowling Green in Manhattan was modeled on this 

ancient sculpture. 
 
Image © Ken Walsh Photography. 
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Figure 1.5—Johannes Adam Simon Oertel, Pulling Down the Statue of George III, 1859, oil 

on canvas, New-York Historical Society, New York; though highly inaccurate in many ways, 

this painting illustrated lingering American memory of the incident at the end of the early 

republic. 
 
Image © New-York Historical Society. 
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Figure 1.6—John Trumbull, Washington and the Departure of the 

British from New York City, 1790, oil on canvas, New York City Hall, 

New York; the plinth on which George III’s statue stood is visible 

between the horse’s front legs. 
 
Image © New York City Hall. 
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Figure 1.7—Jean-Jacques Caffieri, 

Benjamin Franklin, 1777, marble, 

Peabody Art Collection, Baltimore. 
 
Image © Maryland State Archives. 

 

Figure 1.8—Jean-Jacques Caffieri, 

Monument to General Montgomery, 1789, 

marble, St. Paul’s Chapel, New York; 

Pierre L’Enfant’s additional structure at the 

back of the monument is visible through the 

window. 
 
Image by the author. 
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Figure 1.9—George Rex I, Stowe House 

Gardens, Buckinghamshire, England, 

United Kingdom. 
 
Image © David Bridgewater. 

 

Figure 1.10—Richard Temple, 1st 

Baron Cobham, Stowe House 

Gardens, Buckinghamshire, 

England, United Kingdom. 
 
Image @ Wikimedia Commons. 
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Figure 2.1—Artist’s rendering of Warren’s Pillar on 

Breed’s Hill, Charlestown, Massachusetts. 
 
Image © New York Public Library. 
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Figure 2.2—Jean-Antoine Houdon, 

Voltaire, 1778, marble, Museé de 

Louvre, Paris, France. 
 
Image © Museé de Louvre. 

 

Figure 2.3—Charles Willson Peale, George 

Washington at the Battle of Princeton, 

1781, oil on canvas, Yale University Art 

Gallery, New Haven, Connecticut; Houdon 

modeled his statue of Washington on this 

painting. 
 
Image © Yale University. 
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Figure 2.4—Jean-Antoine Houdon, George Washington, 1785, 

plaster, National Portrait Gallery, Washington, D.C; note the 

Roman attire in this bust, which Houdon preferred. Washington 

preferred his military attire. 
 
Image © Smithsonian Institution. 



 
 

325 

 

 

Figure 2.5—Benjamin West, Death of General Wolfe, 1770, oil on canvas, National Gallery 

of Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada; West’s painting set the tone for neoclassical depictions 

of contemporary military themes. 
 
Image © National Gallery of Canada. 
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Figure 2.6—Jean-Antoine Houdon, George 

Washington, 1792, marble, State Capitol, Richmond, 

Virginia. 
 
Image by the author. 
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Figure 2.7—Giuseppe Ceracchi, George 

Washington, 1794, terra cotta, Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York; again, note the 

Roman attire and in this bust, the Roman 

hairstyle as well. 
 
Image © Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

 

Figure 2.8—Giuseppe Ceracchi, Minerva 

as Patroness of American Liberty, 1792, 

terra cotta, Library Company of 

Philadelphia; this bust sat behind the 

Speaker’s chair in the House of 

Representatives in Philadelphia until 

Congress moved to Washington, D.C. 
 
Image © Library Company of 

Philadelphia. 
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Figures 2.9 and 2.10—Revolutionary Monument, 1799, granite, Lexington, Massachusetts; 

this obelisk on Lexington Green is the oldest surviving open-air monument to the American 

Revolution in the United States. 
 
Images by the author. 
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Figure 3.1—Francesco Lazzarini, 

Benjamin Franklin, ca. 1792, marble, 

Library Company of Philadelphia. 
 
Image © Library Company of 

Philadelphia. 

 

Figure 3.2—Rembrandt Peale, Pater 

Patriae, 1827, lithograph, Worcester Art 

Museum, Worcester, Massachusetts; the 

frame resembling a stone porthole is 

indicative of the trompe-l’oeil style 

popular in the early 19th century.  
 
Image © Worcester Art Museum. 
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Figure 3.3—Indian Peace Medal series, “President George 

Washington” (obverse and reverse), 1792, silver, National Museum 

of the American Indian, Washington, D.C. 
 
Image © Smithsonian Institution. 

 

Figure 3.4—Comitia Americana series, “George Washington Before 

Boston” (obverse and reverse), 1790, bronze, National Museum of 

American History, Washington, D.C. 
 
Image © Smithsonian Institution. 
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Figure 3.5—John Trumbull, 

Death of General Warren at the 

Battle of Bunker’s Hill, June 17, 

1775, 1784, oil on canvas, 

Wadsworth Athenaeum, 

Hartford, Connecticut. 
 
Image © Wadsworth 

Athenaeum. 

 

Figure 3.6—John Trumbull, 

Death of General Montgomery 

in the Attack on Quebec, 

December 31, 1775, 1786, oil 

on canvas, Yale University Art 

Gallery, New Haven, 

Connecticut. 
 
Image © Yale University. 

 

Figure 3.7—John Trumbull, 

Death of General Mercer at the 

Battle of Princeton, January 3, 

1777, 1787, oil on canvas, Yale 

University Art Gallery, New 

Haven, Connecticut. 
 
Image © Yale University. 
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Figure 3.8—John Trumbull, Washington 

at Verplanck’s Point, 1790, oil on canvas, 

Winterthur Museum, Winterthur, 

Delaware; compositionally, this painting 

is identical to Trumbull’s Washington and 

the Departure of the British from New 

York City (Figure 1.6) 
 
Image © Winterthur Museum. 

 

Figure 3.9—David Edwin, Apotheosis of 

Washington, 1800, engraving, McAlpin 

Collection, New York Public Library, New 

York. 
 
Image © New York Public Library. 
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Figure 3.10—John James Barralet, Apotheosis of George Washington, 

1802, engraving and etching, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
 
Image © Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Figure 3.11—Locket belonging to Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, containing a lock of 

George Washington’s hair that had been collected as a relic of the first president. Collection 

of the Maine Historical Society, Portland, Maine. 
 
Image © Maine Historical Society. 
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Figure 3.12—Abigail 

May, Ruins of Fort 

Ticonderoga, 1801, 

needlework, Fort 

Ticonderoga Museum, 

Ticonderoga, New York. 
 
Image © Fort Ticonderoga 

Museum. 

 

Figure 3.13—Monument 

to the ‘South Fork Boys,’ 

of Lincoln County, North 

Carolina, erected at the end 

of the War of 1812. King’s 

Mountain National Military 

Park, Blacksburg, South 

Carolina.  
 
Image © News Herald, 

Morganton, North 

Carolina. 
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Figure 4.1—Benjamin Tanner after John James Barralet, America Guided by Wisdom, 1815, 

engraving, Library of Congress, Washington, DC 
 
Image © Library of Congress. 
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Figure 4.2—Robert Mills, Elevation of 

the Principle Fronts, 1814, Washington 

Monument, Baltimore, MD.  
 
Image © National Gallery of Art. 

 

Figure 4.3—Henry Warren after 

Robert Mills, Washington Monument, 

1815, engraving, Baltimore, MD.  
 
Image © J. Jefferson Miller. 



 
 

338 

 

Figure 4.4—Antonio Canova, George Washington, 1820, marble 

(replica), North Carolina State Capitol, Raleigh, NC. 
 
Image © North Carolina Museum of History. 
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Figure 4.5—William Strickland, Paoli 

Monument, 1817, marble, Paoli 

Battlefield, Malvern, Pennsylvania. 
 
Image by the author. 

 

Figure 4.6—Artist’s rendering of the 

Groton Monument, 1830, granite, 

Fort Griswold Battlefield Park, 

Groton, Connecticut; the original 

monument had a cupola at the top but 

was changed into a true obelisk in 

1881. 
 
Image © Project Gutenberg. 
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Figure 4.7—William Thornton’s original 1796 drawing of the east 

elevation of the Capitol façade, with a low central dome. 
 
Image © Library of Congress. 

 

Figure 4.8—Benjamin Henry Latrobe’s 1815 redesign of the east 

elevation of the Capitol façade, with raised central drum and dome, and 

a reworked central portico. 
 
Image © Library of Congress. 
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Figure 4.9—John Trumbull, Surrender of Lord Cornwallis, 1819, oil on 

canvas, United States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol. 

 

Figure 4.10—John Trumbull, General George Washington Resigning 

His Commission, 1824, oil on canvas, United States Capitol Rotunda, 

Washington, DC 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol. 
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Figure 4.11—John Trumbull, Surrender of General Burgoyne, 1822, oil 

on canvas, United States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol. 

 

Figure 4.12—John Trumbull, Declaration of Independence, 1819, oil on 

canvas, United States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol. 
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Figure 4.13—20th-century 

photograph of the U.S. 

Capitol Crypt; the white 

diamond on the floor near 

the bottom center of the 

photograph denotes where a 

glass floor was intended to 

allow visitors to look down 

into the space reserved for 

Washington’s tomb below. 
 
Image © Architect of the 

United States Capitol. 

 

Figure 4.14—Washington 

Monument, 1827, 

bluestone, Washington 

Monument State Park, 

Middletown, Maryland. 
 
Image by the author. 
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Figure 4.15—Robert Mills, 

Washington Monument, 1829, marble, 

Baltimore, Maryland. 
 
Image © Wikimedia Commons. 

 

Figure 4.16—Enrico Causici, George 

Washington’s Resignation as 

Commander-in-Chief, (Washington 

Monument), 1829, marble, Baltimore, 

Maryland. 
 
Image © Wikimedia Commons. 
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Figure 4.17—Enrico Causici, Liberty and the Eagle, 1819, plaster, National 

Statuary Hall, United States Capitol, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol. 

 

Figure 4.18—Close-up of Enrico Causici’s statue of George Washington atop the 

Washington Monument in Baltimore. Note the extreme distortion in the eyes. 
 
Image © Baltimore Business Journal. 
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Figure 5.1—Enrico Causici and Antonio Capellano, Christopher Columbus, 1824, sandstone, 

United States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol.  

 

Figure 5.2—Francisco Iardelli, Sir Walter Raleigh, 1824, sandstone, United States Capitol 

Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol.  
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Figure 5.3—Enrico Causici and Antonio Capellano, John Cabot, 1828, sandstone, United 

States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol.  

 

Figure 5.4—Enrico Causici and Antonio Capellano, Sieur de La Salle, 1829, sandstone, 

United States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol.  
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Figure 5.5—Enrico Causici, Landing of the Pilgrims, 1620, 1825, sandstone, United States 

Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol.  
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Figure 5.6—Antonio Capellano, Preservation of Captain Smith by Pocahontas, 1606, 

sandstone, United States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol.  
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Figure 5.7—Benjamin West, Penn’s Treaty with the Indians, 1772, oil on canvas, 

Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, Philadelphia, PA. 
 
Image © Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts.  
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Figure 5.8—Nicholas Gevelot, William 

Penn’s Treaty with the Indians, 1682, 

1825, sandstone, United States Capitol 

Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States 

Capitol.  
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Figure 5.9—Enrico Causici, Conflict of 

Daniel Boone with the Indians, 1773, 

1827, sandstone, United States Capitol 

Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States 

Capitol.  
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Figure 5.10—John Gadsby Chapman, Baptism of Pocahontas, 1840, oil on 

canvas, United States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol.  

 

Figure 5.11—Robert Weir, Embarkation of the Pilgrims, 1843, oil on canvas, 

United States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol.  
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Figure 5.12—John Vanderlyn, Landing of Columbus, 1847, oil on canvas, 

United States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol.  

 

Figure 5.13—William H. Powell, Discovery of the Mississippi by De Soto, 

1855, oil on canvas, United States Capitol Rotunda, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Architect of the United States Capitol.  
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Figure 5.14—1828 monument to Tadeusz 

Kosciuszko at West Point Military 

Academy, West Point, NY. The bronze 

statue was added to the original 

monument in 1913. 
 
Image by the author. 

 

Figure 5.15—1830 monument to 

Nathanael Greene and Kazimierz Pulaski 

in Johnson Square, Savannah, GA. The 

monument was rededicated solely to 

Greene in 1853. 
 
Image © National Park Service. 
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Figure 5.16—1837 Concord Monument. Ralph Waldo 

Emerson’s “Concord Hymn” was presented and sung at the 

dedication of this obelisk. 
 
Image © Dave Pape, University of Buffalo. 
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Figure 5.17—Artistic rendering of the colossal statue of Zeus at Olympus, one of the 

lost Wonders of the Ancient World. 
 
Image © Wikimedia Commons. 
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Figure 5.18—Horatio Greenough, Enthroned Washington, 1840, marble, 

National Museum of American History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, 

DC. 
 
Image by the author. 
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Figure 5.19—A Native American miniature 

incorporated into Horatio Greenough’s Enthroned 

Washington.  
 
Image by the author. 

 

Figure 5.20—Columbus with a globe, 

incorporated into Greenough’s Enthroned 

Washington. 
 
Image by the author. 
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Figure 5.21—Bunker Hill Monument, Charlestown, MA. The 

bronze statue of William Prescott in front was built in the 

twentieth century. 
 
Image by the author. 
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Figure 5.22—Solomon Willard, conjectural diagram of the working 

steam elevator in the Bunker Hill Monument. Reproduced from 

Willard, Plans and Sections of the Obelisk on Bunker’s Hill, 1840. 
 
Image by the author. 
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Figure 5.23—Miniature replica of the original pillar monument to 

Joseph Warren. The King Solomon’s Lodge in Charlestown, MA 

dedicated this replica to sit in the newel shaft of the Bunker Hill 

Monument.  
 
Image by the author. 
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Figure 5.24—Wyoming Monument, Wyoming, 

PA.  
 
Image by the author. 



 
 

364 

 

 

Figure 5.25—Robert Mills, National Pantheon, original 

designs for the Washington Monument in Washington, 

DC. 
 
Image © Wikimedia Commons. 
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Figure 6.1—Mathew Brady, Washington Monument, c. 1860, photograph, Library of 

Congress, Washington, DC. 
 
Image © Library of Congress. 



 
 

366 

 

 

Figure 6.2—Clark Mills, General Washington, 

1860, bronze, Washington Circle Park, 

Washington, DC. 
 
Image by the author. 

 

Figure 6.3—1861 monument to the Battle of 

Crooked Billet, Hatboro, PA. 
 
Image by the author. 
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Figure 6.4—Panel inscription, Battle of Crooked Billet monument, Hatboro, PA. 
 
Image by the author. 


