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The Icon of Antiquity

The physical image of antiquity constituted a standard part of the artisticidiom of the
Renaissance. Nevertheless, a growing interest in ancient history and archaeology in
the eighteenth and early nincteenth centuries converted this image into a new and
highly significant icon.” The following pages will examine the significance of that icon as
it appears in American painting, architecture and sculpture. Attention will he focused
upon the key works of three artists: Benjamin West, Thomas Jelferson and Horatio
Greenough. A briefepilogue will suggest the new direction which the icon of antiquity
took during the nineteenth century.

Background

Although the physical remains of antiquity never entirely disappeuared from sight or
ceased to exercise their fascination on the mind of post-classical Western man?, it was
not until the Renaissance? that a concerted effort was made to re-discover and collect
these relics of past glory. Building projects and sporadic treasure hunts unearthed
such a wealth of artifacts and art objects that, throughout Italy by the latter stages of the
Renaissance, princely and episcopal palaces, civic centers, universities and academies
of fine arts were likely to have at least modest collections.® Prominent families, whose
names are still frequently associated with the masterworks of ancient art, gathered
together especially rich collections of antiquities.® In addition, the Papal collection
housed at the Vatican came to possess specimens of classical art that were to inspire
creative minds for centuries.

While the collections of ancient treasures grew at Rome, little was available outside
the city. Some antiquities had found their way from Rome to Venice, Paris, Madrid,
Munich and Prague, but it was not until the eighteenth century that this centrifugal
movement gained real strength. Growing European interest in the physical evidence
of antiquity induced impoverished Roman families to sell their inherited treasures. In
1724 the Odescalchi collection, composed of the statues acquired by Christine of
Sweden, was sold to Spain; a part of the Chigi collection of antiquities was sold to the
Elector of Sacony in 1728.5 Increased demand for art objects stimulated systematic, if
unscientific, excavations of ancient sites, In 1738, after a false start in 1711, the King of

I wish to express my gratitide to Professor Robert Nicolich of The Catholic University of
America for his assistance in acquiring matertals for this study.
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Naples commenced the official excavations at Herculaneum, When these were sus-
pended in 1766, attention was turned to Pompeii, accidentally discovered in 1748, ¢
But the finds of Herculaneum were closely guarded in the palace at Portici and
government restrictions prohibited even sketching among the ruins of Pompeii. Publi-
cation of the finds was therefore meager,” and Rome remained the center for the
dissemination of classical taste until the nineteenth century.

Rome’s unique position both as custodian of the largest and most accessible collec-
tions of classical antiquities and, at the same time, as hore of many of the most famous
productions of Renaissance art made the city the logical center for eighteenth century
travellers on the Grand Tour, English families in particular, newly enriched by their
country’s expanding empire, journeyed to Rome to enhance their eulture and sophisti-
cation. With the help of local agents, frequently resident foreign artists, such as Gavin
Hamilton, English connoisseurs were able to assemble extensive private collections of
ancient art.® By the middle of the sighteenth century London was second only to
Rome as a museum of classical antiquities.? .

For enthusiasts who were unable to visit the ancient sites or acquire specimens of
ancient art, the middle decades of the eighteenth century provided a new accessibility
to the physical remains of antiquity. Travel to the ancient sites had not been uncom-
mon prior to the eighteenth century. For ressons of diplomacy, business, scientific
research or merely for adventure, Western Europeans had journeyed throughout the
Mediterranean and frequently had published accounts of their experiences. But prior
to the mid-cighteenth century such accounts had usually not heen illustrated. In the
1750's, however, illustrated archacological publications made the physical remains of
antiquity accessible to armchair classicists and artists thronghout Europe. Robert
Wood's Ruins of Palmyra {1753) and Rutns of Balbec (1757) and Robert Adam’s Ruins
of the Palace of the Emperor Diocletian at Spalatro (1764) revealed large scale remains
of Roman architecture long hidden from view. ]. D. Leroy's Les Ruines des plus beaux
monumentés de la Gréce (1758), Stuart and Revetts’ fundamentally important An-
tiquities of Athens (publication beginning in 1762), Thomas Major’s Ruins of Peestum
(1768), followed in 1769 by the first volume of Revett, Chandler and Pars’ Antiquities of
Ionta, made Greek architecture accessible once again to Western eyes.?

The rediscovery of Greek art and its dissemination through archaealogical publica-
tions stimulated an intense debate over the relative merits of Greek and Roman art.
This debate, to an estent the continuation of the battle of the ancients and the
moderns, found vecal and talented supporters on each side. Giovanni Battista Piranest
through his Vedute di Roma (1748-78) and Le antichita romane {1756) argued the
Roman cause with impressive visual drama. Piranesi’s tone reached its most controv-
ersial pitch in the 1760°s with the publication of the Della magnificenza ed architettura
de’Romand (1761) and Parere su larchitettura (1765). The Greek position was de-
fended eloquently by the French, hy the Comte de Caylus in the Recuel! dantiquities
(1752) and more importantly by the Jesuit priest, Abbé Laugier in his Essai sur
Farchitecture {1753), The most influential advoeate of the superiority of Greek over
Roman art was the son of a Brandenburg cobbler, the remarkable German ar-
chaeologist Johann Joachim Winckelmann. In 1755 he published his Gedenken iiber
die Nuchohinung der griechischen Werke in der Malerei und Bildhauerkunst 1! in
1762 Anmerkungen tiber die Baukunst der Alten and in 1764 the renowned Geschichte
der Kunst des Alterthums, the fivst major attempt to develop the history of Greelk art
and to define the principles upon which it had heen based. 1?2 While the Greek-Roman
quarre] ended for the most part inconclusively and in compromise, the theoretical
discussions of the middle decades of the eighteenth century provided a stimulus for the
careful consideration and enunciation of the fundamental aesthetic principles of an-
cient art. These principles were to dominate Western art for nearly a century.
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The intense interest of the mid eighteenth century in classical antiquity and particu-
larly in its physical remains was more than mere antiquarianism, The awnkened
interest in the ancient world had a distinctly pragmatic goal; it sought a most useful
knowledge. Rationalist philosophy held as a sacred tenet the basic goodness and purity
of man, contrary to the traditional Christian teaching of original sin. Man had,
however, in the Rationalists’ view, been debased by corrupt institutions. If he could
once again be divested of these corrupt institutions, he would retum to a state of
pristine purity. Roussean had already pointed to the noble savages as examples of men
uncorrupted by their institutions.® History, Hke a vast laboratory of human experi-
ence, yielded still further specimens.'* In Greece and Rome, before the advent of
corrupt institutions, man had created ideal societies where the highest standards of
virtue and social good ohiained. Since that time, civilization had been in decline, For
the eighteenth century classical antiquity provided a model for reconstructing society.
It was therefore important to discover as much as possible about the ancient world,
There was an intense desire, “born of potent social and political ideas . . . to reach hack
acrass the centuries and to touch hands with the past.”!5

Benjamin West

When Benjamin West, the Pennsylvania Quaker, wrrived in England in 1763, he
was well on his way toward developing a style of painting completely in sympathy with
the classicizing tastes of his day.18 For three years previous he had ohserved, studied
and painted in Rome and other Italian art centers and had caught the “antique fever” in
the air. Although West had never met the great Winckelmanm himself,!” he was
acquainted with the archaeologist’s Bohemian disciple, Raphael Mengs, and had ab-
sorbed through Mengs and other enthusiasts the basic principles of Winckelmann’s
aesthetics, West’s youth, religion and nationality had made him a popular novelty in
the social circles of Rome and had won for him an introduction to Rome's formidable
arhiter of artistic elegance, Cardinal Albani, 18 The twenty-four year old West landed
in England admirahly prepared to step into the vanguard of the emerging neo-classical
movement in art.

West guickly established himself in London,!® and two of the early paintings he
produced while in England, Orestes and Pylades and The Continence of Scipio,
attracted much public attention, The painter’s house, as John Galt recounts it, “was
daily threnged with the opulent and the curious,”?° Statesmen and princes gave their
approbation to the paintings, but no one inquired about their price. While the public
was willing enough to praise such classical compesitions, it would pay cash only for
landscapes and portraits. As Galt lamented, “The moral influence of the art was unfelt
and unknown.”2!

The turning point in West's career came when Dr. Markham, master of the
Westminster School, introduced him to Robert Hay Drummond, the Archbishop of
York. Archbishop Drummond soon became the painter’s loyal friend and supporter.
One evening in the course of a dinner conversation, the Archbishop “engaged M.
West to paint for him the story of Agrippina landing with the ashes of Germanicus, and
sent one of the young gentlemen to the library for the volume in which Tacitus
describes the circumstances. Having read the passage, he commented on it at some
length, in order to convey to Mr. West an idea of the manner in which he was desirous
the subject should be treated.”?

The work which West executed for Archbishop Drummond incorporated all the
essential principles and techniques of what was to become neo-classical painting.?®
(Plate 1) The literary inspiration for the painting was drawn from the opening lines of
the third book of Tacitus” Annals:
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Agrippina continued her journey across the wintry sea without interrup-
tion until she came to the island of Coreyra, which lay opposite the coast of
Calabria. She halted there a few days to compose herself, shaken as she was
by her grief and not knowing how to endure it. Meanwhile at the news of her
coming, close friends and many of the officers who had served under Ger-
manicus, as well as many strangers from the neighboring towns (some
believing it their duty to the emperor, more following their lead) rushed to
the town of Brundisium, the closest and safest port, As soon as the fleet was
sighted out to sea, not only the port and the adjacent shore, but also the walls
and roof-tops, any place, in fact, that offered a distant vantage, were filled
with the throngs of mourners, wondering among themselves whether they
should receive Agrippina in silence or with some utterance as she stepped
from the ship. There was no agreement about what was proper to the
occasion, when gradually the fleet approached, not with the usual rapid
oarstroke, hut with every appearance of grief. Agrippina with her two
children stepped from the ship, clutching the funeral urn, her eyes down-
cast. There was onc commen groan, nor could you distinguish relatives from
strangers, nor the laments of men from those of women, except that those
who now met Agrippina fresh in their grief surpassed her attendants who
were wearied by their long sorrow.

West's painting is remarkable not merely for its literal rendition of the scene from
Tacitus, but also for its new sensitivity to archaeological detail. The arcaded facade
behind the central group is adapted from Robert Adan’s sketches of the palace of
Diocletian.® (Plate 2) More importantly, the Agrippina group itself is inspired by
Roman relief sculpture, specifically by fragments of the Ara Pacis which West had seen
and sketched in Italy.28 (Plate 3)

In execution the painting conforms to Winckelmann's aesthetic doctrines. In the
Agrippina group West has abandoened the coloristic techniques of Renaissance painting
in favor of monochromy and sculpturesque contours. The figures of the central group
move like an ancient bas-relief with “noble simplicity and sedate grandeur in gesture
and expression.”?® Agrippina’s awful silence is the proper expression of her character.
“For, the more tranquillity reigns in a body, the fitter it is to dvaw the true character of
the soul; which, in every excessive gesture, seems to rush from her proper centre, and
being hurried away by extremes becomes unnatural. Wound up to the highest pitch of
passion, she may force hersell upon the duller eye, but the true sphere of her action is
simplicity and calmness,”27

In theme too, Wesl's Agrippina harmonizes with the prevalent neo-classical
theories. The painting is a kind of secular sermon in praise of the heroism of the dead
Germanicus and the Stoic nobility of the grieving Agrippina. The painting’s ultimate
goal is instruction in virtue, According to neo-classical theory, art afforded moral
instruction by supplying insight into the ideal realm of goodness, truth, and beauty,
Charles DuFresnoy in his De Arte Graphica recommended the “choice of a Subject
beautiful and noble, which being of itself capable of all the Charms and shall afterwards
afford . . . somewhat to the Sight, which is excellent, judicious, and ingenious; and at
the same time proper to instruct and to enlighten the Understanding,”28

West's execution of Archbishop Drummond’s commission was so successful that it
led to the painter’s introduction to George ITI. The king, duly impressed with West’s
achievement, engaged him to paint a related theme, The Departure of Regulus. The
completion of the king's commission, as Dunlap judged, “placed Benjamin West on
the throne of English art.”2® Although West was not destined to reign as undisputed
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monarch his entire life, nevertheless he did retain a position of prominence in English
art until his death in 1820.

During West's first two decades in England, he was concerned largely with painting
in a manner which Grose Evans has termed the “Stately Mode. 30 The pictures
painted during these years were mainly drawn from history, The subject matter was
frequently classical,® but by no means always. In 1772 West exhibited The Death af
General Wolfe. {Plate 4) Contrary to the usual practice and despite the advice of King
George, Joshua Reynolds and Archbishop Drummond, West painted Wolfe in con.
temporary rather than classical garb. Adhering strictly to the convention of decorum,
West defended his decision us follows:

... I'began by remarking that the event intended to be commemorated took
place on the 13th of September, 1758, in a region of the world unknown to the
Greeks and Romans, and at a period of time when no such nations, nor heroes
in their costume, any longer existed. The subject I have to represent is the
canquest ofa great province of America by the British troops. Itis a topic that
histery will proudly record, and the same truth that guides the pen of the
historian should govern the pencil of the artist. I consider myselfas undertak-
ing to tell this great event to the eye of the world; but if, instead of the facts of
the transaction, I represent classical fictions, how shall T be understood by
posterityP3?

The Death of General Wolfe contains no toga-clad heroes. The emphasis is on the
contemporaneity of the situation. The dulce et decorum theme, presented in antique
surroundings in Agripping, now appears in a contemporary context. “This man who
heroically gave his life for his country, is an eighteenth century Englishman; the
heroism, courage and dignity he demonstrates, these classical virtues, are in fact
eighteenth century realities.”33 There was no need for West to dress his subject in a
toga, for as Cato says in the final act of Addison’s play, “Whoe’er is brave and virtuous,
is a Roman.”

Benjamin West, years before David and the French school, inaugurated the neo-
classical style in painting.?? Yet West, unlike the French neo-classicists, was never
doctrinaire in his subject matter. Classical antiquity, the Bible, Renaissance and
contemporary history, all supplied the subjects for his paintings,® West's preoccupa-
tion with historical themes was in complete sympathy with contemporary Enlighten-
ment thought. Liavid Hume had contended that the chiet use ot history was only to
discover the constant and universal principles of human nature by showing men in all
varieties of circumstances and situations.”?® About human nature Hume had further
noted, “, . . there is a great uniformity among the actions of men, in all nations and
ages, and , , , human nature remains still the same in its principles and operations. 37
The historical paintings of Benjamin West constitute a visual analogue to Enlighten-
ment thought on time, man and history. West’s goal was to capture on canvas in their
varied historical manifestations those timeless moral virtues that had ennobled the
nature of man through the centuries. He hoped thereby to inspire the viewer to
emulation, The literal rendition of archaeological and historical detail was intended to
teach an important lesson, namely that material culture, manners, even time itself
were subject to change, but virtue remained immutable.3® The inevitable passage of
time was for West’s historical paintings largely an irvelevant consideration, He was
able to abstract himself from the mutability of time in pursuit of timeless virtue.?®
Classical antiquity frequently provided illustrious paradigms of such virtue; but it was
virtue which was West's theme, not antiquity per se,
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Thomas Jefferson

On October 14, 1776, Thomas Jefferson introduced in the Virginia House of Dele-
gates a bill calling for the transferal of the seat of government from Williamshurg to a
new site, as yet undetermined. ¢ Jefferson’s proposal, though practically motivated, !
was not without its symbolic overtones. Removing the capital from Williamsburg
would dramatically obliterate the last vestige of British colonial rule. The details of
Jefferson’s bill, the first in any of the newly independent states to make provision for
new governmental forms, are of immense importance. The propesal provided that:

. . six whole squares of ground surrounded each of them by four streets . |
. shall be appropriated to the use and purpose of public buildings. On one of
the said squares shall be erected one house for the use of the General
AssemDbly to be called the Capitol. . . . On one other of the said squares shall
he erected another huilding to be called the Halls of Justice, . . . One other of
the said squares shall be reserved for the purpose of building thereon a house
for the several executive boards and offices to be held in. Two others with the
intervening street shall be reserved for the governor of this commonwealth. .
. . And the remaining square shall be appropriate to the use of a public
Market. Said houses shall be built in a handsome manner with walls of brick
or stone, and Porticoes where the same may be convenient or arnamental,
and with pillavs and pavements of stone. 42

"The unique feature of Jefferson’s proposal was the plan to house each of the three
branches of the government in its own separate structure. Abandoning the standard
colonial practice of locating all governmental functions beneath a single roof, Jeffer-
son’s bill would have expressed through the symbolism of architecture the constitu-
tignal separation of powers of the new state government, Although Jefferson’s 1776 bill
failed of passage, another similarly worded bill was passed by the House of Delegates
on June 5, 1779, Richmond was designated to become the new capital after the last day
of April, 1780.

By the time the [irst session of the Assembly met in Richmond in May of 1780,
Jefferson had been elected governor.#3 In his capacity as chairman of the “directors of
publick buildings,”* Governor Jefferson drew up plans for enlarging the city and
made studies for the Halls of Justice, the governor’s house and the Capitol. A number
ofthese studies have survived, but most interesting are two large plans for the Capitol,
probably made in the spring or early summer of 1780.45 “The building proposed for the
Capital was a rectangular temple, with, at either end, porticoes eight columns wide,
the full breadth of the cella.”6 On the back of one of the plans, Jeflerson noted the
heights of the building and its architectural order—Ionie, Five years later when

Jefferson was minister to France, he was to take up the design of the Capitol again, this

time with the aid of the able French architect Clérisseau. Yet, the major innovation of
Jefferson’s final design, the adaptation of the ancient temple form to practical modern
use, had already been conceived hefore his departure for France.

The 1780 studies for the complex of public buildings at Richmond were scarcely the
work of a novice, Jefferson’s interest in architecture had probably begun in 1760 when
he entered the College of William and Mary. It was at Willlamsburg that Jefferson
observed the only examples of substantial public architecture in the colony.*? There
too hé came into contact with men of education and culture, some of whom, like
Richard Talinferro, were accomplished amateur architects, In the College library
Jeflerson found some few books on architecture, but a far richer collection was
available to him nearby in the extensive library of William Byrd of Westover.4® Byrd's
library contained twenty-six titles on architecture, among which was Andrea Palladio’s
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Four Books of Architecture.*® In time Jeflerson himself became an avid collector of
architecture books, and these constituted a eontinuing source of authority and ingpira-
tion for his huilding endeavors.

The evidence of Jefferson’s earliest architectural work seems to have been destroyed
in 1770 by a fire at Shadwell, his ancestral home. From that time onwards, however, a
host of decuments attest to the continuous and highly professional nature of Jefferson’s
involvement with architecture.5¢ The 1780 studies for the revolutionary complex of
public buildings at Richmond did not spring Athena-like from Jefferson’s head.
Twenty years of observation, study and experience had gone hefore and prepared the
way for them.

Jefferson must have been sorely disappointed to learn that shortly after his depar-
ture for France, the Virginia assembly in October of 1784 had amended his plans for
the public buildings at Richmond.® His proposal had proven, as Fiske Kimball put it,
“beyond the ideas and resources of the time.”# Two of the dircetors, James Buchanan
and William Hay, in a letter dated March 20, 1785, informed Jelferson that the
symbolically separate buildings were to be consolidated inlo a single structure, the
Capitol. They requested that Jefferson “consult an able Architect” on a suitable
design. What they desired was a structure that would “unite economy with elegance
and dignity,”5

With remarkable good humor Jeflerson agreed to assist the directors in the revised
Capitol project, but rather than employing a professional architect, he undertook to
prepare the design himself. He had five years earlier laid out a plan for the Capitol in
which he adopted the ancient temple form. Jefferson developed this concept and
chose as the mode! for his design a specific structure, the so-called Maison Carrée in
Nimes, upseudo-peripteral hexastyle temple of the Corinthian order, dating from c. 16
B.C.3 {Plate 5). Jeflerson was acquainted with the Maison Carrée even before his
arrival in France from the plates and descriptions in the last of Palladio’s Four Books of
Architecture. Furthermore, while in France he purchased a copy of Charles Louis
Clérisseau’s Monumens de Nismes {Paris 1778), which contained a detailed and accu-
rate study of the Maison Carrée.®® In a letter to James Madison, Jefferson described
this Roman temple as “one of the most beautiful if not the most beautiful and precious
morsel of architecture left us by antiquity . . . it is very simple, but is noble beyond
expression, and would have done honor to any country . . .88 His affection for the
edifice reached rapturous heights in his letter to Madame de Tessé: “Here 1 am,
Madam, gazing whole hours at the Maison quarrée, like a lover at his mistress,”5?

To assist him in completing the design, Jefferson consulted with Clérissean, the
author of the Monumens de Nismes and a prominent architect, Although the two men
worked together closely on the project, the final product was clearly Jefferson’s, In the
judgement of Fiske Kimball: “If one man is to be designated as the architect, it must
unguestionably be Jefferson.”®® The design was communicated to the directors in
Richmond by means of drawings and a plaster model made with Clérisseau’s assistance
{Plate 8). This plaster model best illustrates Jefferson’s intentions.®® In several re-
spects the building has been simplified. The order has been changed from Corinthian
to Jonic,® and the pilasters on the side walls have been replaced by windows. The
depth of the portico has been reduced from three to two columns. In general, Jefferson
retained the form of the original, though he felt free to depart from it in dimensions,
proportions and detail. The result was a uniquely successful attempt, in symbolic, if
not practical terms, to revive an ancient architectural form and adapt it to modern
utilitarian purposes.

More than anyone else Thomas Jefferson may be credited with inaugurating the
Classical Revival movement in American architecture, Although concern for ar-
chaeological correctness had grown continuously in .eighteenth-century American

w
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architecture, Jefferson seems to have been the first to understand the symbolic
potential of archaeological revivalism. It was Jefferson who realized that buildings
were valuable not only in themselves but as vehicles for communicating ideas. In
Jefferson’s view public buildings in particular “should be more than things of beauty
and convenience; above all, they should state a creed.”®

Thomas Jefferson’s Capitol was an architectural declaration of independence. By
reviving an ancient edifice, Jefferson paradoxically proclaimed and defined the new
American identity. With one bold gesture he cast aside the Baroque and Rococo styles
so intimately associated with the aristocratic and anti-democratic regimes of the old
world, Through the symbolism of architecture Jefferson evoked an analogy with the
Roman republic. According to Alan Gewans:

.. it was more than an analogy; to him and his contemporaries (for, of

/ course, he was hardly alone in his convictions), it seemed as if this new nation

.. . was the very incarnation of the grandeur that had been Rome. In the
heroes and statesmen of the Revolution, the selfless patriotism of the Horatii
and Cinelnnatus lived again; in the new Senate on the Potomac, the old
Senate on the Tiber would be reborn; just so, in the new courthouses and
capitols and official mansions of America, the monuments of Rome would be
rebuilt. Succeeding to Rome’s destiny, America should succeed to Rome’s
architecture. No truth seemed more self-evident. %2

Jeffersonian revivalism represented a considerable advance beyond Benjamin
Waest's neo-classicism. With fidelity to archacological detail, West portrayed moving
exempla of ancient virtue and demonstrated that immutable virtue triumphed over
time. West did not envision a revival of antiguity, only an emulation of its conspicuous
virtue. Jefferson, on the other hand, sought in a quite literal way to restore the
crumbled forms of antiquity, to translate them to the favorable environment of the
infant nation and to breathe new life into them, Through the symbolism of architec-
ture, Jefferson announced the political revival of anticuity. Justas the Virginia Capitol,
though it differed from its model in specific details, was essentially a revival of the
Maison Carrée, so the New Republic, of necessity not identical with the old republic of
Rome, was nonetheless in its essence a revival of it,

Horatio Greenough

Classical revivalism became the first distinctly American architectural style and
dominated the country’s taste in building until the end of the first third of the
nineteenth century. By that time, however, the original intellectual impulse had lost
its power. Classical revivalism continued to survive asa popular style largely on its own
momentum. But by the 1830's serious doubts were being raised about the indiscrimi-
nate and thoughtless employment of the style. The impracticality of some classical
revival structures caused eritics to question the style’s appropriateness for American
soclety, 8 It was precisely at this time that the greatest example of American neo-
classical sculpture was conceived.

On February 14, 1832 Leonard Jarvis, chairman of the Committee on Public
Buildings, introduced in the United States House of Representatives a resolution
authorizing the President to commission Horatio Greenough “to execute, in marble, a
full length pedestrian statue of Washington, to be placed in the centre of the rotundo of
the Capitol, the head to be a copy of Hondon's WASHINGTON and the accessories to
be left to the judgement of the artist.”®* Jarvis' resolution, reflecting a renewed
interest in the first president in the centennial year of his birth, was the first stop
toward realizing a long-standing official desire to erect a national statue of Washington.
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Ever since the Revolution propasals for such a statue had been imade, discussed and
then discarded. Although local patronage had already produced four monumental
Washingtons, all by European artists,5® efforts to erect an official, national statue of the
Father of his Country had always proven fruitless. After some confusion and delay, a
joint Congressional hill was passed authorizing the payment of $5,000 to Greenough
(the first of four equal installments).

The commission was tremendously important not only for the artist, but also for the
histary of the arts in America. For the first time the government of the United States
entrusted a major sculptural commission to an American, Greenough, in accepting the
commission, perceived its significance for the future of sculpture in America. He
wrote to his friend Samuel Morse:

.. . T have made up my mind on one score, Viz. that this order shall not he
fruitless to the greater men who are in our rear. They are sucking now and
rocking in cradles but I can hear the Pung| Pung! Puffety! of their hammenrs
and I am prophetic tool We'll see il Yankee land cant muster some ten or
dozen of ’em in the course of as many years!®®

On July 29, 1832 Edward Everett, who had heen a faculty member at Harvard
during Greenough's college years at that institution, and who was serving in the House
of Representatives at the time of Greenough’s commission, advised the sculptor to
choose as the model for his Washington Phidias’ colossal statue of Zeus. Reminding
Greenough that the Capitol was comparable to the temple at Elis, he expressed the
hope that his “Washington may be to the people of America . . . what that great national
symbol was to the Greeks.”5"

Phidias” Zeus had not survived the turmoil which accompanied the collapse of the
Roman empire. Howcver, an elahorate account of the statue was contained in
Pausanias’ Description of Greece.®® In addition, ancient coins, a fragment of wall
painting and a small silver-gilt statuette (now in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts) have
preserved the sculptor’s original conception, % The Phidian Zeus as a generalized type
was not uncommen in Renaissance art and found neo-classical expression in John
Flazman’s illustrations for the IHiad and Odyssey and in Ingre’s painting Thetis Be-
seeching Zeus.7 Such representations of Zeus undoubtedly contributed to
Greenough’s design, but a more important, archaeologically correct source of inspira-
tion was available to the sculptor. In 1815 Antoine Chrysostome Quatremére de
Quincy published a lavish tome entitled Le Jupiter olympien ou l'art de la sculpture
antique considéré sous un nowveau point de vue. In this comprehensive study of ancient
chryselephantine seulpture, Quatremére de Quiney assembled the available literary
and numismatic evidence in order to produce a careful, scientific reconstruction of
Phidias’ Zeus. (Plate 7). This reconstruction was in all likelihood the immediate source
of Greenough’s knowledge of Phidias’ masterwork.

Greenough’s George Washington (Frontispiece), though it owes much to its model, is
certainly not mere hack copy-work, but a talented adaptation of the ancient original.
Washington is portrayed draped with a mantle from the waist down and over a portion of his
right arm. His right hand is raised in a theatrical gesture. In his left hand he holds a
sheathed sword, hilt extended. He sits upon a throne decorated with reliefs and sur-
mounted with two sculpted figures. The iconography of the statue is not complicated.
Washington, draped in the timeless garb of antiquity, with his raised right hand indicates
the Higher Power to which all are subject and of which he is but the earthly agent. The
sheathed sword in his-left hand represents his power as commander-in-chief, which he
peaceably resigns to the Congress. The reliefpanels on the throne show two related scenes:
on one, Apollo driving the chariot of the san symbolizes the dawning of the New Republic;
on the other, the infant Hercules strangling two seipents represents North America
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overcoming tyranmy, ! while his brother Iphicles, signifying South America, shrinks back
in terror, The two figures on top of the throne portray a drowsy Indian and Christopher
Columbus, symbolizing the primitive and -Turcpean phases of"American history. The
statue in ity totality may be properly thought of as “ideal,” that is, its fanction, like
Jefferson’s Capito), isto communicate an iden. Its success or failure depended not upon the
skill with which Greenough mastered the stone, but upon his ability to make his message
clear, In 1840 Greenough completed the statue in Florence and unveiled it for public
viewing, Despite detays and misunderstandings, it reached Washington in the following
year and was installed on a make-shift pedestal in the Capitol Rotunda. The lighting was, as
Creenough had feared,™ dreadfully inadequate, and cast sharp, deforming shadows across
the statue. The temporary pedestal was much too high and the effect of Greenough’s long
Tubor was spoiled. So disappointed was Greenough with the placement of the statute that in
1842 he petitioned Congress to remove it from the Rotunda and place it outside in the
Capitol gardens. T hough a permanent structure was planncd to house the statue, none was
ever built. The temporary wooden shed in which it was first placed was demolished, and
the statue, exposed to the clements, was surrounded by an iron fence. in 1908 it was
discreetly moved into acorner of the Smithsonian Tnstitution and now oceupies an l-suited
place in the Museum of History and Technology.

An unhappy fate seemed to plague Greenough's statue from the outset. While in
general the contemporary p ress spoke highly of the work, popular reaction was almost
universally hostile. Its nudity, foreignness and the puzzling mystery of its meaning, all
combined to gain the statue widespread condemnation and ridicule. The exposure o
Washington's anatomy aroused vociferous criticism. The former mayor of New York,
Philip Hone, declared that Washington was “too prudent and careful of his health to
expose himself thusina climate so uncertain as ours, to say nothing of the indecency of
such an exposure,—a subject on which he was known to be exceedingly fastidious.”™
In vain did Greenough defend his rejection of more modest garh in favor of the “work of
Cod—the human form.” He hoped that someday his successors in seulpture would
show “that the inspired writer meant not merely the face, when he declared that God
had made man after his own image.”™ George Calvert, who had seen Greenough’s
Washington in Florence, expressed the ease for the defense wittily: “Washington, to
be best seen, ought to be beheld, not as he came from the hand of the tailor, but as he
came from the hand of God.”"® Public nudity, however, was not & joking matter in
nineteenth century America.

Popular objection to the foreignness of Washington could scarcely have surprised
Greenough, Canova’s statue of Washington had causeda similar reaction.” One North
Carolina commentator in 1821 reported that many people “not aware of Artistic
license, were . . . guite struck dumb by the fact that the Father of His Country was
dressed in a Roman general's costume, with toga, bare legs and sandaled feet.”™ Even
Sir Francis Chantrey’s Washington, dressed in contemporary garb but draped in a
toga-like cloak, was not without its critics.7® Of Chantrey's work Davy Crockett said:

1 do not like the statue of General Washington in the State-house. They have
4 Roman gown on him, and he was an American; this ain’t right. They did the -
thing better in Richmond, in Virginia, where they have him in the old blue
and buff, He belonged to his country-—heart, soul and body, and T don’t want
any other to have any part of him—not even his clothes.®

Despite the explanations and apologies of the sculptor and his supporters,

Greenough’s statue became the butt of ridicule, frequently of a scatological nature.

Left outdoors, wnguarded and unprotected, it also suffered physical defacement. An

oft quoted passage of §.T, Wallis' Glimpses of Spain; or, Notes of an Unfinished Tour
in 1847 tells the tale: '
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It is an idea, by-the-way, very prevalent with us, at home, that the taste for
defacing public monuments is an American peculiarity. It is certainly one of
our weaknesses. The last time that I saw Greenough’s colossal Washington,
in the garden of the Capitol, some irreverent heathen had taken the pains to
climb up and insert a large “plantation” cigar between the lips of the pater
patrige, while another had amused himself with writing some stanizas of poetry,
in a style rather popular than elegant, upon a prominent part of the body of the
infant Hercules, who is strangling serpents, in relief, upon the lower part of the
work. I could not help thinking, at the time that if washington looked less like
Olympic Jove, and more iike himself, not even the vagabond who perpelrated
the trick of the cigar, would have dared or dreamed of such desecration.®!

In the long run, the Zeus-like Washington failed because it never became intelligi-
hle to the general public, the qudience for whom it had been intended. In a letter to
then Senator John Quincy Adams, Greenough asserted: “I have always heen and am
still of the opinion that Art should address itself to the mass of men like eloguence and
poetry.”8 Greenough sensed that his Washington had missed the mark. He told
Emerson that he was not confident that he had “translated the public sentiment of this
country for Washington into marble. . . .78

Though Heratio Greenough’s statue of George Washington was hardly free from
plastic faults, it was as an intellectual concept that it failed. A democrat of the old
school, Greenough failed to recognize the character of the newly emergent Jacksonian
democracy. Transforming the beloved Washington into a foreign deity was contrary to
the social and political egalitarianism of the day. The result of this metamorphosis was
not inspiration, but an unintelligible mystery. Greenough badly miscaleulated the
nature of Washington’s popular appeal. It was not the god-like Washington that the
people cherished, but the cozy, virtuous, saccharine Washington invented by Parson
Weems, Not long after Washington's death, Weems had already sensed the direction
of popular taste. In the introduction to his Life of Washington, he exclaimed:

In most of the elegant oratory pronounced to his praise, you sec nothing of
Washington the dutiful son—the affectionate brother—the cheerful
schoolboy—the diligent surveyor—the neat draughtsman—the laborious
Grmer—the widow's husband—the orphan’s father—the poor man’s fiend. Nel
This is not the Washington you see; “tis only Washington the Hero, and the
Demigod . . . Washington the sunbeam in council, or the storm in war, B4

By the time Greenough unveiled his monumental statue, the Weemsian
Washington had become a thoroughly familiar and understandable figure, one with
whom the masses could identify. Itis little wonder, under the circumstances, that in
his diary Philip Hone deseribed Greenongh’s statue as follows:

1t looks like & great herculean, warrior-like Venus of the bath; a grand martial
Magog, undressed, with a huge napkin lying across hig lap. . . B8

Horatio Greenough had hoped to create a monumental symbol of national identity.
He chose to represent Washington’s public virtue at its zenith. Benjamin West and
men of the eighteenth century would quickly have perceived the significance of the
representation. Butto Greenough’s contemporaries, who were more concerned with
personal psychology and private virtue, the statne’s message was unclear. Archaeolog-
{cal revivalism simply added to the confusion, In what way Washington was like Zeus
remained uncertain, I Creenough’s Washington was to be, as Edward Everett had
suggested, a national symbol comparable to Phiclias’ masterpiece, then like the Phidian
Zeus it ought to have had a uniquely native character. Jefferson’s Capitol evoked a
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gignificant analogy with the Roman republic. Greenough’s analogy seemed to be
without significance. Tacking a clear, intelligible meaning, the statue bhecame simply
ridiculous.

Epilogue

During his early years in Florence, Horatio Greenough had for a time shared his
lodgings with a promising, young painter named Thomas Cole. Before coming to
Europe, Cole had spent most of his time wandering through the American wilderness.
In 1826, however, he had settled in the village of Catskill on the banks of the Hudson
River. It was in the unspoiled landscape of the Catskills that Cole found lasting
inspiration for his paintings. From 1829 to 1832 he travelled in Europe. In Ttaly Cole
discovered landscapes unlike any he had encountered at home..Louis Legrand Noble,
the painter’s friend, travelling companion and biographer, described the impact of the
new experience:

The great difference between Italian scenery, and all other, with which he
was acquainted, lay, with Cole, less in its material, than in its moral and
historical elements. Hitherto he had walked with nature in her maidenhood,
her fair proportions veiled in virgin vobes, affianced indeed to human associa-
tions, but unpolluted, unwasted by human passion, Bul now he was in
converse with her, after long centuries of martiage with man. As the word
and worship of God canry faith into the events of the great future, so the very
verdure of solitudes and the solemnity of voiceless evening skies swept his
spirit back to mingle with the doings of past ages. Everywhere was the
repetition of one awful, grand expression:—mortal triumph and defeat—
mortal strength and wealness—mortal pride and degradation—man’s rise
and fall-—man’s wrestling with his fellowhis feeble strife with time, and
childish struggles on the bosom of his mother earth. He saw himself on the
seashore of history, and the wrecks of human passion, pride, ambitien, joy
and sorrow, pricking through its sands. “There were giants in those days”
who clove the mountains, and thrust back the very waves: they fell along the
earth; and lo! the white remnant of thelr frames. In the red breath of sunset
he beheld both the memorial of the glory of kings, and of the flames of their
funeral pyre. In the crumbling ruins, heneath the mantle of the seasons, lay
the bones of empire.B8

Cole's reaction to the ruins of antiquity was typically Romantic and had illustrious
precedents. As early as 1764 Edward Gibbon had been inspired to write The Decline
and Fall of the Roman Emptre while brooding amidst the ruins of the Capitol.®?
Gibhon's “extraordinary sensitivity to swrroundings” and to “the mood of the mo-
ment”88 betrayed a distinctly Romantie strain in the Rationalist historian. Less than
thirty years later this Romantic note was to set the dominant tone for an immensely
infiuential book by Constantin Volney. In 1761 he published Les Ruines ou médita-
tions sur les révolutions des empires, Numerous English translations appeared both In
Europe and America during the next hundred years.8? The popularity of this now
largely forgotten book stemmed not so much from its philasophy which was neither
profound nor original, but from its melanchely preoccupation with the flight of time
and the brevity of human existence. The sight of the moonlit ruins of Palmyra and the
profound silence of the desert interrupted only by the howling of the jackals “and the
solemn notes of the bird of night”® plunged Volney into an elegiac reverie. As he
contemplated the vast wreckage of a once flourishing civilization, he grew apprehen-
sive about the future of the great nations of his own day:
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Who knows if on the banks of the Seine, the Thames, the Zuyder-Zee, where
now, in the tumult of so many enjoyments, the heart and the eye suffice not
for the multitude of sensations,—who knows if some traveller, like myself,
shall not sit on their silent ruins, and weep in solitude over the ashes of their
inhabitants, and the memory of their former greatness.?

Cole reacted to the ruins of Rome as Volney had to those of Palmyra. Again Noble
described the scene:

Returning, once, from a long walk with a few friends, he seated himself on
the fragments of a column to enjoy the sunset. As its splendours faded into
the twilight, all lapsed into a stillness suited to the solemn repose peculiar, at
that time, to a scene of ruin, There came through the deepening shadows few
sounds louder than the beating of their hearts. After some minutes of silent,
mournful pleasure, seated a little apart by a lady, Cole, a thing rather unusual
with him, was the first to speak. This he did in bis own low, quiet voice, but
with such earnestness as told the depth of his emotions, and the greatness of
his thoughts, The subject was that of the future Course of Empire. In his own
briefand simple way, ho passed from point to point in the series, making, by
many a clear and vivié outline, the liveliest impression upon the mind of his
listener, until he closed with a picture that found its parallcl in the melan-
choly desolation by which, at that moment, they were surrounded.?

Cole’s plan to paint The Gourse of Empire (Plates 8-12) was realized, when Luman
Reed, his New York patron, asked the artist to execule some paintings for one of his
rooms. In a letter dated September 18, 1833, Cole described to Reed the series of
canvases he envisioned.?® Adhering closely to this outline, Cole produced a set of five
paintings illustrating the history of an ancient society from birth to death. Five stages of
civilization were extracted from Les Ruines: The Savage State, The Pustoral State, The
Consumation of Empive, The Destruction of Empire and The Desolation of Empire.
The scene of all five paintings remains the same, though the viewpoint shifts. As the
society evolves through its stages, the hours of the day and the seasons of the year also
change. At the conclusion of the cycle, when the works of man have crumbled, nature
reasserts her power and lays claim even to the rains of the vanished civilization.

Thomas Cole, like West, Jefferson and Greenough, converted the physical image of
antiquity into a significant icon. Yet the significance of that icon in Cole's paintings was
very different. West, Jefferson and, perhaps anachronistically, Greenough shared a
sense of the continuity of history. All three moved with ease across the barrier of time
to converse with the world of the ancients and even to revive it. But time for Cole was
an insurmountable obstacle. The very existence of ancient ruins seemed to him a
melancholy proof of the discontuniuty of history and of the inevitable disintegration
and decay of all the puny works of man. In those ruins he saw the face of death and the
ultimate triumph of untamed nature. The remains of antiguity taught Cole but one
certain Yesson: Sic transit gloria munehi.

FOOTNOTES
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see Benjamin Rowland, Jv., The Classtcal Tradition in Western Ari (Cambridge, Mass. 1963} and
Cornelius Vermeule, European Art and the Classical Pust (Cambridge, Mass. 1964).
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XVIHesOcle (Parls 1912} 81-83. Most of these early drawings were made from memory and are of
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PFor the development of neo-classical art in Britain, sce David Irwin, English Neoclassical Art:
Studies in Inspiration and Tuste (Greenwich, Coun. 1966),
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Greeks and Romans, When Benjamin West first beheld the Apollo Be%vedere, he thought it like a
Mohawk warrior. Compare Winckelmann's statement: “Behold the swift Tndian owtstripping in
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with minor cuts and alterations in David Irwin, ed., Winckelmann, Writings on Art (London
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them.” David Hume, An Inquiry Coneerning Human Understanding, Charles W, Hendel, ed[.g
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United States of America: “The systems of legislators are experiments made on human life and
manners, society and. government, Zoroaster, Confucius, Mithras, Odin, Thor, Mahomet,
Lycurgus, Solon, Romulus, and a thousand others, may be compared to philosophers making
&x)pzriz]g’;ents on the elements.” The Works of Jehn Adams, Charles F, Adams, ed. {Boston 1856

115{1[1;155 David Prown, American Painting from its Beginnings to the Anmnory Show (Cleveland
n.d.) 39,

¥ Even before his departure from Americn, West had taken his first steps toward neo-
classicism, In 1756 he painted for William Henry the Death of Socrates, inspired by the
trontispiece of the fourth volume of Rollin’s Ancient History. See I.T. Flexner, “Benjamin West's
American Neo-Classicism,” reprinted in America’s Old Masters {New York 1967) 315-340. Asa
result of the Death of Socrates, West attracted the attention of Provost Smith of the College of
Philadelphia. Smith provided West with instruction in classical literature. See John Galt, The
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61 (1965 66) 16,
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From Archaeology
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{1948) 303-310,



42 / THE ICON OF ANTIQUITY
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44The 1778 proposal. like Jefferson’s unsuccessful 1776 hill, required the Assembly to elect five
“directors of publick buildings,” In May, 1780 the Assembly, when it passed An act for locating
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Quarterly, 2nd ser. 5(1825) 95-97, }

%40n the date. function and histary of the building, sec Jean Ch. Balty, Etudes sur la Maison
Carrée de Nimes (Collection Latomus 47; Brusels 1960). .

565ee the list of Jefferson’s architecture hooks in Kimball (above, note 42) 93,

s0Pyaris, September 20, 1785. For text see Julian P. Boyd, ed., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson
{Princeton 1953} 8.534-535,

5TNtmes, March 20, 1787. For text see Boyd (above, note 56) 11.226-228.

58K imhall {(above, note 42) 41,

59The builders deviated from Jefferson’s plans in several particulars. Most notable was the
introduction of pilasters between the windows.

407¢ {5 frequently noted that Jefferson changed the column eapitals to Ionic “on account of the
difficulty of the Corinthian ca itals.” It should be recalled, however, that in his 1780 plan for the
Capitol Jeferson employed the lonic order. Tt has been attractively suggested that the influence
of Masonic symbolism is te be seen in the change. The Corinthian m'dger, symbolizing beauty,
WUl(llld appropriately be replaced in a Capitol building by the Ienic order which symbolized
wisdom,

“tf)\lgn Gowans, Architecture in New Jersey: A Record of Americen Civlilzation (Pripceton
1964) 55.

—— 82Cowans {above, note 61} 55-56.

63The characters in James Fenimore Cooper’s novel Home as Found (1838) frequently refer to
the problems of elassical revival architecture. Consider the following passages: “. .. public
sentiment just now runs almost exclusively and popularly into the Grecian school. We builg little
hesides temples for our churches, our banks, our taverns, our court houses, and our dwellings. A
Friend of mine has just built a brewery on the madel of the Temple of the Winds.” {chp. 1); “An
extraordinary taste is afflicting this country in the way of architecture . . . nothing but a Grecian
temple being now deemed a suitable residence for a man in these classical times. Yonder is a
structure, for instance, of beautiful proportions, and at this distance apparently of precious
material, and yet it seems better suited to heathen worship than to domestic comlort, . . . One
such temple well placed in a wood, might bea pleasant object enaugh; but to see a river lined with
them, with children trundling hoops before their doors, beef earried into their kitchens, and
smoke issuing, moreover, from those unclassical objects, chimneys, is too much even for a high
taste; one might as well live in a fever. Mr. Aristabulus Bragg, who is a wag in his way, informs me
that there is one town in the interior that has actually a 11arkethouse on the plan of the
Parthenon!” (chp. 8).
lg‘é’;()}g(iged in Nathalia Wright, Horatio Greenough the First American Sculptor (Philadelphia

88 Antoine Houdon's statue was set in the Virginia Capitel in 1786. Antonio Canova's
Washington was unveiled in 1821 in the North Carolina Capitol, In 1626 the Washington of Sir
Francls Chantrey was put in place in the Boston State House. Finally, Enrico Causici's colossal
statue was installed atop the Washington Monument in Baltimore in 1829,

86Nathalia Wright, ed., Lotters of Horatio Greenough, American Sculptor (Madison 1972) 128.

8"Wright (above, note 64) 125,

68T lis 1,11.1-11,
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890n the extant evidence for Phidias’ Zeus, see Gisela M. A, Richter, The Sculpture and
Sculptors of the Greeks (4th ed., New Haven 1970) 171-173.

T0For the sources of Greenough's knowledge of Phidias’ Zeus, see Wayne Craven, “Horatic
Greenough's Statve of Washington and Phi ing Olympian Zeus,” Art Quarterly 26 (1963)
429-440,

TBenjamin Franklin in a letter to Robert Livingston dated March 4, 1782 stated that he
intended to commission a commemorative medal celebrating Cornwallis’ capitulation. The figure
of the infant Hercules strangling two serpents was to symbolize America. For a discussion and
Mustration of Franklin’s medal as designed and executed by Augustin Dupre, see Honour (above,
note 13) 246-247,

781y, 1836 while visiting America, Greenough inspected the Rotunda of the Capitol.

Bayard Tuckerman, ed., The Diery of Philip Hone, 1898-1851 (New York 1889) 2.216.

714“VMemorial of Horatio Greenough,” contained in Nathalia Wright, ed., The Miscellaneous

Writings of Horatio Greenough (Delmar, N.Y, 1975) 28.
5Wright (above, note 74) 29,

T6Wright (sbove, note 64) 134,

5ee above, note 63,

"8Wayne Craven, Sculpture in America {New York 1968} 63.

7Chantrey shrewdly effected a compromise between neo-classicism and naturalism by enfold-
iru_ér, Washinglon in a huge cloak. His effort was generally well received.

9David Crockett, Daty Crocket’'s Guwn Story as Written by Himself (New York 1853) 193.

81 overn Treackle Wallis, Glmpses of Spain; or, Notes of an Unfinished Tour in 1847 (New
York 1849) 81-82.

82Wright {(above, note GG} 326.

81 Ralph L. Rusk, ed., The Letters of Ralph Waldo Emerson &New York 1938 3.122.

5 §4Mason L. Weems, The Life of Washington, ed. Marcus Cunliffe (Cambridge, Mass, 1962)
85Tyckerman (above, note 73) 216. :
80[guis L. Nable, The Life and Works of Thomas Cole, ed. Elliot 5. Vesell (Cambridge, Mass,

1964) 110-111,
87(2{hlyon himself was acutely aware of the cirenmstances under which his work was conceived,

He described his moment of inspiration as [ollows; “It was at Rome, on the fifteenth of October,

1764, ns I sat musing amidst the ruins of the Capitol, while the barefooted fryars were singing

Vespers in the temple of Jupiter, that theidea of writing the decline and fall of the City first started

to my mind.” See Andrew Lossky, “Gibbon and the Enlightenment,” in Lynn White, Jr., ed.,

The Transformation of the Toman World (1966; paperback ed. Berkeley 1973) 3.

#8] ossky (above, note 87) 16-17.

89For Voalney's connections with America, see Gilbert Chinwd, Volney et TAmérique daprés
des documents inédiis ei sa correspondunce avec Jefferson (1923 rprt. New Yorle 1973). As
Chinard has shown (110 &£.), Jefferson himself translated the famous invocation and first twenty
chapters of Les Ruines in the English edition usually attributed to Joel Barlow.

290, . Volney The iuins, or, Meditation on the Revolutions of Empires: and the Law of
Nuture (New Yor}],( 1913} 4. This edition reprints the 1802 Jefferson-Barlow translation published
in Paris by Levrault.

91y glney (above, note 80) 8,

92Nopble (above, note 86) 111.

89Text quoted in Noble (shove, note 86) 129-131.
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Plate 1

Benjamin West. Agrippina Landing at Brundisivm with the Ashes of Germanicus, Yale Univer-
sity Art Gallery. Gift of Louis M. Rabinowitz.

Plate 2

Robert Adam. Ruins of the Palace of the Emperor Diocletion ot Spalatro (Plate VII). Courtesy of
the Library of Congress.
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Plate 3

Benjamin West. Procession of Romans after the Ara Pacts. Philadelphia Museum of Art. Given
by the Robert L. McNeil, Jr., Trusts.
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Plate 4

Benjamin West. The Death of General Wolfe. The National Gallery of Canada, Ottawn. Gift of Plate 5

the Duke of Westminster, 1918,
The Matson Carrée at Nimes. Photo: Jane Z. Haskell, Print: David Ingram.
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a

CAULITERR VI DANS SON TRUWE.

Platc 8.

-ginia, Virginia State Library, Richmond.

Model of the Capitol of Vit

Plate 7

Quatremére de Quiney. Le Jupiter olympien (Plate XVI), Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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Plate 8 : Plate 10
Thomas Cole, The Course of Empire: The Savage State or Commencement of Empire. Courtesy Thomas Gole. The Course of Empire: The Consumation of Empire, Courtesy of The New-York
of the New-York Historical Society, New York City. Historical Society, New York City ' '

Plate 9 ] Plate 11

Thomas Cole. The Course of Empire: The Destruction of Empire. Courtesy of The New-York

Thamas Cole, The Course of Empire: The Arcadian or Pastoral State, Courtesy of The New-York
Historical Society, New York City.

Histovical Society, New York City.
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Plate 12

Thomas Cole. The Course of Empire: The Desolation of Empire. courtesy of The New-York
Historical Society, New York City.

DAVID S. WIESEN
University of Southern California

Ancient History and Early American
Education

From the lime of the first Puritan settlements in New England until the period of the
meat debate over slavery, educated Americans would have subseribed to—indeed,
they sometimes quoted—Cicero’s encomium on history: testis temporum, luy ver-
itatis, vita memoriae, magistra vitae, nuntio vetustatis.! The founders of a new
community set in the wilderness and the fathers of a new nation constructing their
government had to be reassured constantly that they were not moving too far beyond
the range of known hwman experience and had not sundered themselves utterly from
the common culture of civilized and rational people.

When Cotton Mather called the Atlantic “a River of Lethe,” he was expressing the
Puritans’ fear that their settlement had been isolated from the larger world and
forgotten.? The tendency of the Puritans constantly to compare themselves to the
ancient heroes of Bibliéal and classical history can be explained in part, wiites Kenneth
Murdock, “if one accepts the idea that the biographers and historians wanted to establish
for themselves and their companions an ancestry extending back to the farthest antiquity.
Some of the pages in colonial books most easily dismissed as pedantic exhibitions of useless
learning can be read instead as efforts to give the Puritans in the New World the welcome
shelter of an ancient family tree.™

A half-century after the death of Cotton Mather, at the time when republican
institutions were heing established, the history of antiguity acquired more direet
pertinence, for where were statesmen to look for the record of continuous republican
government if not to Athens, and more importantly, to RomeP History came to he
viewed as an invaluable guide to pregent action. John Adams, illustrating the useful-
ness of antiquity with an elegant metaphor, compared the history of Greece to an
octagonal apartment with a full-length mirror on every side and another in the ceiling.
“The use of it is, when any of the young ladies or gentlemen . . . are at any time a little
out of humaur, they may retire to a place where, in whatever direction they turn their
eyes, they see their own faces and figures multiplied without end. By thus beholding §
.. . the deformity brought upon them by their anger, they may recover their tempers
and their charms together.™ .

The conception of history as an endless series of instructive reflections in the mirror
of time is based on a belief that human nature is a constant, essentially the same from
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Frontispiece

Hoeratio Greenough. George Washington. Courtesy of National Collection of Fine Arts, Smith-

sonian Institution,
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