
THE CAPITOL DOME

A MAGAZINE OF HISTORY PUBLISHED BY THE UNITED STATES CAPITOL HISTORICAL SOCIETY�VOLUME 55, NUMBER 1�2018

Artists and the Capitol: 
Howard Chandler Christy, Seth Eastman, and Peter Rothermel

Society News



With this issue, The Capitol Dome 
casts its spotlight on the fasci-

nating but little-known backstories 
of some of the CapiWRO¶V�PRVW� VLJQL¿-
cant paintings.  The authors’ own back-
grounds are as varied as the artwork 
they write about. . . .
. . . James McElhinney’s insight is driven 
by the empathy of a fellow painter.  His 
attempt to see what Seth Eastman saw 
reveals the multiple meanings of seem-
ingly inert landscapes. . .  
. . . Anna Marley, curator at the Penn-
sylvania Academy of Fine Arts, is 
informed by a trained academic’s pro-
fessional interest . . .  
. . . and James Head—a lawyer by 
day—is doggedly captivated by the 
simple “AfIDLU�ZLWK�%HDXW\´�KH�¿QGV�LQ�
the work of Howard Chandler Christy.  
Editing their individual articles has 
reminded me how much the Capitol’s 
artistic legacy is enriched by sharing a 
variety of perspectives. 

Stay tuned for the upcoming issue of 
The Capitol Dome, which will continue to 
explore how the Capitol’s unique place 
in the public eye is the result of a variety 
of artists working across time, themes, 

and media.  
How Congress, the Capitol, and 

the Library of Congress have been rep-
resented in movies is the subject of 
Michael Canning’s article “Through a 
Dome Darkly: The Capitol as Symbol, 
Touchstone, and Admonition in Ameri-
can Film.” John Busch, a historian of 
technology, provides the intriguing geo-
political context behind an overlooked 
vignette within one of the most widely 
recognized paintings in the Capitol.  
3DXOD� 0XUSK\� LGHQWL¿HV� WKH� YDULRXV�
VWUDQGV�RI�,ULVK�LQÀXHQFH�LQ�WKH�&DSLWRO¶V�
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
sculptures. And with Daniel Peart’s 
article on John Quincy Adams’s rela-
tionship to House Speakers during his 
post-presidential tenure as representative 
(1831–48), The Capitol Dome resumes 
its periodic scholarship on Congress’ 
political culture, institutional history, 
and remarkable personalities.

William C. diGiacomantonio
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The legendary Henry T. Rainey was dead. A sud-
den angina attack gripped the chest of the fortieth 

Speaker of the House of Representatives as he lay in 
bed recovering from pneumonia on the evening of 19 
August 1934. Three physicians, waiting bedside at his 
sprawling Illinois farm, could not save the chief Dem-
ocratic leader who had presided over Pres. Franklin 
Roosevelt’s famous “Hundred Days” and “New Deal.” 
The following day, the nation mourned as the Capitol’s 
ÀDJ� ÀHZ� DW� KDOI�PDVW�� IRU� WKLV� FRQJUHVVLRQDO� VWDOZDUW�
of 30 years—described as “picturesque” and “a kindly 
man”—would never be back.2

 Rainey’s wife, Ella, hastily planned a grand funeral 
in their hometown of Carrollton, nearly quadrupling 
its population with hundreds of dignitaries and thou-
sands of citizens. Roosevelt paid his respects, arriving 
aboard his private train from Washington, D.C.3

 Meanwhile, in New York City—high atop a duplex 
studio apartment overlooking Central Park West—a 
celebrity illustrator turned portrait painter perched his 
portly body on a simple wooden stool and pulled the 
laces of his smock tight. In his left hand, he gripped a 
long sable brush; in his right, a sizable palette smeared 
with a rainbow of colors. Before him stood a tall 
HDVHO�ZLWK�D�EODQN�FDQYDV�UHÀHFWLQJ�WKH�QRUWK�OLJKW�EXW�
clouded in a smoky haze billowing from the burlwood 
SLSH�KH� FOHQFKHG�EHWZHHQ�KLV� WHHWK� �¿J�� ����+RZDUG�
Chandler Christy was about to start his favorite paint-
ing—which he always considered to be his next—
never envisioning Rainey’s death would soon involve 
him and lead to his greatest work, the largest painting in

Fig. 1. Christy in his studio apartment in the 1930s work-
ing on a portrait of model Mrs. Hobart Cole Ramsey [née 
Collette Nicks] (1918–2010), who later founded the Health 
+HDULQJ�)RXQGDWLRQ��&KULVW\¶V�¿QLVKHG�SRUWUDLW�GHSLFWV�
Collette as a blonde, her natural hair color.

THE “BAREFOOT BOY OF THE 
BLUE MUSKINGUM” 

How Howard Chandler Christy Won the 1935 “Battle of the Portraits” 
in the U.S. Capitol, Leading to Its Largest Painting—

The Scene at the Signing of the U.S. Constitution

by James Philip Head

“The man who really does the big things breaks every rule under the sun and is himself.”
—Howard Chandler Christy1 
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the U.S. Capitol—The Scene at the Signing of the U.S. 
Constitution.4

The “Battle of the Portraits”

Ella Rainey wasted little time in her quest to immor-
talize her departed husband. By October 1934, she had 
travelled to Washington, D.C. and cleaned out his con-
JUHVVLRQDO� RI¿FH�� DVVHPEOLQJ� GHFDGHV� RI� EXOJLQJ�¿OHV�
of newspaper clippings and papers for a biography she 
intended to write. The valuable antiques would be sold.5
 “Everything we owned had associations,” she lamented. 
“They mean nothing now.”6

 Of utmost importance to Mrs. Rainey was the forth-
coming commissioned portrait of her husband to be 
placed in the Capitol’s Speaker’s Lobby, where repre-
sentatives gather to discuss legislative matters. By sheer 
luck, Christy was at the Capitol, and the two hit it off. 
   “She has conferred with Howard Chandler Christy,” 
newspapers said, and “showed him many pictures—her 
favorite poses of the Speaker; his favorite home nook 
among his books, the chair he loved best, made by his 
grandfather.”7 

� )URP� WKLV� FKDQFH� HQFRXQWHU��0UV�� 5DLQH\� OHIW� ÀDW-
tered and reassured. Christy walked away with several 
treasured photographs, imagining his next favorite 
painting.8 In the coming days, eager artists throughout 
the country—weathering the strains of the Great 
Depression—read the newspaper accounts. They con-
tacted Mrs. Rainey; she readily listened. 
 By late January 1935, Christy completed Rainey’s 
SRUWUDLW��¿J������UHWXUQLQJ�WR�0UV��5DLQH\�KHU�SUHFLRXV�
photos. “Last week,” Christy wrote to Mrs. Rainey, “I 
sent the portrait to Mr. [Bascom] Timmons in Washing-
ton. I tried to get a good strong portrait of Mr. Rainey, 
together with his kindly expression. He was a man who 
KDG�PDQ\�IULHQGV²HYHU\RQH�KDV�VRPHWKLQJ�¿QH�WR�VD\�RI�
him—so he must have been both strong and kindly.”9

 Christy’s three-quarter length work, clad in a gilded 
frame, was placed in a vacant room in the Capitol. 
Within days, more framed paintings of Rainey in differ-
ent sizes and styles arrived, giving Congress a “minor 
headache,” the press reported. What had seemed like 
a shoe-in for Christy turned into an all-out war among 
artists. The press called it the “Battle of the Portraits.”10  
 By mid-February 1935, four paintings of Henry 
Rainey glistened in the incandescent light of an 
obscure committee room. Nailed to a wall or propped 
up on brass-tacked chairs, the images appeared surreal 

together.11�&KULVW\¶V�GRZQ\�KDLUHG�¿JXUH�RI�WKH�IRUPHU�
leader, taller than the others, gazed upon another by 
Edward Child of Boston. Nicholas Brewer’s fair like-
ness spied its doppelgänger by the hand of Los Ange-
les’s Boris Gordon. Each artist believed he had received 
Mrs. Rainey’s approval, as it was customary for the 
Speaker’s family to select the honored painter. Here, 
no one knew of the stiff competition for the $2,500 
commission—a sizable sum as the average annual 
American salary was $1,500. 
 When an inquiry was made, it was discovered Mrs. 
Rainey had consented to anyone wishing to capture her 
husband’s best traits on canvas. She never intended to 
hurt anyone. Speaker of the House Jo Byrns ordered the 
Joint Committee on the Library, headed by Rep. Kent 
Keller of Illinois, to settle the dispute. In the following

Fig. 2. Christy’s portrait of Speaker of the House Henry 
Thomas Rainey was completed in late January 1935 from 
photographs the Speaker’s widow gave him.
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months, the committee remained silent. More portraits 
of Rainey arrived. By some reports, the Capitol received 
DV�PDQ\�DV����FDQYDVHV��¿J������:KHQ�%\UQV�VXGGHQO\�
died in June 1936, a decision still had not been made.12 

 From Rainey’s Illinois district, Rep. Scott Lucas 
accused Keller of “vacillation, indecision and indo-
lence,” adding that Rainey’s widow was “weary and 
heartsick over it.” Under pressure, Keller convened 
his committee, believing, “The opinion of most artists 
seems to be that a man should be painted as he was 
when in the prime of his life.” A decision was made. 
Christy’s portrait of the late Speaker had won and would 
be placed near the entrance of the Speaker’s Lobby. 
One newspaper astutely commented, “The portrait is an 
idealization, the usual Christy style.”13 
 When Christy heard the good news, he was at “Oak 
Hill,” the Nashville, Tennessee mansion of Maxwell 
House coffee heir and executive John Cheek. In the 

midst of a 110-degree heat wave, the artist mopped the 
VZHDW�IURP�KLV�EURZ�DQG�¿QLVKHG�KLV�SRUWUDLW�RI�&KHHN¶V�
beautiful young daughter, Eleanor.14 
� 7KH� 5DLQH\� SRUWUDLW� ZDV� &KULVW\¶V� ¿UVW� FRPPLV-
sioned work for the Capitol. He would eventually create 
six more paintings, either displayed in the Capitol or its 
surrounding buildings. Above all, Christy never forgot 
Keller’s kindness and returned the favor by immortal-
izing him on canvas.15  

Forgotten

In the mid-1930s, Time magazine proclaimed Howard 
Chandler Christy to be the “most commercially suc-
cessful U.S. artist,” yet not everyone recognized his dis-
tinctive face. In the spring of 1937, Christy entered the 
Capitol’s Speaker’s Lobby (fig. 4) and asked the door-
man, Ed Weikert, if a certain portrait attracted much

Fig. 3. Members of the House’s Committee on the Library inspect portraits submitted to the Capitol of Speaker of the House 
Henry T. Rainey in December 1935. Christy’s portrait is to the far right.
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attention.16  
 “Oh, yes,” said Weikert 
proudly, “that’s a portrait of the 
former speaker of the house, 
Mr. Rainey. It was done by 
Howard Chandler Christy.”
 “Well, what do you think 
of it?” replied the artist.
 “I’ve heard members say 
that it has too much color in the 
cheeks” the doorman responded.
 “Is that so?” Christy 
replied. “I’d like to see it 
closer. Would you let me 
come into the lobby?”
 “Sorry,” Weikert said, “but 
this is restricted to members 
and newspaper men.” 
 The artist turned away, 
faintly smiling. Christy had 
won the battle, but more work 
needed to be done. This Ohio 
boy may have been 65 years of 
age then, but he was only just 
beginning and never wanted to 
be forgotten.17

“Smiley”

Born in a log cabin in Morgan 
County, Ohio on 10 January

Fig. 4. The entrance of the Speaker’s Lobby as it appears today. Christy’s portrait of 
Rainey is to the far right. 

5

1872, Howard Chandler Christy spent his youth on a 
farm overlooking the Muskingum River Valley. His 
close friendship with the river steamboat captains 
gained him the nickname of “Smiley” because of his 
perennially happy demeanor, but his childhood cus-
tom of not wearing shoes earned him the sobriquet of 
the “Barefoot Boy of the Blue Muskingum,” a name 
that stuck with him throughout life. From the bluffs of 
his boyhood home, the young Christy gazed down at 
the whistling steamboats, vowing that he would travel 
farther one day and would “paint big pictures of big 
things.”18

 At the age of 18, Christy journeyed to New York 
City with $200 in his pocket and the dream of becoming 
a distinguished artist.19 There, he studied under various 
painters at the Art Students League until the spring of 
1891, when his funds ran out and he returned home. By 
1892, he went back to New York, determined to become 

a success. William Merritt Chase, the era’s foremost 
American impressionist, instructed Christy and declared 
him to be the most brilliant student he ever taught. 
 During the Spanish-American War in 1898, Christy 
traveled alongside the U.S. Army to record the battles 
in visual form in Cuba. On his way there, he met then-
&RORQHO� 7KHRGRUH� 5RRVHYHOW� DQG� ZLWQHVVHG� ¿UVWKDQG�
the bravery of the Colonel and his Rough Riders. Christy’s 
sketches became the focal point for tens of thousands of 
$PHULFDQ�UHDGHUV�ZKRVH�RQO\�JOLPSVH�RI�WKH�FURVV¿UH�
ZRXOG�FRPH�IURP�WKHVH�ZRUNV��¿J������
 Upon returning to New York City, Christy made a 
lucrative living illustrating books and magazines. Ever 
enterprising, he concentrated on portraying a new 
emerging figure—the modern American woman. 
Encouraged by friend and colleague Charles Dana 
Gibson, Christy invented the “Christy Girl,” an ideal-
ized portrayal of feminine perfection intermixed with
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Fig. 7. Christy’s 1917 poster depicts a modernized goddess 
RI�OLEHUW\��XUJLQJ�WKH�SXEOLF�WR�¿JKW�RU�KHOS�¿QDQFH�$PHULFD¶V�
war effort. Designed for the April 1918 Third Liberty Loan 
FDPSDLJQ��WKLV�SRVWHU�EHFDPH�D�VLJQL¿FDQW�WRRO�LQ�D�VWDJJHU-
ing nationwide effort to compel Americans to do their part 
in the war.

Fig. 6. In the early 1900s, the Bobbs-Merrill Company of 
Indianapolis published numerous books featuring Christy’s 
illustrations. This advertisement from the December 1906 
edition of The Bookman UHÀHFWV�WKH�SXEOLF¶V�LQFUHDVLQJ�
infatuation with the “Christy Girl.”

Fig. 8. According to the federal government, these posters 
prompted over 25,000 men to enlist. This example is one of 
two versions of Christy’s 1918 posters titled Gee!! I Wish I 
Were a Man—I’d Join the Navy.

6

Fig. 5. Christy’s 1898 sketch of Col. Theodore Roosevelt 
advertises Roosevelt’s harrowing account of the Rough 
Riders during the Spanish-America War for the January 
1899 Scribner’s magazine. Christy claimed to have 
encouraged the colonel to submit his memoirs to Scribner’s.
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LQGHSHQGHQFH�DQG�FRQ¿GHQFH��:LWK�VRPH�RI� WKH�PRVW�
beautiful women as his models, Christy borrowed their 
best qualities to create a romanticized goddess who 
UHGH¿QHG�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�IHPLQLQH�EHDXW\�DQG�LQÀXHQFHG�
fashion for decades.   
 The “Christy Girl” was virtuous, athletic, secure, 
graceful, and determined. But, above all, she was unde-
niably gorgeous, and America could not get enough of 
KHU��¿J������&RXQWOHVV�ERRNV��FDOHQGDUV��DQG�SULQWV�ZLWK�
KHU�IDFH�DQG�¿JXUH�ZHUH�VROG��6KRHV��KDWV�DQG�GUHVVHV²
and even dances and an entire musical—were named 
after her. People would frame pictures of the “Christy 
Girl” and place them throughout their homes. Men 
would write letters proposing marriage to her. News-
SDSHUV�KHOG� FRQWHVWV� LQ� WKH�KRSH�RI�¿QGLQJ�KHU� OLYLQJ�
SHUVRQL¿FDWLRQ��6KH�EHFDPH�DQ�$PHULFDQ�LFRQ�
 As World War I escalated, the United States gov-
ernment capitalized on Christy’s success and ability to 
LQÀXHQFH�$PHULFDQ�WDVWHV��7R�EXLOG�PRUDOH��WKH�JRYHUQ-
ment recruited him to paint alluring women for posters 
to compel thousands of men to join the military and oth-
HUV�WR�KHOS�¿QDQFH�WKH�ZDU�HIIRUW��¿J������$�FDSWLYDWLQJ�
Christy girl in a long, Grecian-style toga would com-
mand one to “Fight or Buy Bonds!” Another wearing 
a soldier’s uniform—perhaps one of the first known 
examples of psychological sexual gender-bending 
advertising—would challenge men to join the Army, 
1DY\��RU�0DULQHV��¿J�����
 After portraying glamourous women for two 
GHFDGHV��&KULVW\��¿J�����EHFDPH�UHQRZQHG�DV�WKH�SUH-
mier authority on feminine beauty. When the Atlantic 
City Businessman’s League wanted to produce a fall 
beauty pageant in 1921, it was only natural Christy 
would be selected as judge. Christy served as the chair-
man of the judges’ panel for the annual event, later 
known as the Miss America Pageant, and would remain 
in that role for another three years. 
 At the insistence of Nancy Palmer Christy, Christy’s 
former model and second wife, he abandoned illustra-
tion in late 1921 in favor of portrait painting, which he 
considered far superior. Christy became the preferred 
painter for presidents, generals, movie stars, socialites, 
and famous personalities of the era, including Presidents 
Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, Herbert Hoover, and 
Harry S. Truman; aviators Eddie Rickenbacker and 
Amelia Earhart; humorist Will Rogers; publishing mag-
nate William Randolph Hearst; and Allied General 
Douglas MacArthur. He immortalized Europe’s royalty, 
nobility, and principal leaders, including the Prince of 

Wales, Benito Mussolini, Prince Phillip of Hesse, and 
Crown Prince Umberto of Italy. In the Capitol alone, 
six legislators are memorialized by Christy’s brush: 
in addition to Speaker Rainey, they include Speaker 
William Bankhead of Alabama (painted in 1937), Rep. 
(and future vice president) John Nance Garner of Texas 
(1937), and Representatives Sol Bloom of New York 
(1936), Henry B. Steagall of Alabama (1942), and Edith 
Nourse Rogers of Massachusetts (1950). 
 Indeed, the “Barefoot Boy of the Blue Muskingum” 
had arrived, and America received him as its foremost 
portraitist. 

“We the People”

On 17 January 1936, while staying at Philadelphia’s 
Bellevue-Strafford Hotel as a guest of the Poor Rich-
ard Club, Christy strolled east to Independence Hall just 
before the club’s annual banquet celebrating Benjamin 
Franklin’s 230th birthday. The Hall’s doors were closed 
for the evening, but the guards recognized the artist 
and permitted him to enter. Upon walking into the half-
darkened Assembly Room where the U.S. Constitution

7

Fig. 9. Christy as he appeared in February 1918
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was signed on 17 September 1787, a jolt of patriotism 
overcame Christy. In an instant, he envisioned one of 
the greatest events in American history—the Federal 
Convention delegates standing before the desk where 
the Constitution was signed. From a kaleidoscope of 
FRORUV�HPHUJHG�D�V\PEROLF�¿JXUH�RI�ODG\�-XVWLFH�ULVLQJ�
above everything. Flanking her were misty scenes rep-
resenting the meaning and spirit of the Constitution.20  
 Deeply inspired, Christy returned home the next 
day to sketch the idea.
 Throughout the rest of 1936, Christy declined his 
usual portrait commissions as he concentrated on his 
new favorite painting, which he called We the People.21  
At his own expense, Christy researched each of the 
signers of the Constitution and returned to Philadelphia 
on 17 September 1936 to a make a small painting of 
the Assembly Room, capturing the light and shadows 
as they appeared exactly 149 years to the day after the 
Constitution’s signing. The next month, he began paint-
ing his artistic vision on a large canvas there. As he 
worked, visitors asked him what his painting was for. 
He would simply say, “Just a sketch.” Yet, he knew that 
WKLV�KDG�PXFK�JUHDWHU�VLJQL¿FDQFH�22

 That fall, Christy travelled to Washington, D.C., to 
SDLQW�WKH�SRUWUDLW�RI�5HS��6RO�%ORRP��¿J�������7KH�WLPLQJ�
was perfect: not only was this a fortuitous commis-
sion for the artist, but a golden opportunity for the New 
York politician. The Democratic congressman, a for-
mer entertainment impresario, later called the “Super-
Salesman of Patriotism,” presided as director general 
of the U.S. Constitution Sesquicentennial Commission, 
which was planning a nationwide two-year celebration 
of the Constitution complete with elaborate activities, 
programs, and contests. Bloom needed Christy and his 
Constitution painting. Christy needed Bloom and his 
political clout for his next favorite work. The two col-
laborated, conferring and exchanging ideas and material. 
Bloom’s goal was to “have a painting of the Signing of 
the Constitution that was historically correct.” Christy 
felt the same, stating, “I want the painting to be accu-
rate in every detail because I feel deeply in the meaning 
the Constitution holds for every American.” The artist, 
however, gravitated towards allegory and symbolism 
for his larger works to convey a deeper message. “The 
historian gives dead historic facts and legends,” Christy 
said, “but the artist or poet takes these and puts Life in 
them, and all accept that—as the truth.”23 

� &KULVW\�¿QLVKHG� WKH�¿YH�E\�VHYHQ�IRRW�SDLQWLQJ�RI�
We the People on 15 February 1937. In May, Bloom 
shipped it to a lithography company in New York for 
hundreds of posters to be made, a process spanning 
over eight months.24  
 By the summer of 1937, We the People returned 
to the Capitol and was placed for viewing in a Senate 
hallway. Wearing a white, double-breasted suit, Christy 
HVFRUWHG�FRQJUHVVLRQDO�OHDGHUV�WR�LQVSHFW�KLV�ZRUN��¿J��
11). It was a deliberate effort, if not a full-blown mar-
keting campaign. Some people loved Christy’s painting 
so much that they felt entitled to take credit. Col. James 
Moss of the United States Flag Association claimed that 
he was the source of Christy’s inspiration. He wanted to 
use it for a booklet to be distributed on Flag Day, and 
insisted Christy agree that his association had sponsored 
him. When Bloom heard this, he vehemently objected, 
dismissing Moss’s claim and stealing the inspirational 
credit for himself. “[N]o one has ever told me or 
advised me about any of the ideas for paintings I have 
done or that are being done for me,” he wrote to Christy. 
“Of course,” Bloom added, “I do in every way respect 
your ideas, Howard, because you are the artist.”25 

 At the request of the City of Philadelphia, Christy’s 
painting was exhibited in Independence Hall’s Assembly

8

Fig. 10. Christy’s portrait of New York Rep. Sol Bloom, 1936
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Room from January until June 1938. At its unveiling, 
Christy commented before a crowd, “Two years ago 
today, Franklin’s birthday, I went into this room and the 
real spirit of what the Constitution meant revealed itself 
to me to such an extent that it was impossible for me to 
resist painting my impression so that others could see 
how at least one American was affected—today I see 
that thought expressed and here, where it all happened 
so many years ago.”26 

 By early February 1938, a tall stack of colorful We 
the People posters had arrived. Christy busily auto-
graphed them, personally hand delivering or mailing 
each poster to every cabinet member, Supreme Court 
MXVWLFH�� VHQDWRU�� DQG� UHSUHVHQWDWLYH� �¿J�� �����%\� QRRQ�
RQ� ��� )HEUXDU\�� WKH� +RXVH� 2I¿FH� %XLOGLQJ¶V� FDELQHW�
PDNHU�ZDV�ÀRRGHG�ZLWK�RYHU�����UHTXHVWV�IRU�IUDPHV��
At the same time, gracious letters of thanks and praise 
poured in to the Christy studio. Many dignitaries said 
WKH\�ZRXOG� IUDPH�DQG�KDQJ�KLV�SRVWHU� LQ� WKHLU�RI¿FHV�
and homes, while some said they would send it to their 
hometown schools and libraries. Others wanted more 
posters and would gladly pay for them.27  
 In Rep. Ulysses Guyer’s letter of gratitude, the 

Kansas congressman commented, “I should like to 
see you given a commission to paint that picture 
for some conspicuous place in the Capitol; I think it 
would outclass any of the historical paintings there 
EHFDXVH� RI� \RXU� ¿GHOLW\� WR� KLVWRULFDO� EDFNJURXQGV�´28  
 Guyer clearly knew the “Barefoot Boy of the Blue 
Muskingum” and the “Super-Salesman of Patriotism” 
were already on top of this Herculean task. But their 
efforts had yet to generate steam. 

The “Big Painting”

In planning the Constitution’s 150th anniversary, 
Bloom shockingly discovered that none of Washing-
ton’s government buildings, including the Capitol, con-
tained a single painting of the Constitution’s signing.  
Determined, Bloom wanted Christy to paint one, but 
congressional support and approval were needed. Natu-
rally, Keller, who championed his Rainey portrait two 
years before, was the logical choice.
 On 10 August 1937, Keller introduced in the House 
a Joint Resolution authorizing the Architect of the Capitol 
to employ Christy to paint the largest painting in the 
Capitol, measuring an astonishing 30 feet wide and 20 
feet high, to be called The Signing of the Constitution. 
The price was not to exceed $35,000. Three days later, 
he amended the resolution, requiring the approval of 
the Joint Committee on the Library. In the Senate, Sen. 
Hattie Caraway introduced an identical joint resolution 
two days later. The Library Committee issued a report 
that same day, heaping praise on Christy’s talent and 
research, along with his allegorical painting We the 
People which, as the report stated, “attests the qual-
ity of Mr. Christy’s genius.” “To see the painting is 
an unforgettable experience,” the report continued, 
“and one who sees it lingers to study, to ponder, and 
DGPLUH²DQG� ¿QDOO\� OHDYHV�ZLWK� DQ� H[DOWHG� VHQVH� RI�
having been in communion with the very spirit of the 
Constitution.”30 

 Christy seemed like a sure shot for the job, but when 
the Senate resolution was raised on 19 August 1937, it 
was passed over—the major objection being that a single 
artist was nominated without any competitive selection.
Sen. Elmer Thomas quickly amended it, cleverly 
removing Christy’s name, and referring simply to an 
artist to be employed by the Architect of the Capitol. No 
REMHFWLRQ�ZDV�PDGH��&DUDZD\�ODWHU�FRQ¿GHG�WR�&KULVW\��
“In the face of very great odds I feel that I have won a 
real victory.”31 

Fig. 11. Sen. Hattie Caraway and Christy view his We the 
People in a Capitol hallway in July 1937.
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Fig. 12. Christy inscribed this poster of his We the People painting to New York Rep. Ralph Gamble.
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 In the House of Representatives, 
the persuasive arguments of Bloom and 
Keller failed to save the joint  resolu-
tion on 6 June 1938. Rep. Robert Luce 
of Massachusetts, who declared Christy 
to be “a painter of magazine covers,” 
found his pictures “charming,” but his 
portrait at the White House of Grace 
Coolidge “flamboyant” and “ornate.” 
Rep. Thomas Amlie of Wisconsin called 
the Rainey portrait a “picture of a movie 
star” and not of the man who served. 
Keller’s motion to suspend the rules and 
proceed with a unanimous consent gen-
erated much discussion, and although it 
garnered 56 of the 108 votes cast, the 
vote fell well short of the two-thirds 
necessary to suspend the rules—effec-
tively killing the resolution. Keller 
was incensed. Bloom later told Christy, 
“I never dreamt that Congress had so 
many experts on art.”32  
 Despite the loss, the vigorous dis-
course was instructive, prompting 
Christy’s steadfast proponents to take a 
different tack. To appease certain Mem-
bers, Christy’s name had to be removed 
from all resolutions; the Commission on 
the Fine Arts included in the process; 
and the purchase price reduced. After all, 
it was the Great Depression. For good 
measure, a few more judges needed to 
be added to the selection process. 
 On 22 March 1939, Rep. Robert 
Secrest of Ohio introduced a joint reso-
lution in the House creating a commis-
sion consisting of the vice president of 
the United States, the Speaker of the 
House, and the Architect of the Capitol, 
to authorize and employ an artist to paint 
the signing of the Constitution.33 The 
price was not to exceed $30,000, and the 
Commission of the Fine Arts was to be 
consulted. A similar resolution was in-
troduced in the Senate.34 The legislation 
passed and Roosevelt signed it into law.35 
It was an ingenious plan. Two years be-
fore, Christy had painted the portraits of 
two of the three judges: Vice President
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Fig. 13. On 10 March 1937, Christy stands next to his portraits of Vice 
President John Nance Garner and Speaker of the House William 
Bankhead as his sitters admire his handiwork.

Fig. 14. In the spring of 1940, Christy proudly stands before his painting, 
The Scene at the Signing of the U.S. Constitution with his model, Elise 
Ford, viewing from the right.
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John Nance Garner and Speaker of the House William 
%DQNKHDG��¿J�������,Q�IDFW��&KULVW\�KDG�SDLQWHG�D�ÀDW-
tering portrait of Bankhead’s wife, Florence. He was 
friends with Architect of the Capitol David Lynn and 
had painted the likeness of Roosevelt no less than three 
times for posters of the president’s annual Birthday Ball 
celebration. 
 The Fine Arts Commission was of little help, 
prompting Keller to lament to Bankhead, “This body 
moves so slowly that it is impossible for me to suggest 
longer waiting in the matter. I therefore suggest unhesi-
tatingly that you proceed . . . .” That same day, the com-
mission convened. The choice was unanimous: Christy 
got the commission to paint The Scene at the Signing of 
the U.S. Constitution.36  
 That summer, Christy traveled to Washington, D.C. 
and began work on the “big painting,” as he called it, 
on 1 September 1939. By day, he worked in the sail loft 
of Washington’s Navy Yard where, at the opposite end, 
a 290-piece Navy band rehearsed Sousa marches—his 
IDYRULWH��$W�QLJKW��KH�UHVLGHG�DW�WKH�HOHJDQW�0D\ÀRZHU�
Hotel. When not painting, he would travel to the White 

House, Mount Vernon, and other places to conduct 
additional research so that every detail would be 
right.  Christy claimed that he finished the painting 
in only seven months, even while occasionally paint-
ing portraits of local Washingtonians during the same 
period (fig. 14).38 
 For the painting’s dedication on 31 May 1940, 20 
muscular men worked eight hours to temporarily dis-
play the 1,700-pound work in the Capitol Rotunda. Its 
monstrous size obscured the two colossal paintings on 
the wall behind it. With both houses of Congress in 
attendance, there were over 500 people in the Rotunda 
to witness the event. The audience applauded as two 
$PHULFDQ�ÀDJV�ZHUH�GUDZQ�DVLGH�WR�UHYHDO�WKH�FDQYDV��
while the Navy Band performed the National Anthem 
from the Capitol portico. In formally accepting the 
painting, Senate Majority Leader Alben Barkley of 
Kentucky used it as a rallying cry against “all corrosive 
LQÀXHQFH� IURP�ZLWKLQ�DQG�IURP�DQ\�EUXWDO� MXJJHUQDXW�
that may assail them from without.” Barkley’s reference 
to a juggernaut could not have been accidental: nothing 
better described the Nazi spearhead that had overrun 
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Fig. 15. Howard Chandler Christy’s The Scene at the Signing of the U.S. Constitution, 1940
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mark artistic illusion to create the scene. For example, 
no one is precisely certain where every signer was situ-
ated or what they wore on that fateful day. Indeed, three 
delegates who refused to sign are simply not depicted. Two 
who did sign (Thomas FitzSimons and Jacob Broom) 

are obscured because no likenesses of them were known 
to exist. One pictured delegate, John Dickinson, was not 
there, but signed by proxy. 
 There is a bit more illusion, too. 
 Christy never wished to be forgotten, so at times he 
would employ a simple trick from his illustration days. 
Ever resourceful, he might draw or paint himself into a 
work.41  Some have said that, if one looks closely at The 
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too far, only front and center to the face of Franklin 
himself.42 
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During the summer of 1875, in a small room, in a 
small house at 1221 K Street in Washington, D.C., 

work commenced on a canvas for which the artist bore 
great hope. The painting was part of a series, preceded 
by 16 others. Laying out the composition, a majestic 
vision began to take shape, which many Americans 
would have recognized as the Hudson Highlands 
YLHZHG�IURP�:HVW�3RLQW��6HWK�(DVWPDQ��¿J�����KDG�¿UVW�
EHKHOG�WKH�YLVWD�LQ�������ZKHQ�WKH�GLI¿GHQW����\HDU�ROG�
cadet from Maine could not have foreseen the course 
his life would take. He sat down at his easel and began 
to work. It would be his masterpiece, he assured 
Edward Townsend, a friend and fellow West Point 
graduate who had studied drawing with Eastman during 
his Yuck and Cow years at the academy.1

Having already completed nine genre-pictures of indig-
enous life for the House Committee on Indian Affairs, 
Eastman was engaged to produce a new group of paint-
LQJV�IRU�WKH�+RXVH�GHSLFWLQJ�WKH�SULQFLSDO�IRUWL¿FDWLRQV�
RI� WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�� ,QVWDOOHG�¿UVW� LQ�URRPV�RFFXSLHG�
by the Committee on Military Affairs, the 17 works 
Eastman produced were moved into the Cannon House 
2I¿FH�%XLOGLQJ�DQG�ODWHU�UHWXUQHG�WR�WKH�&DSLWRO��ZKHUH�
they hang today. I will endeavor to show why these 
¿QDO�ZRUNV��E\�WKLV�XQGHU�UHFRJQL]HG�DUWLVW��DUH�ZRUWK\�
of deeper study and more serious attention.
 My bias in unfolding these arguments is that of a 
ZRUNLQJ�DUWLVW��¿J������0RUH�WKDQ����\HDUV�DJR��VHHNLQJ�
to reprise George Catlin’s travels from Saint Louis to 
Fort Union, I researched expeditionary American art-
ists such as William Bartram, John-James Audubon, 
Samuel Seymour, and Titian Ramsay Peale II. Brian W. 
Dippie’s remarkable book Catlin and His Contempo-
raries: The Politics of Patronage� ¿UVW� LQWURGXFHG�PH�

to Eastman and his collaboration with Henry Rowe 
Schoolcraft on several massive tomes on indigenous 
ethnography and archaeology.2 
 When funds could not be raised to support the Catlin 
project, I took some time to regroup. Playwright Arthur

Fig. 1. In this Civil War-era portrait photograph, Seth Eastman 
wears his uniform frock-coat and brigadier general’s straps.
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Miller invited me to look after his house and dogs while 
he and his wife, photographer Inge Morath, traveled to 
South Africa to meet Nelson Mandela, recently released 
from Robben Island. Before they left, Arthur handed 
me a box of VHS tapes of a television show for which 
KH�KDG�GRQH�VRPH�RI�WKH�QDUUDWLRQ��,W�ZDV�D�QHZ�¿OP�E\�
Ken Burns on the Civil War, due to be aired the follow-
ing spring on PBS. At the same time a story was unfold-
ing in Manassas, Virginia as preservationists worked 
to prevent Beltway developer John “Til” Hazel from 
EXLOGLQJ�D�VKRSSLQJ�FHQWHU�RQ�DQ�KLVWRULF�EDWWOH¿HOG��,�
decided to shift my attention to Civil War sites under 
threat from real estate developers and property-rights 
activists, and relocated from Philadelphia to Richmond, 
Virginia. There in a used book shop I came upon a port-
folio of prints reproducing Eastman’s Principal For-
WL¿FDWLRQV�RI� WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV, published by the U.S. 
Army Center for Military History. Eastman had come to 
light during my preparations for the Catlin project. Here 
he was again, painting subjects I was likely to encoun-
WHU��VXFK�DV�)RUWV�6XPWHU��'HODZDUH��DQG�0LIÀLQ��
 I received a pass to visit Eastman’s paintings in the 
hallways of the Capitol. For several hours, I studied and 
made drawings of them in my sketchbook, puzzled at 
why so little had been written about Eastman compared 
to his contemporaries in the Hudson River School. Over 
the years I have assembled a collection of secondary 
sources on Eastman. When traveling, I make a point to 
seek out his work in museums. The life and work of Seth 
Eastman (1808–1875) intersects with several major themes 
within the narrative of nineteenth-century American 
art, such as drawing instruction in relation to universal 
education, Hudson River School landscape painting, 
military exploration, and indigenous ethnography. East-
man’s forts stand apart, as the epilogue to a life full of 
promise, hard service, and artistic achievement. His life 
is certainly worthy of a sprawling biography beyond the 

length and scope of this article.
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In 1829 Seth Eastman graduated from the U.S. Military 
Academy at West Point, where he excelled at drawing. 
Thomas Gimbrede had taken over the drawing depart-
ment in 1819, when superintendent Sylvanus Thayer 
rewrote the academy curriculum to make two hours of 
drawing per day mandatory for second- and third-year 
cadets. The course covered mechanical drawing, work-
ing from nature, and cartography and observational 
drawing, which included drawing from prints and plas-
ter casts. Gimbrede was a strong advocate of drawing as 
part of a universal education and known for saying that 
“Drawing is all curved lines and straight lines. Anyone 
can draw a curved line. Anyone can draw a straight line. 
Therefore, anyone can draw.” His words echo those of 
art crusaders like Rembrandt Peale and John Gadsby 
Chapman.3 
 Eastman excelled at drawing during his years as a 
cadet and continued to develop his skills by sketching 
the upper Mississippi Valley. Returning to the academy 
after Gimbrede’s untimely death in 1832, Eastman 
became acting drawing-master and then assistant to 
Charles Robert Leslie, who was succeeded by Hudson 
5LYHU�6FKRRO�SDLQWHU�5REHUW�:DOWHU�:HLU��¿J������%RWK�
as a student and later as a teacher, Eastman was in the 
midst of a revolution in American learning, a push for 
universal education that promoted drawing not just as 
an artistic skill but as a path to visual learning and lit-
eracy. West Point also was the epicenter of a revolu-
tion in American painting. Thomas Cole’s View of Fort 
Putnam (1825) is generally accepted as the seed from 
ZKLFK�WKH�+XGVRQ�5LYHU�6FKRRO�KDG�JURZQ��¿J������7KH�
Revolutionary War fort, which had been laid out by 
Tadeusz Kosciusko, became a magnet for landscape

Fig. 2. The author painted this landscape, West Point from Garrison’s Landing.
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Fig. 3. View of the Hudson River, Robert W. Weir, 1864. 

Fig. 4. View of Fort Putnam, Thomas Cole, 1825.
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painters and a bucket-list destination for steamboat 
tourists. Through his brief contact with Leslie, and 
under the mentorship of Robert Weir, Eastman devel-
oped a broad knowledge of the history of art.
 In 1836 Eastman published a treatise on topo-
graphical drawing4 that was adopted as a textbook for 
the academy. In it he describes a method for projecting 
PDS�GDWD�LQWR�SLFWRULDO�IRUP��¿J������+H�FHUWDLQO\�ZRXOG�
have known of Thomas Cole and seen William Guy 
Wall’s Hudson River Portfolio. Eastman would have 
met many of the prominent artists who visited Weir at 
West Point between 1833 and 1841. Eastman was elected to 
the National Academy of Design in 1838, so he must 
have made a favorable impression on New York City 
cultural elites. To merit such an honor required more 
than skill and technique. Eastman must also have 
known the works of Claude Lorrain, Canaletto, Joseph 
M. W. Turner, and John Constable, whose studio and 
legacy had been entrusted to the care of Eastman’s for-
mer superior, Charles Robert Leslie. He would have 
encountered compositions by these artists, mostly in the 
form of prints. During his years as a teacher at West 

Point, Eastman also would have had access to popular 
books on drawing, such as Fielding Lucas’s Progressive 
Drawing-Book (1825) and Rembrandt Peale’s Graphics 
(1834).
 The practice of drawing in the nineteenth century 
was regarded very differently than it is in the twenty-
¿UVW��7RGD\�GUDZLQJ�LV�SUHVXPHG�WR�EH�FRQ¿QHG�WR�FUHD�
tive activity by those possessing an extraordinary talent 
for visual art. In the years preceding the invention of 
photography and computer-assisted design and texting, 
the famous education reformer Horace Mann argued 
that drawing was “an essential Industrial Skill” and 
even “a moral force.”5  It was a central component in a 
universal education. In the words of Rembrandt Peale, 
“Writing is nothing else than drawing the forms of let-
ters. Drawing is little more than writing the forms of 
objects . . . only a few peculiarly talented, may succeed 
LQ� EHFRPLQJ� SUR¿FLHQW� LQ� WKH� KLJKHU� GHSDUWPHQWV� RI�
drawing or painting, yet every one, without any genius 
but application, may learn the simple elements of this 
DUW�LQ�D�GHJUHH�VXI¿FLHQW�IRU�WKH�PRVW�XVHIXO�SXUSRVHV�´6  
During the nineteenth century, most literate people 
could draw as well as they could write. Seth Eastman is 
DQ�H[WUDRUGLQDU\�¿JXUH��HYHQ�LQ�KLV�RZQ�WLPH��EHFDXVH�
his work spans the divide between science and poetry, 
HQJLQHHULQJ�DQG�WKH�¿QH�DUWV��+DYLQJ�PDVWHUHG�PHFKDQ-
ical drawing, architectural rendering, and cartography, 
KH�DOVR�H[FHOOHG�LQ�WKH�¿QH�DUWV�RI�GUDZLQJ�DQG�SDLQWLQJ�

($670$1��7+(�,1',$16��$1'�7+(�$50<

In the fall of 1839 Eastman exhibited his work at the 
Apollo Gallery in New York City. Early the next year 
KH�ZDV�VKLSSHG�RII�WR�¿JKW�6HPLQROHV�LQ�)ORULGD��ZKHUH�
he contracted malaria. After recovering in Norfolk, 
Virginia, he was assigned to Fort Snelling as post com-
PDQGDQW��'XULQJ�KLV�¿UVW� WRXU�RI�GXW\� WKHUH��D�GHFDGH�
earlier (1830–32), Eastman had married “Stands Sacred,”  
the teenage daughter of “Cloud Man,” a Dakota chief. 
Their union produced a daughter. When Eastman was 
recalled to West Point in 1833, the marriage was dis-
solved, but he arranged for the support of his indige-
nous family. In 1835, Eastman married the 17-year-old 
daughter of an army surgeon at West Point. When they 
moved to Fort Snelling, he and his new bride had spe-
cial access to the Native American community. Mary 
Henderson Eastman gathered stories and wrote a popu-
lar book about Dacotah myths, customs, and folkways, 
which Seth Eastman illustrated. Dacotah, or Life and 
Legends of the Sioux Around Fort Snelling��¿UVW�SXE-
lished in 1849, is cited as one of the principal sources 
for Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s epic poem, The

Fig. 5. Eastman included this “Map of Fort Putnam” in his 
Treatise on Topographical Drawing.
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Song of Hiawatha, published in 1855.
 In 1848, Eastman was ordered to Texas, to partici-
pate in the establishment of a chain of new army posts. 
Traveling the length of the Mississippi River to New 
Orleans, then by sea to Matagorda, Texas and overland 
WR�6DQ�$QWRQLR��(DVWPDQ�¿OOHG�VHYHUDO�VNHWFK books with 
GUDZLQJV�RI�VLWHV�DORQJ�WKH�ZD\��¿J�����7 The following 
\HDU�KH�ZDV�UHDVVLJQHG�WR�WKH�2I¿FH�RI�,QGLDQ�$IIDLUV�WR�
produce more than 300 illustrations for a massive com-
pendium on Native tribes being assembled by Henry 
Rowe Schoolcraft (fig. 7). Along with these duties, 
in 1853 Eastman created a series of watercolors based 
on drawings produced by John Russell Bartlett while 
conducting a survey of the new boundary between the 
United States and Mexico. 
 From 1855 until 1867, Eastman shuttled from one 
army post to another: from Texas, back to Washington, 
from Minnesota to Utah, and Washington again. With 
the outbreak of the Civil War, Eastman was sent to 
muster new troops into the military in Maine and New 
Hampshire, where he was felled by sunstroke. Eastman’s 
health was never robust; he suffered from numerous 
complaints related to active service along the frontier. 
Promoted to lieutenant colonel, Eastman was given light 
duty during the war. After nearly a year as military gov-
ernor of Cincinnati, Eastman retired but remained on the 
active list. After a brief respite, he was put in charge 
of the notorious military prison in Elmira, New York. 
From November 1864 to August 1865, Eastman served 
DV�FRPPDQGDQW�DW�)RUW�0LIÀLQ�RQ�WKH�'HODZDUH��FORVHU�
to his wife and family in Washington, D.C. In August 
1866, Eastman departed Philadelphia and was given 
the rank of brevet brigadier-general. Later that year he 
was given command of the Western Military Asylum 

in Harrodsburg, Kentucky, a forerunner to today’s 
Veterans Affairs hospitals. On 26 March 1867, in recog-
nition of his long service and renown as a painter and 
illustrator, Congress passed a joint resolution engaging 
Eastman to produce a series of artworks for the Capitol 
while continuing to draw his army salary. It was prefer-
able, argued the bill’s sponsors, to engage an American 
artist rather than to spend exorbitant sums on European 
artists.

3$,17,1*6�)25�7+(�&$3,72/

By 1869, Eastman had completed nine genre scenes of 
Native American life, which hung in the chambers used 
by the House Committee on Indian Affairs. In 1870 he 
set to work on a new series of pictures, for the House 
Committee on Military Affairs, depicting the principal 
IRUWL¿FDWLRQV� RI� WKH�8QLWHG� 6WDWHV��7KLV� VHFRQG� VHULHV�
will be the focus of what follows. 
 Responding to improvements in the art of war, artil-
lery in particular, military engineering had been revolu-
tionized by Comte de Vauban during the reign of Louis 
XIV.8��+LV�QHZ�V\VWHP�RI�IRUWL¿FDWLRQ�HPSOR\HG�FRP-
plex geometries that compelled the cities they defended 
WR�UHFRQ¿JXUH�WKHLU�VWUHHW�SODQV��¿J������2QH�FDQ�PXVH�
DERXW�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�9DXEDQ�RQ�FLW\�SODQQLQJ��RU�KRZ�
construction methods he developed for building with 
earthworks and masonry revolutionized formal gardens 
in ways that made possible high-speed motorways cen-
turies later. Returning to the military nature of perma-
QHQW�IRUWL¿FDWLRQV��ZH�PLJKW�FRQVLGHU�WKDW��LQ�WKHRU\��WKH�
PRVW�VXFFHVVIXO�IRUWL¿FDWLRQV�ZRXOG�EH�WKRVH�QR�HQHP\�
would ever dream of attacking. West Point cadets were 
UHTXLUHG� WR� VWXG\� WKH� DUW� RI� IRUWL¿FDWLRQ� LQ� UHODWLRQ� WR

Fig. 7. Seth Eastman’s “Ruins of Old Fort Mackinac, 1763” 
is engraved bookplate no. 53 in Schoolcraft’s volume. 

Fig. 6. Seth Eastman, The Alamo, 1848. 
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Fig. 8. This nineteenth-century bookplate shows two of 
9DXEDQ¶V�V\VWHPV�RI�IRUWL¿FDWLRQ��

both cartography and engineering. In his Treatise on 
Topographical Drawing, Eastman employs the same 
graphic language devised by Vauban for mapping for-
WL¿FDWLRQV�
 When Eastman embarked on these works in 1870, 
SHUPDQHQW� IRUWL¿FDWLRQV� UHSUHVHQWHG� QDWLRQDO� VHFXULW\�
and freedom of mobility. Castles and fortresses were 
¿UPO\� HPEHGGHG� LQ� WKH� SRSXODU� LPDJLQDWLRQ� E\� 6LU�
Walter Scott and Alfred Lord Tennyson as places of 
enchantment and chivalric romance or as dire venues of 
WUDJLF�YLROHQFH��)RUWL¿FDWLRQV�RIWHQ�DSSHDUHG�DV�SULVRQV�
LQ� SRSXODU� ¿FWLRQ�� VXFK� DV�&KDWHDX� G¶,I� LQ�$OH[DQGUH�
Dumas’s Count of Monte Cristo or the Bastille in his 
Man in the Iron Mask and Charles Dickens’s Tale of 
Two Cities. Honeycomb casemates and precarious stair-
ways behind the walls of Eastman forts evoke the loom-
ing vaults of Piranesi’s umbrageous Carcere. One can 
only imagine what torments Eastman had witnessed, or 
even ordained, as commandant at “Hellmira” (Elmira, 
New York), the Andersonville of the north. One won-
ders with what wry regard the sensitive, taciturn down-
easter had addressed his easel, and who decided which 
structures he would portray, and in what order. East-
man’s chorographic approach was entirely in line with 
SUHFHGHQWV�VHW�E\�%ULWLVK�PLOLWDU\�RI¿FHU�GUDIWVPHQ�OLNH�
Thomas Davies, William Popharm, and Joshua Rowley 
Watson, who traveled extensively in the Hudson Valley.
 As art-historical precedents for Eastman’s Princi-
SDO�)RUWL¿FDWLRQV�RI�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV, British engineer-
DUWLVWV¶�GHSLFWLRQV�RI�WKH�IRUWL¿HG�FLWLHV�RI�,QGLD�DUH�DV�
sound as any. While his esthetic values were less in 
harmony with the self-expressive Bohemianism of con-
temporary artists of his time, Eastman was very much 

in step with the conservative tastes of his youth. One 
FDQ�HDVLO\�¿QG�FRPSDQ\�IRU�(DVWPDQ�ZLWK�HLJKWHHQWK�
century artists like Claude-Joseph Vernet or William 
Hodges and nineteenth-century expeditionary artists 
like Carl Rottmann, Frederick Catherwood, or Baron 
:DOGHFN��)DPLOLDU�ERWK�ZLWK�VFLHQWL¿F�LPSHUDWLYHV�DQG�
artistic priorities, Eastman expanded expeditionary art 
EH\RQG� VLPSOH� UHSRUWDJH� LQWR� D� UH¿QHG� DUW�IRUP��7KH�
subject matter is a complete non-sequitur to his previ-
RXV� RHXYUH�� ZKLFK� UHSUHVHQWV� D� VLJQL¿FDQW� GHSDUWXUH�
WKDW�D� OHVV�FRQ¿GHQW� LQGLYLGXDO�PLJKW�QRW�KDYH�XQGHU-
taken. Not all 17 paintings of his American forts may 
be masterpieces. In some, Eastman approaches a more 
personal vision.
 Military subjects have always faced a chilly recep-
tion from the fashionable art world in America, which 
tends to associate such subjects with weapons, war, and 
VXIIHULQJ��$V�SUHYLRXVO\�VWDWHG��IRUWL¿FDWLRQV�ZHUH�ZHOO�
established as literary tropes, brooding and solitary, 
monuments to duty and forbearance, sentinels marking 
the boundary between life and death. Eastman’s forts 
are neither truculent nor combative. They are patient, 
ready, and sure. The protagonist of Dino Buzzatti’s 
novel The Tartar Steppe�LV�D�\RXQJ�RI¿FHU�ZKR�UHSRUWV�
to a fortress on the eponymous frontier. Scanning the 
horizon day after day, cleaning his weapons, polishing 
his buttons, he prepares for the glorious moment when 
he will be called to defend his post. When the enemy 
¿QDOO\�DUULYHV��WKH�\RXQJ�RI¿FHU�KDV�JURZQ�ROG��EURNHQ��
DQG�JUH\�� WRR� LQ¿UP� WR� MRLQ� WKH�¿JKW��2QH�PLJKW� DOVR�
consider J.B. Jackson’s essay The Necessity for Ruins, 
which considers how derelict structures testify to the 
impermanence of human endeavor, reminders of our 
need for constant improvement.11�7ZHQW\�¿UVW�FHQWXU\�
landscape architects, urban planners, and artists like 
Colorado painter Don Stinson, myself, and others, have 
EHHQ� GHHSO\� LQÀXHQFHG� E\� -DFNVRQ¶V� ZULWLQJV�� ,Q� WKH�
late 1990s Stinson reprised the expeditionary spirit by 
seeking out modern ruins like abandoned drive-in the-
aters. Societies engaged in constant improvement do so 
by leaving ruins along the road to progress. Perhaps in 
some sense, Eastman’s forts are prayers for peace.
 A number of questions surround these works. Apart 
IURP�WKH�¿QDO�SDLQWLQJ�LQ�WKH�VHULHV��,�KDYH�EHHQ�XQDEOH�
to find a record of which was the first, or in what 
sequence these pictures were produced. Ownership of 
these works today is divided between the House of Rep-
resentatives and the United States Senate, which seems 
to have acquired eight of the 17 paintings purely by 
right of possession. To provide some sense of order, I 
ZLOO�GLYLGH�WKHP�LQWR�IRXU�JURXSV��7KH�¿UVW�FDWHJRU\�LV�
Fort Sumter, a stirring testament to the ordeal suffered 
by former foes recently reunited. It is the only single 
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site of which Eastman produced 
three paintings. Artistically speak-
ing, these three paintings anchor the 
collection. The other groups fall under 
the headings of coastal defenses, 
frontier forts, and sites which East-
PDQ�ZRXOG�KDYH�NQRZQ�IURP�¿UVW-
hand knowledge.

)257�6807(5

Anticipating imminent hostilities, 
Maj. Robert Anderson evacuated 
Fort Moultrie on Sullivan’s Island, 
guarding the entry to Charleston, 
South Carolina, on 26 December 
1860 and moved his command into 
the island fortress of Fort Sumter. 
On 12 April 1861 Confederate bat-
WHULHV�RSHQHG�¿UH�RQ�WKH�IRUW��VXVWDLQ-
ing a bombardment that ended with 
Anderson’s surrender the following 
day. As the nation embarked on a 
war to decide its future, some art-
ists rushed to the front, while oth-
HUV�FRQMXUHG�WKH�FRQÀLFW�LQ�SLFWRULDO�
terms. An imagined aerial view of 
the bombardment of Fort Sumter, 
long attributed to Albert Bierstadt 
(who did not witness the attack), 
demonstrates both a keen interest by 
Hudson River School artists in top-
ographical accuracy, and their abil-
ity to construct a pictorial compo-
sition based on extant map-works. 
In April 1861 Eastman was in New 
England, raising an army. In none 
of the records I have found is there 
any mention of Eastman having vis-
ited Charleston or Fort Sumter. Like 
Bierstadt, Eastman relied primarily 
on secondary sources, photographs, 
DQG�GUDZLQJV�RQ�¿OH�ZLWK�WKH�&RUSV�
of Engineers and other sources.
 John Gadsby Chapman’s Mar-
riage of Pocahontas hangs in the 
Capitol Rotunda. One of his sons 
enlisted in the Confederate army and 
was wounded at Shiloh. When his 
unit was transferred to Charleston 
in 1863, his uncle Henry A. Wise, 
governor of Virginia, requested 

22

Fig. 10. Conrad Wise Chapman, Fort Sumter Interior Sunrise, December 9, 
1863, 1864.

Fig. 9. Seth Eastman, Fort Sumter, After the Bombardment, 1870–1875. 

that Conrad Wise Chapman be given light duty. Assigned to depict the 
GHIHQVHV� RI� &KDUOHVWRQ�� ³&RRQH\´� &KDSPDQ� SURGXFHG� WKH� PRVW� VLJQL¿-
cant visual record of the seaport during the blockade. His best-known 
work may be his painting of the submarine CSS Hunley, resting on 
its dockside cradle beside two Confederate sentries. In 1864 Chapman 
was given leave to visit his family in Rome, where most of these paint-
ings were completed, with the help of his father. In all, he completed 
31 views of Charleston, which were exhibited in 1898 at the Union 
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Fig. 11. Seth Eastman, Fort Sumter, South Carolina, After the War, 1870–1875. 

Fig. 12. It appears that Eastman used this George N. Barnard photograph, Fort 
Sumter in April, 1865, as the source for his painting.

League in New York before they were purchased by Granville Val-
entine and taken to Richmond, Virginia. Chapman’s Charleston 
paintings now reside in Richmond’s American Civil War Museum. 
 Seth Eastman’s painting of the interior of Fort Sumter during the war 
is very similar to Chapman’s, sharing the same point of view and many 
RI� WKH� VDPH� LQFLGHQWDO� GHWDLOV� �¿JV�� �� DQG� ����� ,W� ZRXOG� QHYHUWKHOHVV�
have been impossible for Eastman to have seen Chapman’s painting. 
+RZHYHU�� KLV� YLHZ� RI� WKH� H[WHULRU� RI� )RUW� 6XPWHU� DIWHU� WKH�ZDU� �¿J�� ����

is identical to a photograph taken in 
������¿J�������ZKLFK� LQFOXGHV� VHY-
eral men and a rowboat in the fore-
ground. From this we might assume 
that Eastman, and perhaps Chapman, 
may have consulted a wartime pho-
tograph. His antebellum Sumter 
is highly idealized, drawn perhaps 
IURP� DQ� DV�\HW� XQLGHQWL¿HG� SULQW��
or extrapolated from maps and 
plans of the fort—child’s play for 
a master topographer like Eastman.

&2$67$/�'()(16(6

The forts painted by Eastman had 
once been the state of the art, before 
ULÀHG� DUWLOOHU\� UHQGHUHG� PDVRQU\�
obsolete, as in the bombardment of 
Fort Sumter in 1861 and the capture 
of Fort Pulaski one year later. By 
1867, when the construction of new 
7KLUG� 6\VWHP� IRUWL¿FDWLRQV� FHDVHG��
more than 40 citadels defended  Amer-
ican coastal waters.12 Most of East-
man’s forts were constructed under 
the Third System, but few of them 
saw action during the Civil War. A 
number served as military prisons. 
$V�FRPPDQGDQW�RI�)RUW�0LIÀLQ�RQ�
the Delaware River from November 
1864 to August 1865, Col. Eastman 
would have visited Fort Delaware 
on Pea Patch Island, located in the river 
channel between Wilmington and New 
Castle, Delaware. Channel-dredging 
had dumped tons of spoil at the 
northern end of the island, land 
upon which a miserable prison-pen 
housed enlisted Confederate pris-
RQHUV� RI� ZDU�� 7KHLU� RI¿FHUV� ZHUH�
quartered within the fort in relative 
comfort.
� &RQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�)RUW�0LIÀLQ�KDG�
begun in the colonial period, when 
LW� ZDV� VLPSO\� LGHQWL¿HG� DV� 0XG�
Island Fort. Named for Pennsylva-
QLD� JRYHUQRU� 7KRPDV� 0LIÀLQ�� WKH�
installation was defended in 1777 
by a small American force. A vastly 
superior number of Crown forces, 
including famed military engineer
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John Montresor, ultimately captured and dismantled 
LW��5HEXLOW�DV�D�)LUVW�6\VWHP�IRUW�DIWHU�WKH�FRQÀLFW��)RUW�
0LIÀLQ�ZDV� LPSURYHG�XQGHU� WKH�6HFRQG�6\VWHP�SULRU�
to the War of 1812. It never saw action again. Like the 
much newer Fort Delaware, it was used as a mustering-point 
DQG�PLOLWDU\�SULVRQ�GXULQJ�WKH�&LYLO�:DU��¿JV�����DQG�����
 Eastman’s paintings constantly remind us of his 
mastery of topographical drawing, which is altogether 
different from optical rendering. Many of his composi-
tions manipulate space, moving the foreground closer 

to the subject, compressing the space between viewer 
and subject. The structural character of Third System 
Forts Scammel and Gorges in the harbor of Portland, 
Maine is rendered with the precision of mechanical 
drawing, and yet many of Eastman’s pictures rely on 
optics—that is, photographs. An important concept to 
bear in mind when reading Eastman’s paintings is this 
duality of approach. Highly conceptualized elements, 
such as architecture and topography, are combined with 
RSWLFDO�HIIHFWV�WR�FUHDWH�D�XQL¿HG�LPDJH��

)LJ������7KH�DXWKRU�SKRWRJUDSKHG�WKLV�YLHZ�RI�)RUW�0LIÀLQ�RQ�WKH�'HODZDUH�5LYHU��ORRNLQJ�EDFN�WRZDUG�(DVWPDQ¶V�YDQWDJH�
point from the northeast bastion, in July 2017.

Fig. 13. Seth Eastman, )RUW�0LIÀLQ��3HQQV\OYDQLD, 1870–1875.
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� ,Q�KLV�SDLQWLQJ�RI�)RUW�7UXPEXOO��¿J�������(DVWPDQ�
compresses the space and privileges pictorial design 
RYHU�¿GHOLW\�WR�GDWD��(YHU\�DUWLVW�NQRZV�QHYHU�WR�OHW�WKH�
facts stand in the way of a good composition. All of the 
elements in Eastman’s painting appear in a photograph 
of the same time. Direct comparison allows us to 
decipher his thinking. The space between the viewer 
and the distance is compressed. Our point of view 
moves forward, just offshore from the point of land jut-
ting into the Connecticut River. The curtain-walls and 
bastions are slightly enlarged. The hotel is enlarged in 
scale and cropped by the left edge of the canvas.
 Fort Zachary Taylor in Key West is one of the few 
SHUPDQHQW� IRUWL¿FDWLRQV� LQ� HQHP\� WHUULWRU\� WKDW� QHYHU�
fell to Confederate forces. Throughout the war it served 
as discouragement to blockade-runners. It is equally 
unlikely that Eastman ever visited the site or that he 
IDLOHG�WR�XVH�VHFRQGDU\�VRXUFHV�IRU�YLVXDO�GDWD��¿J�������
A carte-de-visite of the period shows Fort Taylor from 
D�VOLJKWO\�GLIIHUHQW�SHUVSHFWLYH��¿J�������1HYHUWKHOHVV��
it proves that photographs of the site did exist. Located 
67 miles west of Fort Taylor, Fort Jefferson in the Dry 
Tortugas was used during the Civil War as a military 
prison.13 Convicted Lincoln assassination conspirators 
who escaped the noose were imprisoned here, including 
Dr. Samuel Mudd, who had been released in 1869, the 
\HDU�EHIRUH�(DVWPDQ�HPEDUNHG�RQ�KLV�¿QDO�SURMHFW�
� (DVWPDQ¶V� YLHZ� RI� )RUW� .QR[� �¿JV�� ��� DQG� �����
located across the Penobscot River from Bucksport, 
Maine, goes beyond the limits of optical verisimili-
tude—but only just. A photograph from 1866 shows the 
fort still under construction. Another photograph, now 
in the collection of the Maine Historical Society and 
most likely produced by or for the Corps of Engineers, 

Fig. 17. Anonymous, carte-de-visite showing Fort Taylor. 

Fig. 16. Seth Eastman, Fort Taylor, Florida, 1870–1875. 

Fig. 15. Seth Eastman, Fort Trumbull, Connecticut, 1870–1875. 
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Fig. 18. Seth Eastman, Fort Knox, Maine, 1870–1875. 

VKRZV� WKH� IRUW� LQ� WKH� ¿QDO� VWDJHV� RI� FRQ-
struction. It is important to note that while 
Eastman relied on photographic sources, he 
did not reproduce them verbatim. He trans-
formed them. In his painting, the grey crys-
talline planes of the fort seem uneasy within 
their surroundings. The land itself seems to 
have been manipulated, hewn, carved, and 
folded into unnatural forms. In works like 
this he exercised less artistic license than he 
did addressing subjects with which he had 
personal knowledge and experience.

)5217,(5�28732676

In 1848, Eastman had been ordered to Texas 
to lay out and improve a chain of forts to pro-
tect new settlements anticipated following 
American victory in the Mexican-American 
War. The nomadic Comanche empire was 
still very viable and active in its resistance to 
westward expansion. The Apache controlled

Fig. 19. The author photographed the casemates at Fort Knox in Pros-
pect, Maine in October 2017.
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vast territories to the west and were likewise tenacious 
in their resistance. Western forts were not mighty cita-
dels but often nothing more than a series of single-story 
buildings surrounding a rectangular parade-ground, 
perhaps enclosed by a palisade if timber was nearby. 
:DUIDUH�ZDV� SHUVRQDO�� GH¿QHG�E\� VSHHG� DQG�PRELOLW\�
in hit-and-run tactics. While I have found no evidence 
that Eastman visited Fort Rice (North Dakota) or Fort 
'H¿DQFH��$UL]RQD���KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�IDPLOLDU�ZLWK�
the character of these posts. His paintings combine a 
topographer’s precision with a painter’s eye. He would 
have had no ground for concern about some congress-
man calling him on the carpet because a house or tree 
was in the wrong place. The aerial perspective used 
LQ�KLV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�)RUW�'H¿DQFH�LV�UHPLQLVFHQW�RI�SRSX-
lar townscapes published between the 1870s and 1890s 
for mass consumption. Eastman drew on at least one 
government report for one of his paintings: a lithograph 
RI�)RUW�'H¿DQFH��¿J������EDVHG�RQ�GUDZLQJV�SURGXFHG�
by the Kern Brothers, artists accompanying the John M. 
Washington expedition from Santa Fe to Navajo Country 
in 1852.14 There can be no doubt that this image inspired 
Eastman’s painting. His painting of Fort Rice reprises 
the familiar western trope of the trading post on a riv-
erbank, an outpost of enterprise and progress, as repre-
sented in 1833 by Karl Bodmer’s views of Forts Pierre 
and Union, on the upper Missouri River. Army posts on 
the northern plains followed a plan nearly identical to 
that of fur-trading establishments such as Fort Union 
(North Dakota), painted by George Catlin, or Fort 
Laramie (Wyoming), painted by Alfred Jacob Miller.

62/',(5—$57,67—(<(:,71(66

Fort Mackinac (see cover of this issue) was built by 
the British in 1781 on Mackinac Island and occupied 

by United States forces in 1796. It was captured by the 
%ULWLVK�LQ�������RQH�RI�WKH�¿UVW�$PHULFDQ�ORVVHV�LQ�WKH�
FRQÀLFW��(DVWPDQ�DSSHDUV�WR�KDYH�YLVLWHG�WKH�VLWH�DQG�WKH�
ruins of an earlier fort built by the French in 1715. His 
drawing of its ruins is reproduced as a plate in School-
FUDIW¶V� FRPSHQGLXP� �VHH� ¿J�� ���� 7UDYHOLQJ� E\� ZDWHU�
between the eastern seaboard and northern Minnesota, 
the indefatigable draftsman would have passed the site 
and presumably landed there at least long enough to 
produce a sketch. In his drawing, we are looking north 
across the straits now spanned by the Mackinac Bridge. 
In the foreground scattered timbers mark the location 
of the French fort, which had been abandoned in 1763.
 Eastman’s Fort Tomkins, perched atop a bluff on 
the Staten Island side of the Verrazano Narrows, tow-
ers above Battery Weed, which is portrayed larger than 
life. This disparity in scale creates an illusion of depth, 
HQKDQFHG�E\�WKH�¿FWLYH�SUR[LPLW\�RI�WKH�GLVWDQW�VKRUH-
line. For comparison, we might consult a more factual 
view of the Narrows, painted by Jasper Francis Cropsey 
in 1868 and now in the collection of the Amon Carter  
Museum in Fort Worth, Texas. The sweeping vista from 
La Tourette Hill looks across the Narrows to Fort 
Lafayette, standing slightly offshore from Fort Hamil-
ton. On the near shore to the right stands Fort Tomkins. 
Compared with Crospey’s view, Eastman’s is inventive, 
romantic, and elegiac.
 Eastman exercises greater artistic license again in his 
SDLQWLQJ�RI�)RUW�6QHOOLQJ� �¿J�����²D�SODFH�KH�NQHZ�
intimately. He had produced numerous drawings of the
site, in which the terrain can almost be read like a 
map. He compresses the foreground to transform the 
fort into a soaring presence, reminiscent of Cole’s 
view of Fort Putnam. Intimately acquainted with the 
1HZ�<RUN�+DUERU�)RUWV²)RUWV�0LIÀLQ��6QHOOLQJ��DQG�
:HVW�3RLQW²WKH�FRQ¿GHQFH�(DVWPDQ�GHULYHG�IURP�WKDW

Fig. 21. Seth Eastman, Fort Snelling, Minnesota, 1870–
1875. 

Fig. 20. Seth Eastman, )RUW�'H¿DQFH��1HZ�0H[LFR (now 
Arizona), 1870–1875. 

THE CAPITOL DOME



Fig. 22. Seth Eastman, West Point, New York, 1875. 

knowledge enhanced his ability to employ imagina-
tion, which he did to great effect in his view of Fort 
Michilimackinac. West Point and Fort Snelling without 
question are two places the adult Eastman knew best. 
One can imagine his emotional attachment to these 
SODFHV��ZKHUH�DV�D� MXQLRU�RI¿FHU�KH�PHW��PDUULHG��DQG�
DEDQGRQHG�KLV�¿UVW�ZLIH��RQO\�WR�UHWXUQ�HLJKW�\HDUV�ODWHU�
with a new bride, growing family, and command of the 
post. Eastman never denied his Indian daughter or her 
family. When Nancy Eastman died after giving birth to 
his grandson, her Santee Dakota husband adopted the 
Eastman surname and gave it to his children, whose 
descendants carry the name to this day.

Evening descended on the last day of August 1875. In 
one of the rooms of a modest row-house in Washing-
ton, D.C., a new painting rested on an easel. The scene 
ZDV� RQH� WKH� DUWLVW� NQHZ�ZHOO� �¿J�� �����1HDULQJ� WZL-
light, cadets practiced gunnery-drill at Knox’s Battery. 
Others met their sweethearts at Land’s End, as he and 
Mary once had done. Gazing across Constitution 
Island toward the Highlands’ North Gate, Storm King 

rises up to the left. Across the river, the haunted island 
stands offshore, just beyond Breakneck Mountain. 
Newburg Bay stretches northward, into the distance. 
Mount Taurus looms above Little Stony Point, beside 
the spires of Cold Spring, the foundry, and the marsh 
across the river from Crow’s Nest. It had been as if the 
painting had made itself. He had but to hold the brush, 
as these landmarks brought Seth Eastman home to West 
Point, to Thayer, Gimbrede, and Weir, to the girl from 
Virginia, to the Long Gray Line, to the beloved stamp-
ing-grounds of his youth. Palette and brushes lay nearby. 
A ghostly vapor of turpentine, varnish, and linseed oil 
hung in the air, but the painter’s chair was empty. Care-
IXOO\�KDYLQJ�SXW�WKH�¿QLVKLQJ�WRXFKHV�RQ�KLV�ODVW�ZRUN���
Eastman lay down to rest. Years of hard service had 
aged him well beyond his 67 years. Closing his eyes, 
KH�GULIWHG�DZD\�WR�UHSRUW�WR�KLV�¿QDO�SRVW��+LV�KDG�EHHQ�
a remarkable life that today is worthy of further study.

XW
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 1. Edward Townsend (1818–93; West Point, Class 
of 1837) was adjutant general of the United States 
(1869–80). In West Point slang, “Yearling” (Yuck) 
denotes second-year cadets, and “Cow” denotes third-
year cadets.  
     Unless otherwise noted, all biographical material 
used in this article was drawn from the following pub-
lished sources: Sarah Boehme, Christin F. Freest, and 
Patricia Condon Johnston, Seth Eastman: A Portfolio 
of North American Indians (Afton, MN, 1996); Lois 
Burkhalter, ed., A Seth Eastman Sketchbook, 1848–
1849 (Austin, TX, 1961); Brian W. Dippie, Catlin 
and His Contemporaries: The Politics of Patron-
age  (Lincoln, NE, 1980); John M. Elkins, Life on the 
Texas Frontier (privately published, 1908); Michael 
Horigan, Elmira: Death Camp of the North (Mechan-
icsburg, PA, 2005); Marybeth Lorbiecki, Painting 
the Dakota: Seth Eastman at Fort Snelling (Afton, 
MN, 2000); John Francis McDermott, Seth Eastman: 
Pictorial Historian of the Indian (Norman, OK, 1961) 
and Seth Eastman’s Mississippi: A Lost Portfolio 
Recovered (Urbana, IL, 1973); Charles M. Robinson, 
Frontier Forts of Texas (Houston, TX, 1986).
     The principal source for information about the 
individual forts, apart from personal site-visits, was 
Robert B. Roberts, Encyclopedia of Historic Forts: 
The Military, Pioneer, and Trading Posts of the United 
States (New York, 1988).  
   2. Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Historical and 
Statistical Information respecting the History, Condi-
tion, and Prospects of the Indian Tribes of the United 
States . . . Illustrated by S. Eastman (6 vols., Philadel-
phia, 1851–57). 
   3. On the title page of his American Drawing-
Book (1st ed., New York, 1847), John Gadsby Chap-
man wrote, “Anyone that can learn to write can learn 
to draw.”    
 4. Seth Eastman, Treatise on Topographical 
Drawing (New York, 1837).  

��� ���6HH�$UWKXU�'��(ÀDQG��A History of Art Educa-
tion (New York, 1990), Chap. 4.
   6. Rembrandt Peale, Graphics: A Manual of 
Drawing and Writing, for the Use of Schools and 
Families (New York, 1835), pp. 5, 6.
   7. Seth Eastman’s sketchbooks of his 1848 journey 
from Saint Louis to San Antonio now reside in the col-
lection of the McNay Museum in San Antonio, Texas. 
A sketchbook covering his travels from Fort Snelling 
to Saint Louis the same year is in the Minneapolis 
Public Library.
   8. Sébastien le Prestre de Vauban (1633–1707) 
was a French nobleman, marshal of France, and a 
pioneer in the art of military engineering. Vauban 
designed a new system of circumvallation designed 
to withstand sieges supported by modern artillery. His 
innovations gave birth to modern city-planning and 
concepts applied to both Major Peter L’Enfant’s layout 
of Washington, D.C. and Georges-Eugène (Baron) 
Haussmann’s Paris.  
   9. Joshua Rowley Watson (1771–1818) was a 
%ULWLVK�QDYDO�RI¿FHU�DQG�DUWLVW�ZKR��LQ�����±����WUDY-
eled extensively in the Hudson Valley, Lake George, 
western New England, Chesapeake Bay, the Dela-
ware and Hudson valleys, Philadelphia, Washington, 
D.C., and the Potomac River. Two sketchbooks of his 
American travels are known: one resides at the New 
York Historical Society Museum & Library, the other 
at the Barra Foundation in Wayne, Pennsylvania. An 
excellent book on the subject is Kathleen A. Foster and 
Kenneth Finkel, Captain Watson’s Travels in America: 
The Sketchbooks of Captain Joshua Rowley Watson, 
1771–1818 (Philadelphia, 1997).
  10. Dino Buzzatti (1906–1972), Il Deserto dei 
Tartari (Milan, 1940; multiple English editions, translat-
ed in 1952 by Stuart Clink Hood as The Tartar Steppe).
   11. John Brinckerhoff Jackson (1909–96), The 
Necessity for Ruins and Other Topics (Amherst, MA, 
1980). 
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-$0(6�/$1&(/�0&(/+,11(< is an indepen-
dent scholar, visual artist, author, and oral historian. He 
earned an MFA in painting from Yale and has received 
numerous fellowships and grants, including a 2017 
Pollock Krasner Grant and a grant from the National 

Endowment for the Arts. His Hudson Highlands is a 
suite of archival prints inspired by expeditionary art-
ists such as John-James Audubon, William Guy Wall, 
George Catlin, and Seth Eastman.
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 12. The First System of coastal defenses, begun 
in 1794, was replaced by the Second System in 1807. 
7KH�7KLUG�6\VWHP�ZDV�WKH�¿QDO�SKDVH�RI�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�
RI�VHDFRDVW�IRUWL¿FDWLRQV�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��ZKLFK�
began in 1816 and continued to 1867. Subsequent 
systems were named after Secretaries of War, such as 
William C. Endicott and William H. Taft. After 1918, 
increased use of airpower and mobile heavy artillery 
PDGH�IRUWL¿FDWLRQV�REVROHWH��'XULQJ�WKH�&ROG�:DU��
coastal defenses were replaced by missile defense and 
other forms of airpower.
   13. The Dry Tortugas are a group of islands 
visited by Ponce de Leon in 1513 and named for the 
sea turtles the explorer found there. Located 67 miles 
from Key West in the Gulf of Mexico, Fort Jefferson 
was built on Garden Key starting in 1846 but was not 
garrisoned until 1861. Evacuated in 1874, it saw brief 
service in the Spanish-American War (1898) before 
falling into disrepair. In 1935 it was declared a 
national monument. In 1992 the islands and the fort 
were designated a national park.
   14. Richard Hovenden Kern (1821–53) and his 
younger brother Edward (1823–1863) were Philadel-
phia-born artists who documented military explora-
tion of the American West by John C. Fremont, 
John M. Washington, and John Pope. Edward Kern 
ZDV�DQ�RI¿FLDO�DUWLVW�DERDUG�WKH�866�Vincennes on a 
YR\DJH�WR�WKH�3DFL¿F�DQG�(DVW�$VLD�LQ�����–53, and 
to China and Japan aboard the USS Fenimore Cooper 
in 1859–60. While surveying a railroad route through 
Utah, Richard Kern, Captain John W. Gunnison, and 
six others were killed by Pahvant Indians in 1853. 
Edward Kern died of natural causes in Philadelphia ten 
years later.
   15. Charles Eastman, aka Hakadah, aka Ohiye S’a 
(1858–1939), was a popular author and proponent of 
,QGLDQ�ULJKWV��+H�ZDV�WKH�¿IWK�FKLOG�RI�:LQRQD��1DQF\�
Mary) Eastman, aka Wakantakawin (1831–1858). His 
father, a Santee Dakota named Wak-anhdi Ota, aka 
Many Lightnings, had become a Christian and favored 
assimilation into Euro-American society. Ohiye 
S’a attended mission school, Beloit College, Knox 
College, and Dartmouth College before completing 
medical school at Boston University. He is also known 
to readers as the physician who in 1890 treated the 
survivors of the Wounded Knee Massacre. He was 
LQÀXHQWLDO�WR�VXFK�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�DV�WKH�%R\�6FRXWV�RI�
$PHULFD��WKH�&DPS¿UH�*LUOV��DQG�WKH�<0&$��/DWHU�LQ�
life he promoted Indian self-determination and free-
dom over assimilation.
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 Fig. 1. Library of Congress, Prints & 
Photographs Division, [LC-DIG-cwpb-06905]
 Fig. 2. James Lancel McElhinney, West Point 
from Garrison’s Landing, journal painting (3.5 x 
10,” aqueous media in watercolor sketchbook) from 
Hudson Highlands: North River Suite Volume One 
(New York, 2017).
 Fig. 3. West Point Museum
 Fig. 4. Philadelphia Museum of Art, 125th 
Anniversary Acquisition, promised gift of 
Charlene Sussel
 Fig. 5. Seth Eastman, bookplate engraving from 
Treatise on Topographical Drawing (New York, 
1837). 
 Fig. 6. Watercolor on paper, collection of the 
McNay Art Museum, gift of Robert L. B. Tobin in 
memory of Madeline and John W. Todd
 Fig. 7. Seth Eastman, “Ruins of Old Fort 
Mackinac, 1763”, in Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, 
Historical and Statistical Information Respect-
ing the History, Condition and Prospects of the 
Indian Tribes of the United States (Philadelphia, 
1851–1857).
 Fig. 8. Bookplate from the collection of the 
author
 Fig. 9. Collection of the U.S. House of 
Representatives
 Fig. 10. American Civil War Museum
 Fig. 11. Collection of the U.S. House of 
Representatives
 Fig. 12. Library of Congress, Prints & 
Photographs Division, [LC-DIG-ppmsca-35218]
 Fig. 13. Collection of the U.S. House of 
Representatives
 Fig. 14. Author
 Fig. 15. U.S. Senate Collection
 Fig. 16. U.S. Senate Collection
 Fig. 17. Private collection, Morristown, New 
Jersey
 Fig. 18. U.S. Senate Collection
 Fig. 19. Author
 Fig. 20. U.S. Senate Collection 
 Fig. 21. Collection of the U.S. House of 
Representatives
 Fig. 22. U.S. Senate Collection
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PAINTING HISTORY IN THE 

UNITED STATES CAPITOL ROTUNDA

by Anna O. Marley, Ph.D.

OQ� ��0D\� ������ WKH�2I¿FHUV� RI� WKH�$UW� 8QLRQ� RI�
Philadelphia drafted a petition to the U.S. Senate’s 

Committee on the Library to ask that one of their own 
receive the honor of a commission for a history painting 
WR�EH�LQVWDOOHG�LQ�WKH�8�6��&DSLWRO�5RWXQGD��¿J��D��

The Art Union of Philadelphia, dedicated to 
the advance of the Arts of Design in the United 
States, and duly incorporated by the Legisla-
ture of Pennsylvania, begs leave respectfully to 
represent, that as a proposition has been enter-
tained by your Honorable bodies, to employ the 
services of eminent American Artists to paint 
QDWLRQDO�SLFWXUHV�WR�¿OO�WKH�YDFDQW�SDQHOV�RI�WKH�
Rotunda of the Capitol at Washington, it would 
be extremely gratifying to the friends of Art in 
this state if the services of Mr. P.F. Rothermel 
should be engaged for one of the series. His 
eminent talent as an historical painter; the 
renown which he has acquired by many of his 
SURGXFWLRQV��������OHDG�XV�WR�WKH�FRQ¿GHQW�KRSH�
that should he be selected for this honorable 
duty, he would achieve a work creditable to 
himself and the Arts in our country, and prove 
a proud memorial of one of the most talented 
Artists of his native state.1 

A few days before, on 28 April, the Artists of the City of 
3KLODGHOSKLD�ZURWH�D�VLPLODU�SHWLWLRQ��¿J���E���

The undersigned, . . . having learned that your 
honorable bodies are now (by your committees) 
considering the expediency of purchasing, or 
giving commissions for pictures to adorn the 
public buildings under your control at Wash-
ington, do therefore respectfully present this 
memorial asking attention to the merits of our 
fellow townsman Peter F. Rothermel, as an 
artist really deserving of the high rank he holds 
as a historical painter, and believing that any 

commission your honorable bodies might be 
SOHDVHG�WR�FRQ¿GH�WR�KLP��ZRXOG�EH�FRPSOHWHG�
LQ�D�PDQQHU�FDOFXODWHG�WR�UHÀHFW�FUHGLW�RQ�WKH�
arts of the country, and on this, his native state.2

Fig. 1a. The petitions from Philadelphia are part of the 
6HQDWH�UHFRUGV�IURP�WKH���QG�&RQJUHVV��VHH�DOVR�¿J���E��
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The signatories of these two documents represented the artistic elite of 
Philadelphia, including Henry Carey, president of the Art Union and noted 
art collector and publisher; John Sartain, manager of the Art Union and 
the city’s leading printmaker; and the painters and Pennsylvania Acade-
micians Thomas Sully, Rembrandt Peale, John Neagle, J.R. Lambdin, 
William Trost Richards, J.B. Waugh, and Paul Weber. In short, Philadel-
SKLD�HPSOR\HG�DOO�LWV�DUWLVWLF�¿UHSRZHU�LQ�WKLV�DWWHPSW�WR�LQVWDOO�D�SDLQWLQJ�
in the Rotunda. From the perspective of the city’s artists and art support-
ers, this valiant attempt was met by disappointment and derision. How-
ever, this failed attempt at a commission reveals much about the national 
artistic and legislative processes from the 1830s to the 1850s, and the 
way these two seemingly disparate realms were intimately intertwined.
 Many people today do not tend to think of artists actively shaping our 
nation’s history, but that is exactly what Peter F. Rothermel (1812–1895) 
and his contemporaries—including Emanuel Leutze (1816–1868), John 
Gadsby Chapman (1808–1889), William Henry Powell (1823–1879), 
Robert Walter Weir (1803–1889), and John Vanderlyn (1775–1852)—
were attempting to do in securing and executing paintings for the 
5RWXQGD�IURP�WKH�����V�WR�WKH�����V��¿J������$V�$PHULFDQ�SDLQWHU�(PDQ-
uel Leutze wrote from Dusseldorf, Germany in 1854 to Montgomery C. 
Meigs (1816–1892), army engineer and supervisor of the construction of 
the new Capitol Dome and wings from 1853 to 1859:

…who can teach like the artists? Give the boy a book of the 
deeds of his fathers and as he turns slowly leaf by leaf, will not 
WKH� ¿UVW� LPSUHVVLRQV� EH� ORVW� EHIRUH� KH� UHFHLYHG� WKH� WKLUG� DQG

)LJ���E��$�VHFRQG�SHWLWLRQ�IURP�3KLODGHOSKLD�DUWLVWV��VHH�DOVR�¿J���D�

Fig. 2. Visitors encounter eight history paintings in the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol, including (from left) Discovery of 
the Mississippi by De Soto by William Powell, Landing of Columbus by John Vanderlyn, and Embarkation of the Pilgrims 
by Robert Weir.
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fourth. But let us paint history. Behold! Open 
to your eyes, unrolled to your perception the 
pictures will steal upon your mind impercepti-
bly without an effort without fatigue.3

 Just as Leutze argued, those artists that did succeed 
in achieving a commission for the four vacant Rotunda 
SDQHOV�KDYH�KDG�DQ�RXWVL]HG�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�KRZ�FLWL]HQV�
of the United States understand and imagine their history, 
as the paintings were not only displayed in the Rotunda, 
but were mass reproduced throughout the nineteenth 
DQG�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXULHV� LQ�REMHFWV�DV�GLYHUVH�DV�¿QH�
art prints, history text books, sheet music, postage 
stamps, world’s fair guides, and currency. Indeed, as 
early as 1855 in an article in The Crayon, the nation’s 
leading art periodical, one author opined of the Capitol 
paintings, “To describe and criticize these pictures with 
minuteness is not my intention, and would be a waste 
of time; for by the art of the engraver, they have been 
made as familiar to the American people as a thrice-told 
tale.”4��,Q�RXU�WZHQW\�¿UVW�FHQWXU\�PRPHQW��ZKHQ�PXFK�
of the country is examining its troubling and conten-
tious shared artistic past, these pivotal yet under-
studied decades of antebellum American art history 
decidedly merit sustained examination and analysis. 
 A current (2018) and ongoing exhibition project at 
the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts (PAFA), 
entitled Creando Historia/Making History in the 
Americas, examines history painting at the three old-
est art academies in the Americas—founded in Mexico 
City (1781), Philadelphia (1805), and Rio de Janeiro 
(1816)—as expressions of comparative hemispheric 
nationalist ideologies during the long nineteenth cen-
tury. By focusing in particular on the academic history 
paintings that were produced by artists working at these 
schools, the exhibition project asks: what roles did these 
LQVWLWXWLRQV�SOD\�LQ�GH¿QLQJ�QDWLRQDO�KLVWRULHV�DQG�LGHQ-
tities? How did art academies in Mexico, the United 
States, and Brazil shape education programs aimed at 
producing modern citizens? To what extent did national 
politics determine the functions of art academies? What 
types of visual idioms were deployed by art academies 
to shape national consciousness? How were the interna-
tional conventions of academic history paintings used 
in these three countries to explicate their complex and 
individual projects of nation building and expansion 
within the transnational discourse of modern painting? 
In part, the exhibition project argues that history paint-
ings from the nineteenth century form the visual back-
drop of conceptions of citizenship and history across all 
of the Americas.

 In a time when scholars are increasingly examining 
the ideals and legends of America’s “founding,” these 
paintings illustrate a period in this hemisphere’s history 
when Americans—North and South—were struggling 
WR�GH¿QH�WKH�SROLWLFDO��VRFLDO��DQG�JHRJUDSKLF�ERUGHUV�RI�
their nationhood.5 Visual artists were often at the van-
JXDUG�RI� WKLV�GH¿QLWLRQ��DQG� WKH�JUDQG�FDQYDVVHV� WKH\�
left their countrymen represent the most iconic and last-
ing examples of this phenomenon. Now is the time to 
demand that art historians investigate these narratives 
in the context of the diverse realities of the artists and 
audiences involved in their conceptions. While the 
larger, ongoing exhibition focuses on history painting 
LQ� WKH�$PHULFDV¶� ¿UVW� WKUHH� DUW� DFDGHPLHV�� WKLV� DUWLFOH�
will focus on how U.S. artists including Rothermel and 
his contemporaries, national patrons of the arts, archi-
tects, and Members of Congress battled to decorate the 
Rotunda, the new nation’s most prominent “art gal-
lery,” with their own competing visions of what Ameri-
can history was the most suitable to be enshrined in the

)LJ�����7KLV�VWDU��LQVHW�LQ�WKH�ÀRRU�RI�WKH�&U\SW�RQH�ÀRRU�
below the Rotunda, marks the center of the original District 
of Columbia.
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navel—or compass stone (fig. 3)—of the American 
republic.
 History painting as practiced in the antebellum 
United States was indebted to eighteenth-century 
British practices, and was modernized by Benjamin 
West, a native of Swarthmore, Pennsylvania, who was 
PAFA’s first honorary academician and the successor 
of Joshua Reynolds at the Royal Academy in London.6 
When he painted his iconic American painting Penn’s 
Treaty with the Indians (1771–�����¿J������KH�ZDV�LQ�IDFW�
living in London, the metropolis of the British Empire. 
West updated history painting to include the recent his-
tory of the “New World.” Despite being pioneered by a 
young man from Pennsylvania, modern history painting 
got off to somewhat of a rough start in the United States 
after its brilliant debut in London. West’s American stu-
dents strove valiantly to bring history painting to the 
attention and admiration of the American people. The 
first generation of national rather than colonial art-
ists, including Rembrandt Peale, Samuel F.B. Morse, 
Washington Allston, and John Trumbull, working in 
the 1810s and 1820s, all tried to bring history paint-

ing to the American people—with mixed success.
 While much has been written on the four paint-
ings Trumbull completed for the Capitol Rotunda 
in the early Republic, the four additional paintings 
installed throughout the 1840s and 1850s have not 
received sustained recent scholarship.7 As early as 4 
January 1828, in an Annual Report of the commissioner 
RI�SXEOLF�EXLOGLQJV��&KDUOHV�%XO¿QFK��WKHQ�$UFKLWHFW�RI�
the Capitol, wrote: “In closing this report, I ask leave to 
add, that the Rotundo cannot be considered complete, 
while the four large panels are suffered to remain 
vacant; and to suggest a hope, that the measures may 
be taken to supply them with paintings, comfortable to 
the others, on great national subjects.”8 Following this 
report was a two-day debate on the matter. But owing 
to partisan politics, the panels were still bare in 1834 
when the Twenty-third Congress considered a joint 
resolution to employ “four native artists” for the job. 
In the House debate, Rep. John Quincy Adams (MA) 
doubted whether four native artists could be found to 
complete the panels. This was mightily objected to, 
with Aaron Ward (NY) citing a large number of artists 

Fig. 4. Penn’s Treaty with the Indians by Benjamin West (1783–1820)
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he thought could do it. Henry A. Wise (VA) proposed 
that the subject be pre-1783 so that it would not curry 
favor to either current political party. In the end, Con-
gress voted to let American artists pick the subjects as 
long as the narrative dated before 1781. But the panels 
remained bare. In 1836 another resolution was passed 
to restrict them to “subjects serving to illustrate the 
discovery of America; the settlement of the U.S.; 
the history of the Revolution; or the adoption of the 
Constitution.”9 
 The four subjects eventually chosen for the panels 
were hemispheric in their scope—encompassing the 
southern United States, with Chapman’s The Baptism of 
Pocahontas at Jamestown, Virginia, 1613, installed on 
30 November 1840; New England, with Weir’s Embar-
kation of the Pilgrims, installed 21 December 1843; the 
Caribbean, with Vanderlyn’s The Landing of Columbus, 
LQVWDOOHG� ��� -DQXDU\� ������ DQG� ¿QDOO\� WKH�$PHULFDQ�
West, with Powell’s Discovery of the Mississippi by De 
Soto, A.D. 1541, installed 16 February 1855. 
 Originally, the so-called “Western” panel was to be 
painted by the artist Henry Inman (1801–1846), presi-
dent of the National Academy of Design in New York 
City, with the subject, as of 1836, the “Emigration of 
Daniel Boone to Kentucky.” Upon the death of the artist 
LQ�������WKH�YDFDQF\�VHW�XS�D�ÀXUU\�RI�SURSRVDOV�IURP�
artists and art connoisseurs around the country to follow 
in Inman’s footsteps. In 1847 the citizens of St. Louis 
sent a petition to the Senate for the artist Charles Deas 
(1818–1867) to do a painting, “General Clarke break-
ing up the council with the Shawaneca.” Eventually, 
Inman’s student William Henry Powell (1823–1879), 
who had studied in Cincinnati and so was nominally 
considered to be “western,” received the commission in 
1848. A joint committee of Congress selected De Soto 
raising a cross on the Mississippi as the subject matter, 
taken from two recently published and widely popular 
U.S. history books: Theodore Irving’s The Conquest of 
Florida under Hernando de Soto (1835); and George 
Bancroft’s History of the United States (1834).10 In 
1852 Powell was still working on the painting in Paris. 
It was probably this delay that caused Philadelphia’s 
artistic community to see an opportunity for one of their 
own, Peter F. Rothermel, to take over the commission, 
and provide his own, and his powerful patrons’, view of 
the American West. 
 The campaign of Rothermel and his supporters 
to achieve a U.S. Capitol commission in 1852 was the 
culmination of a decade of history paintings by Rothermel 
focused on the Spanish conquest of the Americas. 
Rothermel was director of PAFA from 1847 to 1855 
DQG�ZDV�RQH�RI�LWV�PRVW�LQÀXHQWLDO�LQVWUXFWRUV�DW�D�WLPH�
when PAFA was one of the most prestigious art schools 

in the Americas, having been founded in 1805, a few 
short years after the founding of the nation. As a leader 
of PAFA in the 1840s and 1850s, and as Philadelphia’s 
most important history painter, Rothermel played a part 
in broader international trends in history painting in the 
mid-nineteenth century. Looking to his career expands 
our understanding of how artists at the United States’s 
most venerable art school negotiated and visualized 
QDWLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�GXULQJ�WKH�SHULRG�RI�WHUULWRULDO�FRQÀLFW�
between the United States and Mexico known as the 
Mexican-American War (1846–48) or the primera 
intervención estadounidense en México. In this period, 
PAFA was the focal point of Philadelphia’s cultural life 
and a major force on the American art scene. As schol-
ars have recently shown, in the 1840s and 1850s a simi-
lar cultural renaissance in Mexico emerged around the 
Academy San Carlos in Mexico City.11  
 Rothermel began his series of large-scale history 
paintings related to the Spanish conquest with Colum-
bus before the Queen ��������¿J������7KLV�SDLQWLQJ�ZDV�
LQÀXHQFHG�E\�D�FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�SRSXODU� OLWHUDU\� LQÀX-
ences including the Romantic historian William H. 
3UHVFRWW¶V� ¿UVW� ERRN� RQ� WKH� KLVWRU\� RI� 6SDLQ��History 
of the Reign of Ferdinand and Isabella (1837), and his 
contemporary Washington Irving’s History of the Life 
and Voyages of Christopher Columbus (1828). Each of 
these histories portrays Isabella as a Christian mission-
ary and Columbus as her able knight. This was a popu-
lar subject for both American and Mexican academic 
painters at the time; contemporaneous paintings include 
Emanuel Leutze’s Columbus before the Queen (1843) 
�¿J�� ���� H[KLELWHG� DW� 3$)$� LQ� ������ 3RZHOO¶V�Colum-
bus Before the Council of Salamanca ������� �¿J�� ����
which hung in the library of the U.S. Capitol in 1847 
and helped Powell secure his Capitol commission, and 
Juan Cordero’s Columbus before the Catholic Sover-
eigns, painted in Rome in 1850 before it traveled to its 
SHUPDQHQW�KRPH�LQ�0H[LFR�&LW\��¿J�����12 
 Rothermel’s series of scenes of the Spanish conquest 
was begun after a prominent art connoisseur saw his 
Columbus before the Queen in an exhibition organized 
by Rothermel at PAFA and subsequently commissioned 
a painting of similar size and subject matter. Sartain’s 
Union Magazine wrote of the commission in 1852, not 
coincidentally the same year Philadelphia was lobbying 
for Rothermel to receive a Capitol commission:

Professor [James] Mapes, who has done so 
much to encourage art and artists in the coun-
try, saw, while on a visit to Philadelphia, the 
picture of “Columbus before the Queen;” and, 
being struck with some of its points, left with 
a friend an order for Rothermel to paint one
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Fig. 5. Columbus before the Queen by Peter F. Rothermel
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Fig. 6. Columbus before the Queen by Emanuel Leutze 
(American, born Germany)

Fig. 7. Columbus Before the Council of Salamanca by 
William Henry Powell

Fig. 8. Columbus before the Catholic Sovereigns by Juan Cordero
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of the same size, suffering the artist to choose 
WKH�VXEMHFW��DQG�DGGLQJ��WKDW�LI��ZKHQ�¿QLVKHG��
any one fancied it, the artist should sell the 
picture, and paint another instead. At that time 
Prescott’s work on “The Conquest of Mexico” 
was making a great noise, and furnished a 
number of good subjects. Rothermel selected 
“Cortez haranguing his Troops, within sight of 
the Valley of Mexico,” and painted, as he says, 
“a very fair picture.”…It attracted the attention 
of a liberal patron of the arts, Warrington Gil-
lette, of New York, but at that time a resident of 
Baltimore, who gave Rothermel without hesi-
tation the price he demanded, and thus made 
an invaluable addition to his own collection. 
Professor Mapes, who saw the picture, liked 
it so much, that he ordered its substitute to 
be founded on a similar subject,—“The Sur-
render of Guatemozon.”…These paint-
ings attracted such admiration, that several 
more, on similar themes, were ordered. One 
of these—“Noche Triste; or, The Morning of 
the Retreat on the Causeway,”—was for Mr. 
[Amos] Binney, of Boston; another,—“Cortez 
Burning his Fleet,”—for James Robb, of New 
Orleans; a third,—“Launch of the Brigan-
tines,”—for J.B.H. Latrobe, of Baltimore, son 
of the architect of the Capitol; and a fourth,—
the subject unknown to me,—which is now in 
the possession of the artist’s cousin, Samuel H. 
Rothermel, of Philadelphia.13

 In 1844, a reviewer noted that Rothermel’s paint-
ings of the conquest “have a penchant for the heroic age 
of our western world—for we have had our age of chiv-
alry as well as Europe. Columbus and Cortés and Soto, 
Rothermel’s favorites, were all belted knights in their 
time—and knights errant too, for they wandered fur-
ther in quest of adventures than even the Crusaders.”14  

The paintings are decidedly romantic, in keeping with 
Prescott’s approach to history, which Prescott acknowl-
edged as romantic and widely accessible.15 Rothermel 
was an admirer of the great French Romantic painter 
Eugene Delacroix (1798–1863), as well as Baroque 
painter Peter Paul Rubens (1577–1640), and one can 
VHH�WKH�LQÀXHQFHV�RI�ERWK�PDVWHUV�LQ�KLV�URPDQWLF�DQG�
KLJK�WRQHG�FRORU�DSSURDFK�WR�ODQGVFDSH�DQG�LQ�WKH�¿J-
ures in his history paintings. 
 Rothermel’s paintings were not made exclusively 
for a private domestic market—though private individ-
uals residing in Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, and 
Boston often commissioned them. Rather, they were 

primarily intended for display in the public art exhibi-
tions of Philadelphia and New York City. In order to 
understand Rothermel’s paintings one must also under-
stand their intended audiences. Rothermel was not only 
a leading academician at PAFA, but also his patrons 
included leading Whig elites in Philadelphia and up and 
down the eastern seaboard. For example, of the patrons 
mentioned in the above quote, two of them, James Robb 
of New Orleans and J.B.H. Latrobe of Baltimore, were 
intimately involved in the expansion of railroad net-
works across the continent, while another two, Amos 
Binney of Boston and James Mapes of Newark, N.J., 
ZHUH�QDWLRQDOO\�NQRZQ�VFLHQWL¿F�OHDGHUV�16 By 1862, at 
the height of the Civil War, the artist and his patrons 
were among the founding members of the Republican 
Union League Club of Philadelphia. The Union League 
was created following a time of great turmoil in Phila-
delphia, when Rothermel’s paintings of the Spanish 
conquest were at their height of popularity.
 Tension over religion and immigration boiled over in 
Philadelphia and its suburbs in the major anti-Catholic 
riots of 1844, the same year Rothermel painted Cortéz’s 
First View of the City of Mexico. These nativist riots, 
which took place 6–8 May and again 6–7 July 1844, 
were a result of rising anti-Catholic sentiment aimed 
at the growing population of Irish Catholic immi-
JUDQWV��7KHVH�VRFLDO�FRQÀLFWV�GLG�QRW�JR�XQQRWLFHG�LQ�
the art world. An 1845 review of Rothermel’s showing 
of The Surrender of Guatemozin at the National Academy 
of Design in New York City referred to the painting as 
being painted “by one of the most promising artists of 
the mob city.”17 Prescott’s narrative, while romanticiz-
ing the conquest, was also decidedly anti-Catholic, 
and so as much a part of the spirit of the times as the 
nativist riots. At the same time as these local tensions 
were taking over Philadelphia, the United States was 
becoming embroiled in conflict with neighboring 
Mexico, leading to the Mexican-American War of 
1846–48. In these years Rothermel painted Cortés’s 
Invasion of Mexico (Cortés before Tenochtitlan), 
Cortés Burning His Fleet, Cortés’s Launch of the 
Brigantines, and “Noche Triste.” 
 Rothermel’s view of Cortés appears to have shifted 
EHWZHHQ������DQG�������¿JV����DQG������:KDW�VHHPV�
to be romantic and celebratory in 1844 is brooding 
and destructive by 1846. In particular, smoke and lurid 
ÀDPHV�SURJUHVVLYHO\�GRPLQDWH�WKH�FDQYDVHV��5RWKHUPHO�
also seems to be moving farther away from an exclu-
VLYH�IRFXV�RQ�¿JXUHV�WR�WKH�LQFOXVLRQ�RI�ODQGVFDSH�DV�DQ�
expressive element of the composition. From looking at 
WKHVH�SDLQWLQJV�LW�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�NQRZ�KRZ�5RWKHUPHO�IHOW�
about American imperialism and territorial expansionism.
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Fig. 9. Cortez’s First View the City of Mexico by Peter F. Rothermel, 1844

Fig. 10. Cortes’ Invasion of Mexico (Cortes before Tenochtitlan) by Peter F. Rothermel, 1846
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Fig. 11. The Storming of the Teocalli by Cortez and His Troops by Emanuel Gottlieb Leutze (Germany, active in America)

Is Cortés the gallant leader haranguing his troops or the 
melancholic leader looking out over a sunset the color of 
blood and the city of Tenochtitlan? How was Rothermel 
DIIHFWHG�E\�WKH�DQWL�&DWKROLF�ULRWV�DQG�¿UHV�LQ�KLV�RZQ�
FLW\��DV�ZHOO�DV�E\�QHZVSDSHU�UHSRUWV�RI�PDMRU�FRQÀLFWV�
along the Mexican-American border? These paintings 
are certainly more nuanced and confusing than contem-
poraneous popular topographic military depictions of 
the contested landscape of Mexico made during the 
Mexican-American War. For example, a print of the 
1846 battle of Buena Vista takes a military topographic 

approach to the landscape, which is seen from a bird’s 
eye view.18 The Mexican landscape forms a backdrop 
to the impressive military prowess of the United States 
in the foreground; all is controlled and mapped. In his 
contemporaneous canvases it is hard to know whether 
Rothermel expects the viewer to identify with Cortés, 
or to see him as a decadent Catholic conquistador. 
His paintings are also nuanced enough to suggest 
that, by 1846, Rothermel may have been, like many 
Americans, dismayed by the bloodshed of the Mexi-
can-American War.
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 In contrast to Rothermel, his competitor and 
contemporary Emanuel Leutze had a somewhat less 
nuanced view of the conquest. Leutze’s The Storming 
of the Teocalli by Cortez and His Troops���������¿J������
was commissioned in 1846 for Boston scientist Amos 
Binney, a friend of William H. Prescott; both men were 
members of the Boston Athenæum, one of the United 
States’s oldest membership libraries, founded in 1807.19  

As mentioned above, Binney had commissioned one of 
Rothermel’s Cortés paintings, namely Noche Triste; or, 
The Morning of the Retreat on the Causeway (1848, 

location unknown). Based on this ownership I surmise 
that Binney meant the Leutze and Rothermel paintings 
to hang together. It is productive to discuss whether 
Rothermel or Leutze best embodied Prescott’s view of 
WKH�FRQTXHVW��/HXW]H¶V�SDLQWLQJ�GHSLFWV�WKH�¿UVW��IDLOHG�
battle the Spaniards waged against the Aztecs. Prescott, 
who described Cortés and his men as “gallant cava-
liers,” attributed the strength of brute force to the Aztecs, 
and the skill of “superior science” to the Spaniards. 
But no one really comes off well in Leutze’s painting: 
both the Spanish and Aztecs seem bloodthirsty and 

Fig. 12. De Soto Raising the Cross on the Mississippi by Peter F. Rothermel 



cruel. Was this really aligned with Prescott’s view of 
things? As William Truettner argues, “Prescott’s vol-
umes had presented the founding of the Americas as a 
¿UVW� VWHS� WRZDUG�1HZ�:RUOG�FLYLOL]DWLRQ�´20 It seems 
that Rothermel’s less violent depictions of events in 
The Conquest of Mexico were perhaps more in line 
with Prescott’s original intent, as well as aligned with 
the views of the artist’s elite East Coast patrons. Leutze, 
on the other hand, seems to have more in common with 
mestizo images from the sixteenth-century Florentine 
Codex than with romantic visions of the progress of 
civilization. 
 Jochen Wierich argues that the Leutze painting 
“revealed the problems that romantic history painters 
faced in giving manifest destiny a concrete pictorial 
form, and in convincing their audience that the his-
tory of the United States was guided by divine provi-

dence.”21 The problem of embodying a positive image 
IRU�:HVWHUQ�PDQLIHVW�GHVWLQ\�LQ�WKH�¿JXUH�RI�&RUWpV�PD\�
be why Rothermel eventually returned to De Soto as his 
Spanish colonial hero. Indeed, Cortés was most often 
OHIW� RXW� RI� RI¿FLDO� 8�6�� KLVWRU\� SDLQWLQJV��PRVW� SURE-
ably because he could too easily be associated with the 
protestant Black Legend of Spanish cruelty. Also, in the 
aftermath of the Mexican-American War, perhaps the 
Mississippi subject matter was more in keeping with 
popular taste than the bloody conquest of Mexico City.
 Rothermel’s De Soto Raising the Cross���������¿J��
����GHSLFWV�ZKDW�ZDV�EHOLHYHG�DW�WKH�WLPH�WR�EH�WKH�¿UVW�
Christian religious service in America. When Rothermel 
painted his second and more successful version of the 
VXEMHFW��'H�6RWR�ZDV�D�SRSXODU�¿JXUH�LQ�3KLODGHOSKLD��
In 1852 the play The Tragedy of de Soto was presented 
at Philadelphia’s Chestnut Street Theatre with scenery 
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Fig. 13. Discovery of the Mississippi by De Soto, A.D. 1541 by William Henry Powell, 1848–55



paintings by Rothermel’s fellow PAFA exhibitor Russell 
Smith. Also in 1852, when Rothermel’s painting 
Patrick Henry in the House of Burgesses was exhibited 
in the Rotunda of the U.S. Capitol, “twenty Philadel-
phia artists, including Thomas Sully, Rembrandt Peale, 
John Neagle, J.R. Lambdin, John Sartain, William 
Trost Richards, Samuel Waugh and Christian Schues-
sele, petitioned Congress to commission Rothermel to 
produce a national work.”22  The Cortés series, and then 
the return to the subject of De Soto, appears to have 
been an attempt on the part of Rothermel, his patrons, 
and the Philadelphia art community in general, to have 
one of Rothermel’s paintings selected for the U.S. 
Capitol project. William Henry Powell was painting 
his Discovery of the Mississippi by De Soto, A.D. 1541, 
from 1848–��� �¿J�� ����� ,Q� DOO� OLNHOLKRRG��5RWKHUPHO��
who knew that Congress was at the time looking 
for a Western subject, painted his composition in 
competition.
 Landscape has more of a role in this painting than 
in any of Rothermel’s other images of Spanish conquest 
and discovery. The entire foreground is given over to 
the pliable clay of the Mississippi river banks. Both 
the cross and the kneeling natives in the right fore-
ground seem to be emerging out of the earth. The cross 
gives the appearance of having been hewn from a tree, 
unlike the cross in Powell’s version which includes 
ZKDW� DSSHDUV� WR� EH� DQ� DSSOLHG� LYRU\� FUXFL¿HG� &KULVW��
The cross is being planted in the ground, becoming as 
PXFK�D�SDUW�RI�WKH�$PHULFDQ�VRLO�DV�WKH�QDWLYH�¿JXUHV��
Visually, this is undoubtedly the most accomplished 
painting of Rothermel’s conquest series. In focusing 
on the American landscape, rather than architecture or 
¿JXUHV��WR�FRQYH\�WKH�GUDPDWLF�HPRWLRQDO�QDUUDWLYH�RI�
conquest, Rothermel has created his masterpiece. At a 
time when “Manifest Destiny” was being bandied about 
as the term du jour in United States politics, what better 
image than the planting of a Christian cross in the soil 
of a great western river to suggest the divine destiny 
of America to push westward? According to Prescott, 
in this vision of the conquest the goal is the spread of 
Christianity across the wilderness of America, rather 
than the goal of Cortés, the gold-loving Spaniard. 
Rothermel’s cross also has other strong visual resonances 
in 1852 and resembles nothing so much as a telegraph 
pole and wires that had recently been patented and were 
making their way across the eastern seaboard, in antici-
SDWLRQ�RI�OLQNLQJ�WKH�ZKROH�FRQWLQHQW��¿J������
 Philadelphians continued to push for Rothermel to 
receive a Capitol commission. The Philadelphia archi-
tect Thomas U. Walter, at the time also the Architect of 
the Capitol, wrote to Col. C.G. Childs in December of 

1852, “the only chance that I can see for Mr. Rothermel 
is to get a commission direct from congress. Leutze has 
painted one stairway, leaving [?] yet to paint. . . . The 
committee on the Library has charge of all works 
of art.”23  
 It wasn’t only Philadelphians who were advocat-
ing for Rothermel. In early February 1853 Gouverner 
Kemble (1786–1875), a New York Democrat, patron of 
the arts, co-founder of the Century Club, and Honorary 
Academician at the National Academy of Design, wrote 
to Meigs that he felt the work of Rothermel, “for truth 
and expression, and good color, is equal to anything that 
the other [Leutze] has done, and the drawing is better 
than in most of Leutze’s pictures.” Meigs responded 
that “that unless Weir be excepted, we have as yet no 
DUWLVW�IXOO\�TXDOL¿HG�WR�XQGHUWDNH�WKH�GHFRUDWLRQ�RI�RXU�
staircases… Rothermel’s Patrick Henry seemed to me 
a sketch, as though he had not the industry or skill to 
SDLQW�D�¿QLVKHG�SLFWXUH�´�.HPEOH�GLG�QRW�JLYH�XS��KRZ-
HYHU�� VWDWLQJ�³,� WKLQN� WKDW�DW�D�¿UVW�DWWHPSW�� LQVWHDG�RI�
too sincerely criticizing the pictures in the rotunda, it 
ZRXOG�EH�EHWWHU� WR� ORRN�XSRQ� WKHP�DV� WKH�¿UVW� HIIRUWV�
RI�XQWULHG�DUWLVWV��ZKLFK�LI�\RX�GR��\RX�ZRXOG�¿QG��WKDW�
Weir’s picture would take a high stand, and that there 
are touches of genius and talent in that of Chapman of 
the highest promise.”24 
 Even after Rothermel’s failure to achieve a commis-
sion, not all were happy with Powell’s executed DeSoto 
painting.
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Fig. 14. “Professor Morse’s Great Historical Picture” 
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Mr. Powell is not quite correct in all his facts; 
the commission to paint the picture was not 
given to him with quite such unanimity as he 
states… Judge Campbell of this city, and Mr. 
Ingersoll of Philadelphia, proposed an open 
competition that should give all the artists in 
the country an opportunity to compete for the 
work, by sending in cartoons of designs, from 
which a committee should choose the one that 
was best adapted to the purpose.25

While Philadelphians wanted Rothermel to execute the 
painting, New Yorkers had their own suggestions, and 
Asher B. Durand and others wanted Samuel F.B. Morse 
to be awarded the commission after Inman’s death. 
 Rothermel employs a similar format to his De Soto 
painting with his Landing of the Pilgrims� ��������¿J��
15); here, American religion and American landscape 
are paired to create a successful history painting.26  

The landscape dominates the foreground of snow and 
storm-tossed waves. Landing of the Pilgrims is not part 
of the Spanish conquest series, but is related, especially 
when one realizes that the painting was commissioned 
in 1852, the same year of Rothermel’s unsuccessful 
campaign to complete a panel in the U.S. Capitol. For 
example, a comparison between Rothermel’s Landing 
of the Pilgrims and Robert Walter Weir’s Embarkation 
of the Pilgrims (painted from 1837–�����¿J������UHYHDOV�
WKDW�WKRXJK�:HLU�FKRVH�WR�IRFXV�RQ�¿JXUHV��5RWKHUPHO�
continued his use of landscape to capture the emotional 
impact of the historic moment.27 

 In progressing from Cortés to De Soto to the 
Pilgrims, Rothermel moved further and further away 
from the themes of the Spanish Conquest. It makes 
sense that this is so, given the conditions in contempo-
rary Philadelphia, which by the 1850s was feeling the 
impending pangs of sectionalism which were to erupt 
in the U.S. Civil War. In transitioning from Mexico to  

Fig. 15. The Landing of the Pilgrims at Plymouth Rock by Peter F. Rothermel 
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Fig. 16. Embarkation of the Pilgrims by Robert W. Weir

the Mississippi to New England, Rothermel’s paintings 
offer us a map of American geopolitics in the 1840s and 
1850s, from excitement about territorial conquest to the 
south, to anxieties about the spread of slavery to the 
new lands annexed from Mexico, to a retreat and ide-
alization of the founders of Protestant New England. In 
all these themes, Rothermel was aligned with Whig/
Republican concerns in Philadelphia. Rothermel’s 
views of the Spanish conquest say more about Philadel-
phia and Washington, D.C. in the 1840s and 1850s 
than they do about the sixteenth-century con-

quest. But that is always the case with history paint-
ing. In capturing a moment in history, the artist almost 
always tells us more about his own time than the one 
he aims to portray. Thus, from Rothermel’s paintings of 
Cortés and De Soto, we may be able to learn more about 
the territorial conquest of the Mexican-American War 
and anxieties over immigration and slavery than we can 
about the conquest of Mexico by Spain. 
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   20. Ibid., pp. 67, 68, 70.
  21. Jochen Wierichm, Grand Themes: Emanuel 
Leutze, Washington Crossing the Delaware, and Amer-
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Childs.
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Mark Thistlethwaite, “A Band of Exiles on the Wild 
New England Shore: The Place of Peter F. Rother-
mel’s ‘Landing of the Pilgrims’ in America’s National 
Memory,” in the exhibition catalog of the same name, 
for the exhibition in the William Center Gallery, 
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   27. In an 1835 review of this painting, the 
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SOCIETY NEWS
AN EVENING HONORING THE ENERGY AND COMMERCE COMMITTEE

On May 23, 2018 the United States Capitol Histori-
cal Society hosted an evening reception to honor 

and celebrate the accomplishments of the House Com-
mittee on Energy and Commerce—the oldest commit-
tee in Congress. Current and former members and staff 
of the committee, along with members of the Society, 
HQMR\HG�WKH�HYHQLQJ¶V�SURJUDP�LQ�PDJQL¿FHQW�1DWLRQDO�
Statuary Hall. Before the reception, event donors from 
the Society joined Chairman Greg Walden, Ranking 
Member Frank Pallone Jr., former Chairmen Fred 
Upton and John Dingell, and Rep. Debbie Dingell for 
a meet-and-greet in the Rayburn Room.
 The Capitol Police Ceremonial Unit presented the 
colors for the Pledge of Allegiance to begin the evening, 
followed by a toast to the committee given by Chairman 
of the USCHS Board of Trustees Don Carlson. Walden 
delivered warm remarks, noting his great appreciation 
for the staff and their contributions to the incredible 
work of the Energy and Commerce Committee. With 
JUHDW� KXPRU�� 3DOORQH� WROG� WKH� VWRU\� RI� KRZ�KH�¿QDOO\�
convinced then-Chairman Dingell to let him onto the 
committee in 1992.
� 7KH� ¿UVW� RI� WZR� NH\QRWH� VSHDNHUV�� IRUPHU� &KDLU-
man Dingell—who holds the record for longest con-
gressional service at 59 years, 21 days—was welcomed 
back with a loud and extended round of applause from 
the audience. With a large poster of planet Earth to 
his right, Dingell reminded the room that the commit-

tee’s jurisdiction is far reaching and that its decisions 
“have an impact on all of us.” The second keynote 
speaker, former Chairman Upton, shared anecdotes 
of his friendship with Dingell, including his pride for 
the many Dingell-Upton and Upton-Dingell bills that 
passed through the committee and were signed into 
law as well as their shared hospitality when visiting 
each other’s districts on opposite sides of Michigan.
 Several posters containing photos of the Energy and 
Commerce Committee over the years were displayed 
around the room for the guests to enjoy and reminisce. 
Current and former staffers were thrilled to spend time 
and reconnect with colleagues.

Energy and Commerce Committee Members with Dingell 
(seated) and USCHS Board Chairman Don Carlson (right).

Former Chairman John Dingell delivers one of the keynote 
addresses.
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The event was made possible through the gen-
erous support of these donors:

Allergan
Amway
Chevron

&RUQ�5H¿QHUV�$VVRFLDWLRQ
Comcast NBCUniversal

Mallinckrodt Pharmaceuticals
Roche Diagnostics Corporation
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CAPITOL COMMITTEE RENEWALS, UPGRADES, AND NEW MEMBERS
DECEMBER 1, 2017 TO MAY 31, 2018

The Society deeply appreciates all the Capitol Committee members for their continued 
involvement and support of its educational mission.

LEADERSHIP COUNCIL 
($25,000 & ABOVE)

Amway
Bank of America
Grant Thornton
Roche Diagnostics Corporation
Time Warner
Transamerica
UPS

CONSTITUTION SIGNERS 
($15,000–$24,999)

Altria Client Services, LLC
Association for Advanced Life 
Underwriting
Beer Institute
Chevron
Comcast NBC Universal
Dominion Energy
International Paper

National Automobile Dealers 
 Association
Shell Oil Company

BRUMIDI SOCIETY 
($10,0000–$14,999)

American Council of Life Insurers
American Society of Civil Engineers
Astellas Pharma US
Boehringer Ingelheim 
 Pharmaceuticals
CN
CoBank
&RUQ�5H¿QHUV�$VVRFLDWLRQ
CSX Corporation
Faegre Baker Daniels LLP
Fidelity Investments
Food Marketing Institute
Kraft Heinz Company
Principal

FOUNDER LEVEL 
($5,000–$9,999)

American Beverage Association
American Society of Mechanical 
Engineers
Bayer Corporation
Cigna
Conference of State Bank 
 Supervisors
EMD Serono, Inc. 
K&L | Gates
Leonardo DRS
Mazda North America Operations
National Beer Wholesalers 
 Association
National Grocers Association
National Retail Federation
Nationwide Insurance
New York Life Insurance Company
Penn Quarter Partners, LLC
3¿]HU��,QF�
Texas Instruments Incorporated

)RU�PRUH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�WKH�PDQ\�EHQH¿WV�DYDLODEOH�WR�&DSLWRO�&RPPLWWHH�0HPEHUV��SOHDVH�FRQWDFW�'LUHFWRU��
Corporate Giving Marilyn Green at (202) 543-8919 x21 or mgreen@uschs.org, or Manager of Development and 

Outreach Jennifer Romberg at (202) 543-8919 x23 or jromberg@uschs.org.

From the Chairman of the Board…

On behalf the entire board of the U.S. Capitol Historical Society, I am announcing the retirement of our 
longtime leader and president/CEO, the Hon. Ron Sarasin. After 17 years at the helm of our organization, 

Ron informed me of his intent to retire and formally did so at the end of March. Ron's service to the Society was 
monumental and we are most grateful for the opportunity to have worked with him. He successfully led us through 
PDQ\�FKDOOHQJHV�DQG�SODFHG�XV�RQ�D�SDWK�WR�IXO¿OO�RXU�PLVVLRQ�IRU�WKH�IXWXUH�
 Ron's unique career in the Congress and in the Washington business community gave him the skills we needed 
during these years of both change and growth. The Board wishes him a wonderful retirement and many, many 
years of good health to enjoy with his family.
 The Society is now in the process of conducting a professional search for his successor; I look forward to shar-
ing information on a new leader in the near future.

With all best regards and wishes,
Don Carlson
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On Monday, 18 June, the United States Capitol His-
torical Society hosted an event to launch its latest 

book, Creating Capitol Hill: Place, Proprietors, and 
People. Written by Charles Carroll Carter, William 
C. diGiacomantonio, and Pamela Scott, and with 
maps by Don Alexander Hawkins, the book tells the 
story of how the Founding Fathers reached a compro-
mise to situate the permanent seat of government along 
the Potomac River, how Pres. George Washington and 
Peter L’Enfant chose the site for the city, how Washing-
ton negotiated an agreement with the proprietors who 
owned the land on which the city was to sit, and how a 
neighborhood and capital city arose from these tenuous 
arrangements.
 Donald G. Carlson, chair of the USCHS board of 
trustees, opened the event with remarks praising the 
dedication of the authors and editor Donald Kennon 
in seeing this book through to completion. Carlson also 
introduced a special guest who spoke to the gathered 
audience: “George Washington” as portrayed by Dean 

Malissa��WKH�RI¿FLDO�LQWHUSUHWHU�IRU�*HRUJH�:DVKLQJWRQ¶V�
Mount Vernon. “Washington” spoke to the great uncer-
tainty and challenges that beset the new republic at its 
founding—and subsequently—as the capital city was 
established, but emphasized that hope prevailed so long 
as people came together in a spirit of amity and mutual 
concession.
 Kennon, also chief historian emeritus of USCHS, 
moderated a panel featuring all four contributors to the 
book. Carter detailed his lifelong fascination with the 
history of his family, as well as a few myths he has long 
wanted to debunk (such as “Jenkins’ Hill”). DiGiaco-
mantonio shared how his background in political his-
tory enabled him to better explore the circumstances 
which yielded the Residency Act—which created a per-
manent seat of federal government along the Potomac 
River—as well as the agreement of the proprietors to 
yield half of their land to the new government in the 
expectation of a tremendous increase in value for the 
remainder. Hawkins explained how he got interested in

Sen. Chris Van Hollen (MD, standing, right) with Creating Capitol Hill authors Don Alexander Hawkins (standing, left), Wil-
liam C. diGiacomantonio (center), Pamela Scott, and Charles Carroll Carter

Hardcover copies of Creating Capitol Hill“George Washington” as portrayed by Dean Malissa
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maps of Washington, D.C. and the important role they 
play in understanding the history told by the other 
authors. Finally, Scott elaborated on how Carroll and 
Thomas Law were able to create a fledgling com-
munity to serve Congress at its earliest occupancy in 
Washington. 
 USCHS tour guides then took interested guests 
on the inaugural Creating Capitol Hill walking tour 
to explore the neighborhood and sites featured in the 
book. Ranging from the USCHS headquarters at Sec-

ond Street and Maryland Avenue NE as far as the Long-
ZRUWK�+RXVH�2I¿FH�%XLOGLQJ�DW�1HZ�-HUVH\�DQG�,QGH-
pendence Avenues SE, the tour highlights themes from 
the book, such as land deals between the proprietors 
DQG� WKH� ÀHGJOLQJ� JRYHUQPHQW�� FRQVWUXFWLRQ� RI� KRPHV�
and boarding houses, and early developments in com-
mercial and social life on Capitol Hill. 
 C-SPAN recorded the evening’s proceedings for 
their Book TV Series; watch the video by visiting 
c-span.org and searching for “Creating Capitol Hill.”

On Thursday, 12 July, the United States Capitol Histori-
cal Society formally presented Creating Capitol Hill: 
Place, Proprietors, and People to Reps. Tom Cole of 
Oklahoma and Virginia Foxx of North Carolina at a 
FHUHPRQ\�KHOG�LQ�WKH�5D\EXUQ�+RXVH�2I¿FH�%XLOGLQJ��
Donald G. Carlson, chair of the USCHS board of trust-
ees, opened the event with remarks thanking Cole and 
Foxx for their service to both the country as Members 
of Congress and to the Society as members of the board 
of trustees.

 Cole shared the following thoughts on the book: “As 
a historian, I am proud to serve on the board of trustees 
for the U.S. Capitol Historical Society. It was an honor 
to support the release of the society’s newest publication, 
Creating Capitol Hill. The book beautifully illustrates the 
storied past and evolution of Capitol Hill. I look forward 
to sharing it with my friends, family, and constituents.”
 Foxx expressed the following sentiments on her involve-
ment with the society: “It was a pleasure to join the U.S. 
Capitol Historical Society today for the launch of its 
new book, Creating Capitol Hill. The Society does 
excellent work in promoting knowledge of the Capitol’s 
history and appreciation for its important role, and in 
helping preserve it. I’m glad to have been a benefactor 
of its mission today, and look forward to reading my 
copy of the book.”
 Following the presentation, USCHS Develop-
ment & Tours Consultant Samuel Holliday led a 
team of volunteers and interns as they hand-delivered 
a hardcover copy of Creating Capitol Hill to each 
of the 541 congressional offices. Without the help of 
volunteers Charles Beck, Ethan Fine, and Yvette 
Seltz, and interns Sophie Cos, Alison Gray, Madison 
Immel, and Clare Smith, this distribution would not 
have been possible.

From left: Rep. Cole, volunteer Chuck Beck, Rep. Foxx, and 
Chairman Carlson

CREATING CAPITOL HILL ON THE HILL

BOOK TALK AT MOUNT VERNON
On Thursday, 13 September, the authors of Creating 
Capitol Hill: Place, Proprietors, and People participated 
in a Ford Evening Book Talk at George Washington’s 
Mount Vernon. Offered by the Fred W. Smith Library 
for the Study of George Washington, these free monthly 
discussions highlight books focused on Washington and 
our nation’s founding era. About 300 people turned 
out to the Robert H. and Clarice Smith Theater to hear 
remarks from editor Donald Kennon and authors Don 
Alexander Hawkins, Charles Carroll Carter (via his 
daughter Anna St. John), and Pamela Scott. After 
a question-and-answer session, the speakers signed 
copies of the book for interested guests.

Dr. .HYLQ�%XWWHU¿HOG, executive director of the Fred W. 
Smith Library for the Study of George Washington, moder-
ated the question-and-answer session with authors Carter, 
Hawkins, and Scott, and editor Kennon.
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“Temple of Democracy: History Made Here” 

Join U.S. Capitol Historical Society staff and trained 
volunteers for a walking tour of the Capitol Grounds, 
¿OOHG�ZLWK�DQHFGRWHV�DERXW�DQG�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RI�WKH�&RQ-
gress, the origin and construction of the building itself, 
and discussions of the broader concepts of democratic 
government. Learn why it took nearly 40 years to build 
the original Capitol as well as why and how it has been 
expanded and changed since then. Hear about famous—
and infamous—incidents that have taken place inside, 
crucial turning points in the history of the republic, and 
how the daily activities in the complex today still shape 
the way our government and nation work. This tour is 
a different, more historically-inclined experience than 
WKRVH�RIIHUHG�E\�FRQJUHVVLRQDO�RI¿FHV�DQG�WKH�&DSLWRO�
Visitor Center. Named “Best Specialty Tour” by Wash-
ingtonian Magazine, this is one experience you won’t 
want to miss!

 “Olmsted’s Stunning Capitol Landscape”

Join U.S. Capitol Historical Society staff and trained 
volunteers for a special walking tour of the Capitol 
Grounds focusing on the work of Frederick Law 
Olmsted. Learn why the Architect of the Capitol brought 
in the Father of Landscape Architecture to improve the 
design of the grounds and how the monumental under-
WDNLQJ� WRRN� SODFH�� 'LVFRYHU� ¿UVWKDQG� WKH� EHDXW\� DQG�
intricacies of his careful design, all the while hearing 
about the incredible life he led, from merchant seaman 
to gentleman farmer to journalist to landscape architect. 
A local favorite, this is a tour every history and park-
lover should take!

“Creating Capitol Hill Book Tour” 

Join U.S. Capitol Historical Society staff and trained 
volunteers to see the neighborhood and historic sites 
detailed in the Society’s latest publication, Creating 
Capitol Hill: Place, Proprietors, and People. Explore 
the streets around the Capitol as you learn about the 
circumstances and compromises that were necessary 
to create a permanent seat for the federal government. 
From structures long-since destroyed to those standing 
to this day, discover how hundreds of acres of wooded 
farmland became one of the most important communi-
ties of our country. Whether you’re a native Washingto-
nian or just curious about the capital city, this new tour 
is for you!

NEW WALKING TOURS (cont. from back cover)

6DPXHO�+ROOLGD\ guiding the “Olmsted’s Stunning Capitol 
Landscape” Tour

6WHYH�/LYHQJRRG guiding the “Temple of Democracy” Tour

Samuel Holliday speaking during the inaugural "Creating 
Capitol Hill Book Tour "
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The U.S. Capitol Historical Society kicked off 2018 
with a big helping of lunchtime lectures. Despite 

inclement weather and other scheduling obstacles, we 
welcomed speakers and audiences who discussed an 
exciting range of topics. Several of the lectures are now 
available online through C-SPAN.
 In January, James Lancel McElhinney* previewed 
his article on page 16 of this issue with a discussion of 
his research on Gen. Seth Eastman. February brought 
another Capitol Dome/lunchtime lecture connection 
when Matthew Costello, senior historian at the White 
House Historical Association, elaborated on his 2017 
article on the debates surrounding the idea of a Capitol 
tomb for George Washington.
 USCHS commemorated Black History Month with 
A J Aiséirithe’s lecture on Frederick Douglass.  Her 
talk included explorations of Douglass’ evolving views 
after the Civil War as well as some of the positions he 
held or work he did while living in Washington, D.C. 
We also commemorated Women’s History Month in 
March, with Jane Hudiburg* discussing the congres-
VLRQDO�DQG�DFWLYLVW�FDUHHU�RI�-HDQQHWWH�5DQNLQ��WKH�¿UVW�
woman elected to Congress. She is famously the only 
Member of Congress to vote against U.S. participation 
in both world wars.
 Two additional lectures took place in March. Mar-
cie Sims covered the history of congressional Pages; 
many former Pages attended her book talk, co-pre-
sented with the U.S. Capitol Page Alumni Association, 
and shared stories from their time serving in the Capi-
tol. One of our Capitol Committee members, Express 
Scripts, graciously hosted the lecture in their meeting 
room. Elise Friedland, a former Capitol Fellow, shared 
an early look at her research on Constantino Brumidi’s 
work in the Capitol’s S-127 committee room. Her work 
FHQWHUV�RQ�¿QGLQJ�WKH�VRXUFHV��HVSHFLDOO\�3RPSHLLDQ��RI�
Brumidi’s designs for this space.
 New lunchtime lectures are being planned for 2019! 
Check in at uschs.org for updates as they become avail-
able. If you are unable to attend a lecture, follow along 
on Twitter (@USCapHis and #historytalk) for live 
tweets.

*Speakers marked with an asterisk were recorded 
by C-SPAN; their talks are available on c-span.org. 

Search for “Capitol Historical Society” and the speak-
HU¶V�ODVW�QDPH�WR�¿QG�WKH�UHFRUGLQJ�

LUNCHTIME LECTURES

 Jane Hudiburg

Elise Friedland’s enthusiasm for her topic spilled into the 
audience, members of which continued to examine some of 
Friedland’s images after the talk.

Some of the Page alumni who attended Marcie Sims’s 
(center, in blue) talk on March 7. -HUU\�3DSD]LDQ, left, 
introduced Sims at the event on behalf of the U.S. Capitol 
Page Alumni Association.



Each spring, the U.S. Capitol Historical Society pres-
ents a scholarly symposium focused on an aspect or 

period of congressional history. The 2018 iteration, on 
May 4, continued our exploration of the Reconstruction 
period, with speakers detailing the issues surrounding the 
Fourteenth Amendment, citizenship, and the impeach-
ment of Andrew Johnson.
 Reconstructing the Constitution, Remaking Citi-
zenship, and Reconsidering a Presidential Succes-
sion opened with a morning session centered on the 
Fourteenth Amendment. Vernon Burton (Clemson 
University and the University of Illinois Urbana-Cham-
paign) began the session by exploring some of the rea-
sons for and effects of the passage of the Fourteenth 
Amendment. Then a panel of three speakers took on 
PRUH�VSHFL¿F�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW�WKH�DPHQGPHQW�DQG�FLWL-
zenship. Paul Finkelman (Gratz College) discussed 
the way the amendment resolved some questions about 
who was considered a citizen and effectively reversed 
the Dred Scott decision. Jack Chin (UC Davis School 
of Law) analyzed certain ways that the amendment did 
not apply to all—it was long interpreted as offering citi-
zenship only to black Americans and not, for instance, to 
Chinese immigrants and their children. Alysa Landry 
(journalist and doctoral student at Gratz College) dis-
cussed the ways this issue of who can be a citizen has 
played out for Native Americans around and since the 
time of the Fourteenth Amendment’s passage.
 Brandi Brimmer (Morgan State University) 
opened the afternoon session and continued the con-
versation about citizenship as she examined the lives 
of black Union widows who applied for pensions after 
WKH�&LYLO�:DU��7KHLU�VXUYLYRU¶V�EHQH¿WV�GHSHQGHG�RQ�DQ�
agreement that they and their Union soldier husbands 
ZHUH�FLWL]HQV��WKHLU�EHQH¿WV�DQG�VWDWXV�DV�FLWL]HQV�DOVR�
turned on questions about their marital status and sex-
uality in a way that men’s pensions did not. Next, 
Rebecca Zietlow (University of Toledo College of 
Law) discussed Rep. James Mitchell Ashley, an anti-
slavery politician who also supported increased rights 
for “free” (white) labor and a more egalitarian ver-
sion of liberty that addressed both racial and economic 
discrimination. Mark Summers (University of Ken-
WXFN\��JDYH� WKH�¿QDO�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�� D� OLYHO\�KLVWRU\� RI�
the Andrew Johnson impeachment in which he argued 
WKDW�ZKLOH�-RKQVRQ�UHPDLQHG�LQ�RI¿FH��WKH�LPSHDFKPHQW�
effort was enough to effectively neutralize him.
 The day concluded with all the speakers taking 
questions from the audience. Occasionally, other audi-

ence members answered questions too! It was, as is 
usual at a USCHS symposium, a lively and thoughtful 
exchange among the speakers and between them and 
audience members.
 Most of the sessions are now available on c-span.
org. Search for “Capitol Historical Society symposium” 
to watch them online.

Annual Symposium Focused on Reconstruction and the Fourteenth Amendment

Audience members line up to ask questions after one of the 
speakers concluded a presentation.

Symposium co-director Paul Finkelman moderated the 
¿QDO�4	$�VHVVLRQ�ZLWK�DOO�WKH�VSHDNHUV��6HDWHG��IURP�OHIW��
Mark Summers, Jack Chin, Vernon Burton, Rebecca Ziet-
low, Brandi Brimmer, and Alysa Landry. 

C-SPAN camera crews were present to record most of the talks.
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#003030 $29.95  Members  $26.95

$/62�$9$,/$%/(�,1�+$5'29(5�

#003031 $49.95  Members  $44.95

72�0$.(�%($87,)8/�7+(�&$3,72/

Detailed history of renowned Italian-born artist Constantino Brumidi’s 
masterful work “making beautiful” the walls and ceilings of the United 
States Capitol over a span of 25 years starting in 1854. Paperback, 
2014, 137 pp.
#002757              $30.00        Members      $27.00

0$5%/(�&$3,72/�5(3/,&$

Beautifully detailed replica of the Capitol is crafted from marble of 
WKH�HDVW� IURQW�VWHSV�UHPRYHG�GXULQJ�UHQRYDWLRQV�DQG�JURXQG�WR�D�¿QH�
powder. The mixture is then added to resin for exquisite detail.  
(9 1/4” x 5 2/3” x 3 3/4”)
#002089 $135.00  Members   $121.50
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7KLV�EHDXWLIXOO\�FUDIWHG����NW��JROG�¿QLVKHG�RUQDPHQW�
features the marble removed from the east front steps 
LQ�WKH���������UHQRYDWLRQV��JURXQG�LQWR�D�¿QH�SRZGHU�
DQG�FRPELQHG�ZLWK�¿QH�UHVLQ�WR�IRUP�D�FDPHR�RI�WKH�
United States Capitol dome surrounded by an octago-
nal marble frame.
 (3” x 3”)  Made in America!
#003027  $26.00
Members  $23.40

�����%8/),1&+�'20(�251$0(17

Two-dimensional holiday enamelled 24 kt. ornament features the 
%XO¿QFK� 'RPH� DQG� WKH� &DSLWRO� 'RPH� GHVLJQHG� E\� 7KRPDV� 8��
Walter as it appears today in the foreground. (3” x  3”)
#003027 $22.00  Members $19.80

�����|:(��7+(�3(23/(}�&$/(1'$5�

Our award-winning “We the People” calendar 
showcases the talents of local professional pho-
tographers. The calendar presents 12 color pho-
tographs featuring interior and exterior images 
of the Capitol and Washington, DC monuments. 
It has become a treasured collectible to many 
because of the annual themes commemorating 
historic events in American history. The 2019 
edition commemorative theme is “Steaming into 
History” and contains historic daily factoid nota-
tions from 200 years ago. 
(Available with lip for custom programs. Contact 
Vincent Scott @ 202-543-8919, ext. 33).
#003025   $10.95  Members   $9.86
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(202) 543-8919
(800) 887-9318

e-mail: uschs@uschs.org

NEW WALKING TOURS FROM 
USCHS

The United States Capitol Historical Society is proud 
to announce the addition of two new offerings to 

the slate of Walking Tours available to the public. These 
new experiences focus on the work of renowned 
landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted and on 
the Society’s latest publication, Creating Capitol Hill: 
Place, Proprietors, and People, and complement the 
traditional Capitol Exterior Tour still offered by the 
Society. 
 Led by USCHS staff and trained volunteers, 
the tours are available by reservation every weekday 
night at 5:30 pm from March 1 to Memorial Day, at 
7:00 pm from Memorial Day through Labor Day, and 
5:30 pm from Labor Day through October 31. The cost 
is $30 per adult, $15 per youth aged 10 to 18, and free 
for children under 10. USCHS members can take one 
free walking tour annually! For more information, or to 
book your walking tour, visit https://uschs.org/engage/

tours-speakers-bureau/. See page 51 for descriptions of 
the three tours.

Charles Beck led the inaugural Creating Capitol Hill 
Walking Tour.

Check out The Capitol Dome online! 
Find our online edition at www.uschs.org.
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