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Notes to the Reader 

 

 At times I refer to American society in broad terms. Clearly not all Americans were 

interested in the question of how to venerate Washington or even inclined to do so: Native 

Americans and enslaved Africans, some of whom Washington owned, being two obvious 

examples. As such when I refer to America, Americans, or American society I refer only to the 

politically enfranchised, usually white and generally male, citizens who would be at all interested 

with the question of how to venerate Washington. As such this thesis does not explore American 

society as a whole, but rather the sorts of Americans who would be concerned with this question 

and had the opportunity to shape and participate in the cult of Washington. 

At other points in the thesis I discuss the coterie of Americans dubbed the “Founding 

Fathers.” When I reference them, I mean the educated political elite who played a leading role in 

the American founding, be they politicians, orators, writers, civic leaders, clergymen or military 

officers. The Founding Fathers are especially important to this thesis since they significantly 

shaped the veneration of Washington through their writings and patronage of the arts. In 

addition, much of the surviving source material which I draw upon for this work comes from the 

writings of these men (and, in a few rare cases, women). Like American society more broadly, 

the Founding Fathers were not monolithic. When differing images of Washington arise between 

Founding Fathers, I have done my best to underline these differences and provide some rational.  

Finally, I have included hyperlinks within this document. In the table of contents, the 

hyperlinks allow the reader to navigate to various thesis sections. Within the text of the work, the 

hyperlinks enable the reader to navigate to various figures. Clicking on “see Figure X” will take 

the reader to the figure, while clicking on the corresponding hyperlink next to the figure itself 

will return the reader to the relevant piece of text. 
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Introduction: 
 

 

Washington constantly eludes us. He is at once the soaring embodiment of America’s 

fight for liberty and the cruel slave owner. In Washington D.C, his immense, if abstracted, 

presence is felt across the city through the towering National Washington Monument even as his 

minuscule visage stares up at us from our quarters and dollar bills. Americans have always 

grappled with understanding Washington; a man whose myth has, in large part, overshadowed 

his actual life. Americans during the Founding era also struggled to determine how exactly to 

conceptualize and treat Washington. Most frequently Americans have called Washington the 

father of his country, a title that dates back to ancient Rome. This image of Washington as the 

nation’s father has largely endured intact. There were popular modes of conceiving and 

venerating Washington beyond the simple honorific of pater patriae. During the late 1700s and 

early 1800s, Americans often envisioned Washington in ways that seem unfamiliar to us today 

and discordant with the soberly dressed wigged figure we see in portraits and busts. This thesis 

examines how it came to be that Americans simultaneously depicted Washington as a monarchic, 

classical, and sacred figure for over half a century from 1776 through the 1830s, by examining 

the historic, political, and cultural forces that gave rise to such representations. The differing 

conceptualizations of Washington were not simply a flash in the cultural pan but rather represent 

a meaningful reflection of American society’s memory of George Washington. The models used 

to conceptualize Washington offer essential insight into how Washington was viewed by his 

contemporaries. Since these models emerged at a time of great turmoil and change, they also 

offer a window into the formation of America’s national identity, as manifested by contemporary 

American’s understanding of their pater patriae.  
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 This thesis examines three faces of George Washington; as a king, as the Roman 

statesman Cincinnatus, and as a sacred figure. The first chapter deals with Washington the 

Patriot King. The idea of Washington as a monarchic figure seems wholly repugnant to modern 

sensibilities. However, during his life, Washington was often honored and depicted in monarchic 

terms. Political elites like John Adams and Alexander Hamilton were able to justify these 

monarchic depictions by drawing on the political theory of patriotic kingship; first espoused by 

Niccolò Machiavelli and expounded upon by John Bolingbroke. Broader segments of American 

society, accustomed to a unifying monarchic figure, turned to Washington and used formerly 

monarchic practices like festivals and parades to celebrate Washington. The second chapter of 

this thesis examines how Washington came to be enduringly linked with the ancient Roman 

statesman Cincinnatus. During the Revolutionary period and beyond, the classics held a far more 

prominent place in American society and education than they do today.1 Throughout the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, allusions and comparisons were frequently drawn 

between the great historical figures and events of antiquity and those of the American founding. 

This chapter argues that the choice of Cincinnatus, over dozens of other possible comparisons for 

Washington, was due to the significance that the Founding Fathers ascribed to Washington’s 

two-time abnegation of power, along with the fortuitous symbolism of both Washington and 

Cincinnatus being “virtuous” farmers. The third chapter argues that Washington’s role as 

America’s “indispensable man” led to him serving as the nucleus for American civic religion and 

American proto nationalism. It also examines how the same disparate conditions of early 

 
1 For a discussion of the role of classics in early America see: Meyer Reinhold, Classica Americana: The Greek and 

Roman Heritage in the United States (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1984); Carl J. Richard, The Founders 

and the Classics: Greece, Rome and the American Enlightenment, 1. Harvard Univ. Press paperback ed., 4. print 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1996); Caroline Winterer, The Culture of Classicism: Ancient Greece and 

Rome in American Intellectual Life, 1780-1910 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). 
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America which necessitated the “holy” Washington prevented consolidation around a single 

image but rather resulted in many differing portrayals of the “sacred” Washington; be it 

comparisons to Moses, frequents suggestions of Washington possessing a providential purpose, 

or even direct allusions to Greco-Roman divinity. The bulk of the sources for this chapter consist 

of written accounts by prominent Americans; including letters, eulogies, and biographies, 

regarding Washington’s holy character. The chapter also employs symbolic analysis of mass 

printings depicting Washington’s apotheosis, alongside examinations of personal travel accounts 

regarding ordinary American’s pilgrimages to Mount Vernon to demonstrate how the perception 

of Washington as sacred permeated American society broadly.    

As might be expected with as important a figure as Washington, there exists almost no 

aspect of his life, death, and afterlife that has not been examined by scholars. My task has been 

to expand on this scholarship by combining and reinterpreting past scholars’ work while at the 

same time employing new or previously underutilized sources.  

Scholarship on the veneration of Washington has generally involved either incredibly 

broad surveys of the “cult” or highly focused studies of specific episodes from Washington’s life 

or aspects of his veneration. Paul Longmore and Barry Schwartz examine in broad terms the 

creation of Washington as a “heroic personage” and attempt to explain “why Washington was 

venerated so intently by some and so reservedly by others.” 2 Longmore focuses on the initial 

creation of a legendary Washington during the American Revolution. While a fascinating study, 

this approach, by design, neglects to connect the initial veneration of Washington produced 

during a time of acute hardship (the Revolutionary War) with the more systematized forms of 

 
2 Paul K. Longmore, The Invention of George Washington (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988). Ix; 

Barry Schwartz, George Washington: The Making of an American Symbol, Cornell Paperbacks (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1990). 4.  
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veneration that arose with the emergence of peace. Barry Schwartz generally relies on his 

background as a sociologist to explain the various aspects of Washington’s veneration. As such, 

while he often touches briefly on individual components of the adoration of Washington 

described in this thesis, he chooses to avoid discussing any topic in depth. 

   Many other scholars have attempted to examine Washington through more focused 

lenses and have their own favorite modes of veneration. While Longmore largely avoids 

choosing a single framework for conceptualizing Washington, he does provide a brief discussion 

regarding why Washington might have been conflated with the monarchy. Several secondary 

works examine specific episodes of Washington’s life and note their monarchic connections. 

David Waldstreicher argues that many of the popular festivals and celebrations for Washington 

were inspired by royal precedent, while Kathleen Bartoloni-Tuazon discusses the fierce political 

contest that emerged regarding the presidential title debate of 1780.3 While many scholars have 

briefly commented on the image of Washington as an American Cincinnatus, Garry Will’s 

Cincinnatus: George Washington and the Enlightenment includes the only sustained discussion 

of the topic that I was able to find.4 Wills offers a concise explanation for how Washington came 

to be viewed as Cincinnatus but largely focuses on tracing the artistic influences behind various 

pieces of American artwork that portrayed Washington in a Cincinnatian or classical manner. 

The importance of Washington as a sacred figure is, similarly to Washington as Cincinnatus, 

frequently commented on, but generally not discussed in serious detail. Catherine Albanese is a 

 
3 David Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American Nationalism, 1776-1820 (Chapel 

Hill: Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the 

University of North Carolina Press, 1997); Kathleen Bartoloni-Tuazon, For Fear of an Elective King: George 

Washington and the Presidential Title Controversy of 1789 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014). 

4 Garry Wills, Cincinnatus: George Washington and the Enlightenment, 1st ed (Garden City, N.Y: Doubleday, 

1984). 
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notable exception to this trend in historiography. Albanese utilizes psychological and 

sociological frameworks to explain why Washington came to be regarded as a sacred figure.5 

This thesis mediates the impulse present in the historiography of Washington’s 

veneration to have either an expansive or focused view. This thesis recognizes that overarching 

and connected motivations existed for venerating Washington while also highlighting the unique 

circumstances which drove individual forms of veneration. By focusing specifically on 

Washington as Patriot King, American Cincinnatus, and holy figure, this thesis does not 

advocate a single mode of understanding Americans’ veneration of Washington but rather 

examines the full complexity inherent in Americans’ choices to conceive of Washington in 

various ways. It is important to remember that the same American could easily support multiple 

ways of conceptualizing Washington, since none were necessarily mutually exclusive. For 

instance; the association of Washington with the concept of a Patriot King who placed his 

people’s good over his own could conform with Washington as Cincinnatus renouncing power 

rather than seeking a crown. A similar symbiosis arguably existed between Washington as a 

monarch and Washington as a sacred figure. The English monarchy was premised, at least in 

part, on the central religious role of the English kings and queens. Absent a state religion, 

Washington served as a useful stand-in to promote patriotic unity. Related political and 

sociological motivations could be ascribed to the three modes of veneration this thesis discusses. 

This thesis works to parse through what made each mode of veneration a unique phenomenon 

while still recognizing their interconnectedness.  

Another contribution of this thesis to the study of the cult of Washington is its 

reexamination of existing sources and the integration of new sources. Especially when it comes 

 

5 Catherine L. Albanese, Sons of the Fathers: The Civil Religion of the American Revolution (Philadelphia: Temple 

University Press, 1976). 



  10 of 118 

to examinations of eulogies and biographies of Washington, I have engaged in literary textual 

analysis to demonstrate how writers promoted a classical, Cincinnatian, or holy image of 

Washington. I similarly employ detailed symbolic analysis of visual sources and works of art 

that has been generally lacking in secondary literature (aside from explicitly art historical studies 

of monuments, paintings, and statues). I also harness previously under-utilized primary sources 

such as the numerous newspaper accounts of Washington’s travels and birthday celebrations, 

Mason Weems’ biography of Washington, artistic representations of Washington as Roman, 

divine, or both, and Congressional records throughout this thesis. 

Finally, by examining the veneration of Washington over a broad period (c. 1775-1830) 

and recognizing three connected but distinct “faces” of Washington, this thesis disaggregates the 

veneration of Washington and acknowledges that the Founding Generation’s perception of 

Washington was not monolithic. Instead, it appreciates that different images of Washington were 

caused by specific individual circumstances and provided distinct benefits for the young 

American Republic. By investigating the emergence of Washington as a national figure from the 

mid-1770s through till the 1830s, this thesis hopes to ascertain the Founding Generation’s varied 

perceptions of George Washington. This generation’s image of Washington is particularly 

interesting since they knew Washington directly or indirectly via living memory and were 

largely responsible for forging the cultural memory that endured in the United States for decades 

after their death. 
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Chapter 1: A Patriot King 
 

 On July 9th, 1776, a crowd of American patriots, including members of the Continental 

Army and the Sons of Liberty, tore down a statue of George III in the Bowling Green 

neighborhood of New York City (see Figure 1).6 The New York assembly had commissioned the 

statue, which was erected in 1770, to honor: 

the innumerable and singular Benefits received from our most gracious sovereign, 

since the Commencement of his auspicious Reign, during which [we] have been 

protected from the fury of a cruel, merciless, and savage Enemy… In testimony 

therefore of [our] Gratitude, and the Reverence due to his Sacred person and 

Character: Resolved That this House will make Provision for an Equestrian Statue 

of His present Majesty, Our Most Gracious Sovereign, to be erected in the City of 

New York.7  

 

The statue, made of gilded lead, had been modeled on the most famous equestrian statue of 

classical antiquity, that of the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius (see Figure 2).8 The sculptor, 

Joseph Wilton, had hoped that the depiction of George III as the philosopher emperor Marcus 

Aurelius would encourage George III to “metaphorically assume and actually aspire to the 

wisdom and grandeur of the ancient stoic leader and thinker” and act as a Patriot King.9 

 The destruction of the Bowling Green George III seven days after the passage of the 

Declaration of Independence marked the clear rejection of George III as the colonies’ Patriot 

King. However, this did not mean that eighteenth-century Americans fully rejected the concept 

of a Patriot King. By August 1776, Washington had come to replace George III’s in the popular 

 
6 See Figure 1. John C. McRae, Engraver, and Johannes Adam Simon Oertel, painter. Pulling down the statue of 

George III by the "Sons of Freedom," at the Bowling Green, City of New York, July 1776, 1859, engraved print. 

7 “From the Proceedings of the General Assembly of New York, the 23rd of June ,1766.” New-York Gazette (New 

York, New York), no. 377, June 30, 1766. 

"New-York, April 29." Gazette of the United States (New York, New York), no. V, April 25, 1789. 
8 See Figure 2. Unknown, Marcus Aurelius, 175 AD, bronze equestrian statue, Rome, Italy, Capitoline Museum 

9 Arthur S. Marks, “The Statue of King George III in New York and the Iconology of Regicide,” American Art 

Journal 13, no. 3 (1981). 64. 
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imagination of the thirteen colonies as their sovereign and protector.10 One particularly striking 

example of Washington supplanting George III in the American imagination is found in a 1775 

poem written by the African American poet Phillis Wheatly. In the poem, Wheatly praised 

Washington in monarchic terms, and expressed her hope that “A crown, a mansion, and a throne 

that shine, With gold unfading, Washington! be thine.”11 The evolution of monarchic honors was 

also on display on August 7, 1783, when the Continental Congress ordered the construction of a 

“bronze” equestrian statue of Washington “in a Roman-dress, holding a truncheon in his right 

hand, and his head encircled with a laurel wreath.”12 While the statue was never made, and no 

details of funding or designs survive, it is more than likely that the statue proposed by the 

Continental Congress would have been similar in appearance to that of Marcus Aurelius and the 

Bowling Greene George III that the Sons of Liberty had destroyed and melted down for lead 

balls in July of 1776. While the Congressional statue was never completed, other statues 

proliferated, including a statue of Washington erected in 1792 on the very pedestal where George 

III’s had been torn down twenty-two years earlier.13  

Americans were accustomed to revering a king, and after they rejected George III, this 

did not simply vanish. Rather they simply replaced George III in their popular psyche with 

George Washington. For educated elites, this meant substituting King George III with George 

 
10 Paul K. Longmore, The Invention of George Washington (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988). 204; 

Barry Schwartz, George Washington: The Making of an American Symbol, Cornell Paperbacks (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1990). 31; Simon P. Newman, Principles or Men? George Washington and the Political Culture 

of National Leadership, 1776-1801,” Journal of the Early Republic 12, no. 4 (1992): 482.     

11 Phillis Wheatley to George Washington, October 26, 1775, in The Papers of George Washington, Revolutionary 

War Series, ed Philander D. Chase, 16 September 1775 – 31 December 1775 (Charlottesville: University Press of 

Virginia, 1987). Washington responded to Wheatley’s poem favorable and even had his friend Joseph Reed submit 

it to Pennsylvania Magazine: or, American Monthly Museum for publication. 

12 Select Committee on the Entombment and Statue of Washington, Report Number 318, 21st Cong., 1st sess. 

February 22, 1830. pp 3. 
13 Longmore, The Invention of George Washington, 210. 
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Washington as the nation’s proverbial Patriot King. The concept of a Patriot King had its roots in 

the political thought of Machiavelli and Bolingbroke. It argued that the highest calling of any 

leader should be the reform and renewal of the state through institution building. Machiavelli and 

Bolingbroke both agreed that leaders who did so should be justly adored by their people. This 

conception of kingship and statesmanship was popular in the American colonies and advocated 

for by prominent Americans including John Adams and Alexander Hamilton. As a result, it 

should come as little surprise that Hamilton urged the minting of coins in Washington’s image, 

and Adams suggested that Washington’s presidential title be made “his highness, the President of 

the United States.”14 Opinions regarding the propriety of monarchic honors varied among the 

American political elite. Both Hamilton and Adam’s proposals faced substantial pushback from 

Democratic-Republicans like Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, who were uncomfortable 

with the degree to which Washington was being treated like a king. This opposition eventually 

led to the defeat of both Hamilton and Adam’s proposals. 

In contrast to setbacks faced by top-down attempts at monarchic honors, more local and 

populist forms of monarchic honors met with broad support in American society. For less 

politically educated members of the American public, Washington likely did not come to 

embody any precise definition of a Patriot King, but rather served as a highly visible figure 

around whom the nation could unite (a theme which will be taken up in greater detail in Chapter 

3). As a consequence, mass celebrations of Washington became ubiquitous. Whereas once 

Americans had held festivals and made toasts in George III’s honor, now Americans celebrated 

and honored Washington. Americans greeted Washington’s arrival in the same manner as those 

previously used for Royal Progresses. They celebrated February 22, Washington’s birthday, as 

 
14 Annals of Congress, 1st Cong., 1st sess., 36. 
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the second great patriotic holiday of the United States, matched only by the Fourth of July. The 

monarchical form of these celebrations also likely stemmed from cultural inertia. Former 

colonists used to monarchic forms of celebrating individuals during the Royal period simply 

transliterated these models onto their new republican hero. Given the nature of America’s 

founding, there was, of course; substantial pushback to any proposals that smacked too directly 

of monarchy, but the continual pomp and circumstance associated with Washington’s visits to 

cities and towns across the nation, the enduring usage of such (albeit indirect) royal styles as 

“father of the country,” and the celebration of Washington’s birthday make clear the strength of 

the Washington as a Patriot King ideal, even if it was an American and republican Patriot King.   

 Many other scholars have noted the monarchical nature of Washington’s veneration. Paul 

Longmore has argued that Washington served as a replacement for the role played previously by 

King George III in American society. Specially, Longmore articulates the position that 

Washington assumed the role of a Patriot King and became “a unifying symbol of the new 

republic.”15 Sadly, Longmore’s analysis of monarchical veneration of Washington ends around 

1778. The importance of monarchic veneration is, nevertheless, addressed by Barry Schwartz. 

Schwartz’s book George Washington: Making of An American Symbol provides a fascinating 

and sweeping analysis for the sociological factors at play throughout Washington’s career and 

slightly after his death.16 Predominantly, Schwartz relies on sociological frameworks to explain 

how American society treated Washington during this period rather than examining more 

specific cultural or political factors. Schwartz offers a useful overview regarding the various 

honors that were bestowed on Washington, even if his analysis is often cursory in nature due to 

 
15 Longmore, The Invention of George Washington, 204. 

16 Schwartz, George Washington. 
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the sweeping nature of the work. Schwartz’s bird’s eye view of the veneration of Washington 

leaves much to be investigated, including the celebration of Washington’s birthday, the title 

debate of 1789, and the coinage debate of 1791. Happily, specific secondary literature exists for 

these issues. In For Fear of an Elective King: The Title Debate of 1789, Kathleen Bartolini-

Tuazon analyzes the historical and political context behind the 1789 title debate.17 In In the Midst 

of Perpetual Fetes: American Nationalism 1776-1820, David Waldstreicher notes that the 

celebrations of Washington’s birthday and progresses were reminiscent of royal celebrations, but 

largely focuses on their role, along with festivals for the Fourth of July, and other lesser civic 

holidays, in promoting a sense of national identity.18 

The contribution of this chapter is its refinement and reapplication of Longmore’s Patriot 

King model to later forms of monarchic veneration (from the 1780s-1799) discussed by 

Schwartz, Bartolini-Tuazon, and Waldstreicher. While the concept of a Patriot King was 

influential among American political elites, it impossible prove its popularity with society at 

large. As such, this chapter studies the nature of elite monarchic honors paid to the “Patriot 

King” Washington exemplified by political elites; namely Hamilton and Adams, and then 

examines the contemporaneous popular forms of monarchic veneration present in American 

society more broadly. This approach recognizes the importance of political philosophical beliefs 

for at least some noteworthy early Americans when it came to venerating Washington, but also 

appreciates that broader cultural and sociological forces were at work for the American 

population at large. 

 
17 Kathleen Bartoloni-Tuazon, For Fear of an Elective King: George Washington and the Presidential Title 

Controversy of 1789 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014). 

18 David Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American Nationalism, 1776-1820 (Chapel 

Hill: Published for the Omohundro Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the 

University of North Carolina Press, 1997). 120. 
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 The concept of a Patriot King was a highly influential political theory throughout colonial 

America and allowed for a (fairly) smooth and ideologically consistent transfer of monarchical 

veneration and celebration from George III to George Washington. The idea of a Patriot King 

was first articulated by Machiavelli and then more broadly developed by Bolingbroke.19 The 

concept influenced the thinking of Federalists like Alexander Hamilton and John Adams and 

provided an intellectual framework through which Americans could conceptualize both 

Washington and (later) the Presidency. In his Discourses on Livy, Machiavelli stated that “It 

never or rarely occurs that some Republic or Kingdom is well organized from the beginning, or 

its institutions entirely reformed anew, unless it is arranged by one (individual only).” As a 

result, Machiavelli believed it preferable to have the leader of a republic assume sole authority so 

long as they “want[ed] to promote, not [them self], but the common good.”20 According to 

Machiavelli, the common good would be best promoted by this republican leader if rather than 

appointing a successor, they instead created institutions to maintain the state after the leader’s 

death. 21 By doing so the Republican prince followed the path which would “make him live 

securely and render him glorious after his death” rather than “live in continual anxiety and after 

death leave of himself an eternal infamy.”22 At a time when the first priority of any Prince was 

succession, Machiavelli served as a luminary by arguing that a ruler should instead work to 

create institutions to support the political fabric of the state. 

 In The Idea of a Patriot King, the English noble and politician Henry St. John Bolingbroke 

expanded on Machiavelli’s ideas regarding the perfect republican prince. Bolingbroke expressed 

concern regarding the corrosive influence of party and faction and believed that only a Patriot 

 
19 Longmore, The Invention of George Washington, 184-185. 
20 Niccolò Machiavelli, Discourse on Livy, ed. Henry Neville and Jon Roland (London, 1772)) Book 1 Chapter IX.  
21 Niccolò Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy, Book 1 Chapter IX. 
22 Niccolò Machiavelli, Discourses on Livy, Book 1 Chapter X. 
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King could serve as “the most powerful of all reformers.”23 While Bolingbroke can be taken as 

highly sympathetic towards monarchy, he did understand the rarity of a Patriot King, saying that 

“[the Patriot King] is himself a sort of standing miracle, so rarely seen and so little 

understood.”24 Since Patriot Kings would only rarely arise, Bolingbroke argued that when they 

did emerge “the sure effects of his appearance will be admiration and love in every honest breaſt, 

confusion and terror to every guilty conscience.25 While Bolingbroke meant his work to be a 

specula principi (a mirror for the prince) it is easy to see why his ideas were applied by various 

Founding Fathers to Washington, and why Washington, out of all American presidents, was 

uniquely suited to assume the mantle. According to Bolingbroke, a Patriot King must “espouse 

no party” since “to govern like the common father of his people, is so essential to the character 

of a Patriot King.” Bolingbroke then argued that “It is the peculiar privilege and glory of [those 

who achieve the status of Patriot Kings] that princes who maintain it, and they alone, are so far 

from the necessity, that they are not, exposed to the temptation, of governing by a party.26 

Washington’s status as the first and only President not a member of a political party made him 

uniquely qualified to be America’s Patriot King. Bolingbroke also described how since a Patriot 

King could never ensure a “a succession of [virtuous] princes like himself… The utmost he can 

do, and that which deserves the utmost gratitude from his subjects, is to restore good 

government, to revive the spirit of it, and to maintain and confirm both, during the whole course 

of his reign.27 Washington’s two-time abnegation of power, lack of a clear political heir, and 

 
23 Henry St. John Bolingbroke, The Idea of a Patriot King, A New Edition (London: Printed for T.Cadell, 1783)) 

127. 
24 Henry St. John Bolingbroke, The Idea of a Patriot King, 127. 
25 Henry St. John Bolingbroke, The Idea of a Patriot King, 127. 
26 Henry St. John Bolingbroke, The Idea of a Patriot King, 140. 
27 Henry St. John Bolingbroke, The Idea of a Patriot King, 129. 
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tireless effort to create norms and structures of governance for his young nation certainly qualify 

him as fulfilling the duties of a Patriot King, under Bolingbroke’s formulation. 

  Machiavelli and Bolingbroke’s vision of a Republican Prince or Patriot King profoundly 

impacted American political philosophy, and especially the conception of a strong executive 

envisioned by the Federalists Hamilton and Adams.28 Hamilton’s belief in a strong executive was 

shaped by his deep personal commitment to Washington, poor wartime experience with the often 

ineffectual Continental Congress, and concerns over the possible excesses of unrestrained 

democracy. Hamilton’s conception of the Presidency was directly modeled on British monarchy. 

James Madison’s notes from the Constitutional Convention record Hamilton’s preference for 

monarchy. According to Madison, Hamilton argued that, regarding the executive branch, “no 

good one could be established on Republican principles…The English model was the only good 

one on this subject.” Hamilton goes on to note that the “Hereditary interest of the King” makes 

his interests indistinguishable from those of the state (rendering him in effect a Bolingbrokian 

Patriot King).”29 As a result, Hamilton called for an executive with wide-ranging power and, 

perhaps most strikingly, one that was appointed “for life.”30 Throughout Adams’ career, critics 

accused him of wishing to create a monarchy. While Adams himself never expressed this desire, 

he did want an incredibly powerful executive. In a letter to John Quincy Adams, Abigail Adams 

says she told John Adams that Americans would think “he is for sitting up a King.” Adams 

responded by saying that in fact he was for “giving to the Governors of every State the same 

 
28 William E. Scheuerman, “American Kingship? Monarchical Origins of Modern Presidentialism,” Polity 37, no. 1 

(2005): 31; Richard Alan Ryerson, “‘Like a Hare before the Hunters’: John Adams and the Idea of Republican 

Monarchy,” Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society 107 (1995): 16–29; James H. Hutson, “John 

Adams’ Title Campaign,” The New England Quarterly 41, no. 1 (1968): 30–39. 

29 James Madison Version of Alexander Hamilton’s June 18th, 1787 Speech to the Constitutional Convention in The 

Papers of Alexander Hamilton, vol. 4, January 1787 – May 1788. Edited by Harold C. Syrett. New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1962. 

30 James Madison s Version, [18 June 1787]. 
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Authority which the British king has.”31 In a letter to Jefferson, Adams observed that “You are 

afraid of the one—I, of the few…You are apprehensive of monarchy: I of Aristocracy.”32 Much 

like Bolingbroke and Machiavelli, Adams feared the power of oligarchy and aristocracy, which 

he believed would likely come to dominate the legislative branch, and thus hoped to create a 

strong enough executive whose personal standing and power would counteract the natural 

consolidation of oligarchic power in a republic. Luckily for the United States, and the Federalist 

conception of the Presidency, Washington was able to lend his own massive well of personal 

popularity and accrued good will to the Presidency.  

 Concerns regarding monarchy and centralized government obviously existed in the early 

American Republic, especially on the national level among Democratic-Republicans. The 

Democratic-Republicans suspicion of Federal executive authority took central stage in the 

debates surrounding both the proper title for the President of the United States (Washington), and 

whether Washington’s image should be put on the soon-to-be-struck federal currency. The two 

leading Federalists of the day, Adams and Hamilton, strongly pushed for the adoption of lofty 

titles and Washington’s image on coinage, while Democratic-Republicans opposed these 

measures, leading to their ultimate defeat. By placing Washington’s image on currency and 

granting him lofty titles like “His Highness,” the Federalists hoped to marry Washington’s 

personal moral authority with the federal government and the office of president. The Federalist 

hoped that doing so would inspire subsequent men of merit to assume the office so that they 

might be granted the same degree of honor.33  

 
31 Abigail Adams to John Quincy Adams, March 20, 1787, in The Adams Papers, Adams Family Correspondence, 

ed. C. James Taylor, Margaret A. Hogan, Jessie May Rodrique, Gregg L. Lint, Hobson Woodward, and Mary T. 

Claffey, vol. 8, March 1787 – December 1789 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007) 11–13. 
32John Adams to Thomas Jefferson, April 6, 1787, in The Adams Papers, Early Access Item. 2014. 
33 James H. Hutson, “John Adam's Title Campaign,” The New England Quarterly 41, no. 1 (1968): p. 30. 
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 While, on its face, the 1789 title debate was about the title for the President, the total 

embodiment and shaping of the office by Washington made it essentially impossible to separate 

honoring the President and honoring Washington specifically.34 During the Constitutional 

Convention, the most common mode of address for Washington had been “His excellency.”35  

However, the Adams led Senate did not believe this title sufficiently lofty, and on May 8, 1789, 

the Senate voted against adopting this title for Washington. Instead, they commissioned a 

working group to examine the issue and report back.36 On Wednesday, May 13, the group 

returned its decision “That, in the opinion of the committee, it will be proper thus to address the 

President: His Highness, the President of the United States of America, and Protector of their 

Liberties.”37 In the final Senate resolution on the matter, the Senate articulated its belief that 

since it was “the practice of civilized nations, whether… monarchal or republican” to grant 

“titles of respectability” to their executive, they should provide “a respectable title to the office 

of President of the United States.” However, they proceeded to succumb to the significant 

pushback of from Democratic-Republican controlled House. In order to preserve “harmony with 

the House of Representatives” the Senate agreed to address the President as simply “the 

President of the United States.”38  

Adams’ opponents never fully accepted (or grasped) his motivations for granting titles. 

The primary source for the Title Debate, outside the Congressional Annals, is the personal diary 

of Senator William Maclay of Pennsylvania. Maclay recorded that on May 1, 1789:   

After the House adjourned the Vice-President took me to one side, declared how 

much he was for an efficient Government, how much he respected General 

Washington, and much of that kind. I told him I would yield to no person in 

 
34 Bartoloni-Tuazon, For Fear of an Elective King, 5. 
35 Annals of Congress, 1st Cong., 1st sess., 33.    
36 Annals of Congress, 1st Cong., 1st sess., 33.    
37 Annals of Congress, 1st Cong., 1st sess., 33.    
38 Annals of Congress, 1st Cong., 1st sess., 33.  
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respect to General Washington…He got on the subject of checks to government 

and the balances of power. 39 

 

At this point, Maclay noted that he ceased listening intently. The Maclay journal is, however, 

useful for its clear testimony to the idea that Adams wished to bestow monarchic titles on the 

President as a form of checks and balances. In this way, Adams pursuit of lofty monarchic titles 

for the president was consistent with both his larger political philosophy regarding the need for a 

strong federal government and Bolingbroke’s theory of a Patriot King. Maclay went on to state 

that, in the end, the widely held belief that the Founding Generation had fought the Revolution 

for the "abolishing of royalty” was too difficult for Adams to defeat. Maclay noted that:  

These ends and none other were publicly avowed, and all our constitutions and 

public acts were formed in this spirit. Yet there [was] not wanting a party whose 

motives were different. They wished for the loaves and fishes of government, and 

cared for nothing else but a translation of the diadem and scepter from London to 

Boston, New York, or Philadelphia; or, in other words, the creation of a new 

monarchy in America, and to form niches for themselves in the temple of 

royalty…That Mr. Adams should… avow this motive, at a time when a 

republican form of government is secured to every State in the Union, appears to 

me a mark of extreme folly.40 

 

The title debate reflects both the Federalists’ burning desire to instill in the Presidency the 

grandeur that Washington brought to the office and the Democratic-Republicans’ firm effort to 

spare Washington the seeming dishonor of being granted the monarchic titles that he had fought 

for so long to banish from the United States. Paying proper respect to Washington was evidently 

a bipartisan issue. 

A similar debate regarding the use of Washington’s image on coinage occurred two years 

later, in 1791. The use of coinage as a symbol of monarchical power was clear to all as one of the 

 
39 William Maclay, The Diary of William Maclay and Other Notes on Senate Debates, ed. Kenneth R. Bowling 

(Baltimore Md.: Johns Hopkins Univ. Pr., 1988)) 11. 
40 Maclay, The Diary of William Maclay, 12. 
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oldest forms of monarchical propaganda in history. In fact, the employment of a sovereign's 

image on coinage began in the Western world with Alexander in the Hellenistic east and Julius 

Caesar in the West. The ensuing centuries were by no means different, with rulers regularly 

employing coinage as a means of propaganda and as the primary vehicle by which they could 

present themselves to their people. This practice was so common that the field of numismatics 

often performs an essential role in establishing historical chronologies, or even uncovering the 

existence of monarchs and potentates for which no other record exists. Early Americans were 

well versed in this tradition of coinage. Most contemporary coinage circulating in Europe and the 

United States followed “traditional iconographic patterns with an emblem or coat of arms on one 

side, and a portrait or bust on the other.”41 While representations of  personified “Liberty” and 

eagles were widely used, several states also utilized depictions of Washington. When the Federal 

government established the US Mint in 1791, it came as no great surprise that Hamilton, the 

arch-Federalist and strongest proponent of a nation unified around Washington, proposed that 

Washington’s visage be placed on the first federal coins of the United States. This proposal met 

with fierce resistance. Representative John Page of Virginia argued that: 

It had been a practice in Monarchies to exhibit the figures or heads of their Kings 

upon their coins, either to hand down in the ignorant ages in which this practice 

was introduced, a kind of chronological account of their Kings, or to show to 

whom the coin belonged. We have all read, that the Jews paid tribute to the 

Romans, by means of a coin on which was the head of their Caesar.42 

 

Page went on to comment that the people of the United States need not pay Washington further 

compliments than those honors already bestowed upon him “especially when it may be said, that 

no Republic has paid such a compliment to their Chief Magistrate; and when indeed it would be 

 
41 Newman, “Principles or Men?”, 491. 
42 Annals of Congress, 2nd Cong., 1st sess., 484. 
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viewed by the world as a stamp of Royalty on our coins.”43 Hugh Williamson of North Carolina 

expressed a similar sentiment, stating that “the Romans did not put the heads of their Consuls on 

their money.”44 Williamson went on to note that Julius Caesar wished to have his [face] on the 

Roman coin” but did not and instead placed an elephant on it as a strange proxy for himself.45 

While Williamson’s statement is factually untrue, Caesar issued coinage bearing his own image, 

the sentiment is clear enough. Only a “Caesar” would wish to have their image placed on 

currency, and since all could agree Washington was no Caesar, he should of course not have his 

image placed on currency. On March 26, 1792, Representative John Francis Mercer of 

Maryland, and later Page, affirmed Williamson’s analysis by remarking that the despotic Roman 

emperors Nero and Caligula placed their image on coinage and that this action brought them no 

honor.46 While some members of Congress sought to rebuff these charges, with Samuel 

Livermore of New Hampshire arguing that the symbolism of coinage hardly mattered and 

William Smith of South Carolina noting that other Republics, including France, placed their 

monarchs on their currency.47 Interestingly, even those opposed to the scheme did not care to 

attack Washington directly. Instead, they were careful to couch their criticism. Page argued that 

“as a friend to the President, [he was] unwilling to offer him a compliment which, if accepted, 

might damn his reputation.”48 Page went on to argue that the “use of the present Chief Magistrate 

[on currency], alone, would be less exceptionable,” but since future presidents would likely 

prove less worthy, it would set a poor precedent to honor not only Washington but all subsequent 

 
43 Annals of Congress, 2nd Cong., 1st sess., 484. 
44 Annals of Congress, 2nd Cong., 1st sess., 484. 
45 Annals of Congress, 2nd Cong., 1st sess., 484. 
46 Annals of Congress, 2nd Cong., 1st sess., 488, 489. 
47 Annals of Congress, 2nd Cong., 1st sess., 484-485. 
48 Annals of Congress, 2nd Cong., 1st sess., 489. 
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presidents.49 Ultimately the House voted twenty-six to twenty-two to remove Washington from 

the coinage, and then proceeded to replace his image with something “Emblematic of Liberty” 

by a vote of forty-two to six.50  

 Beyond the Federal efforts at honoring Washington led by political elites like Hamilton 

and Adams, were local affairs, organized on a community basis. Generally, local communities 

honored Washington either when Washington actually visited in person or celebrated him on his 

birthday, February 22. While both activities were reminiscent of monarchic practice (the 

colonists had similarly celebrated the king just over one decade prior) no source tells us that 

these festivities were purposefully modeled after monarchic custom in order to present 

Washington as America’s king. Even if not purposefully modeled after monarchic practice, these 

festivities still achieved much the same effect as they had for English monarchs, elevating 

Washington to a status above that of his fellow citizens, while at the same time unifying 

Americans in patriotic zeal as the countrymen of Washington, just as they all had once been the 

subjects of King George III. 

 Whenever Washington traveled or undertook tours of the nation, locals treated him in the 

same manner as that used for English Monarchs during their Royal Progresses. John Van der 

Kiste describes how on George II’s first tour of England the King dined with local notables like 

the Duke of Richmond, was “treated to a rousing reception by civic dignities and granted a 

military review,” and was provided with an "escort of mounted dragoons.”51 Washington’s 

Northern and Southern tours of 1790 and 1791 especially were reminiscent of the English Royal 

 
49 Annals of Congress, 2nd Cong., 1st sess., 489. 

Given the frequency of rather mediocre Presidents throughout U.S history I must agree with Page’s assertion that 

placing the current President on currency would be a mistake.  
50 Annals of Congress, 2nd Cong., 1st sess., 485. 
51 John Van der Kiste, King George II and Queen Caroline (Stroud, Gloucester: Sutton Pub, 1997).  

 59. 



  25 of 118 

Progress. In each place he went, Washington was treated in a pseudo monarchic fashion: local 

notables would greet him on his entry into the city; state militias would serve as an honor guard 

and escort him into each town; civic bodies and citizen organization would put on balls and 

festivals in his honor; and cannons fired and bells wrung to mark his arrival.  

In April 1789, Washington stopped in Trenton, New Jersey, the site of his famous victory 

over the Hessian mercenaries on Boxing Day 1776. A large enough crowd seems to have 

gathered to greet him that “this great and worthy man, finding he could not possibly elude the 

parade which necessarily must attend manifestations of joy and affection” stepped out of his 

carriage and “mounted an elegant horse.” A detachment of “troops of horse” and “a number of 

respectable citizens” joined Washington, and together they went on to Trenton.52 Upon nearing 

Trenton, they approached a bridge, which at its end had arches “emblematical of the ancient 

triumphal arches used by the Romans.” Upon passing under the arch, a child “assisted by a 

certain machinery” placed a “crown of laurel.” onto Washington.53 A song performed by a group 

of young girls and older matrons at Trenton demonstrated the strength of feeling felt by 

Americans towards Washington:   

Welcome, mighty chief! once more, 

Welcome to this grateful shore 

Now no mercenary foe 

Aims at thee the fatal Blow. 

Virgins fair, and Matrons grave, 

Those thy conquering arm did save, 

Build for thee triumphal Bowers. 

Strew, ye Fair, his way with Flowers 

Strew your Hero’s way with Flowers  

 

This song, and the broader celebrations at Trenton, show that the gratitude and reverence for 

Washington was not simply abstract, but rather highly personal. The song emphasized 

 
52 "New-York, April 29." Gazette of the United States (New York, New York), no. V, April 25, 1789. 
53 "New-York, April 29." Gazette of the United States (New York, New York), no. V, April 25, 1789. 
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Washington’s liberation of Trenton during the Revolutionary War. Washington was not only 

America’s savior but also Trenton’s. Washington’s personal connection to Trenton made his 

relationship with the people there far more intimate and richer than those enjoyed by subsequent 

presidents. Washington was apparently so touched by the unique performance that he proceeded 

to publish a public declaration of thanks. It begins: “General George Washington cannot leave 

this Place without expressing his Acknowledgements to the Matrons and Young Ladies who 

received him in so novel and grateful a manner.”54 Washington concludes by saying that the 

ladies have made a “fond impression on his Remembrance.”55 Interestingly, Washington seems 

to have internalized his role as America’s chief executive and new Patriot King, using the third 

person to discuss himself.  

 Washington was similarly well received during his Southern tour. The Gazette of the 

United States noted that on April 30, 1791, seven captains of seven vessels, each dressed in 

splendid blue coats, white jackets, and gold-laced hats, rowed Washington over a river to 

Georgetown, South Carolina. Upon landing on the shore, Washington was “saluted by the 

artillery, with fifteen guns,” followed by a thirteen gun salute by the local detachment of light 

infantry, and then (of course) a ball given in his honor with the customary set of patriotic 

toasts.56 The people of Charleston, not to be outdone by those of Georgetown, rowed 

Washington across to the city in an “elegant barge [manned] by thirteen masters of American 

vessels” (all, once again, handsomely attired,) while the local Amateur (Musical) Society 

serenaded Washington.57 Schwartz notes that the inclusion of musicians serenading Washington 

as he came to shore was reminiscent of the “traditional reception of waterborne English 

 
54 "Advertisement." Pennsylvania Packet (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania), no. 3194, April 27, 1789. 
55 "Advertisement." Pennsylvania Packet (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania), no. 3194, April 27, 1789. 
56 "Advertisement." Pennsylvania Packet (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania), no. 3194, April 27, 1789. 
57 "Advertisement." Pennsylvania Packet (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania), no. 3194, April 27, 1789. 
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monarchs.”58 The “governor and lieutenant governor of [South Carolina]” and local elites 

welcomed Washington after he landed on shore.59 The “Charleston battalion of artillery” then 

saluted Washington with “discharges from their field pieces” after which “the bells of St. 

Michael’s church were wrung.”60  

In his diaries Washington records several other celebrations and festivities beyond those 

already mentioned. His visit to Savannah exemplified the standard pseudo-monarchical practices 

through which Washington was honored. On May 12, 1791, Washington once again traveled by 

ornamented barge, this time to reach Savannah. A public dinner “given by the citizens” and 

hosted by the mayor of Savannah welcomed Washington upon his initial arrival.61 Another 

public dinner, hosted by the Society of Cincinnati, occurred on the 13th. On May 14, an even 

more extravagant two-hundred-person dinner was hosted in Washington’s honor. Washington 

sets the scene well, noting how the dinner was held along the riverbank “in an elegant bower” 

with a “good display of fireworks” for entertainment.62 Perhaps the most stunning aspect of these 

incredible pseudo monarchical displays were their entirely ad hoc nature. As Schwartz observes, 

“Washington might have felt like a monarch, but it was through no contrivance of his own. No 

courtly levee, no stuffy reception arranged by his own staff, ever produced such adulation. It was 

a spontaneous and sincere excitement.”63 Unlike so many rulers throughout history, Washington 

did not need to encourage the people’s adoration. It sprang up organically from the American 

people.  

 
58 Schwartz, George Washington, 74. 
59 "Advertisement." Pennsylvania Packet (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania), no. 3194, April 27, 1789. 
60 Ibid. 
61George Washington, The Diary of George Washington from 1789-1791, ed. Benson J Lossing (Richmond: Press of 

the Historical Society, n.d.)) 187. 
62 Washington 188. 
63 Schwartz, George Washington, 75. 
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 Throughout the colonial period, the American colonists had celebrated the King of 

England’s birthday with feasts, festivals, toasts, and parades highly reminiscent of those found in 

England itself.64 In 1761, George III’s first birthday while king was celebrated with massive 

festivities in London. These festivities were noteworthy for including hundreds of rockets, the 

creation of a Corinthian column inscribed with the phrase “Vivat Rex” and a ball. Newspapers 

reported the celebrations in glowing terms as far away as Portsmouth, New Hampshire.65 A 

similar, though considerably downscaled, celebration had been undertaken three decades earlier 

for George II’s birthday. A Boston newspaper recorded Bostonians celebrating the King’s 

birthday with “the usual Demonstrations of Loyalty and Joy” including the firing of cannon, 

illumination of several prominent homes, balls, and the governor of Massachusetts proclaiming 

the day one of thanksgiving.66 

 News articles throughout the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries make clear the 

ubiquity of festivals in Washington’s honor. These festivals generally possessed three 

components: a feast of some kind, attendance and orations by prominent local figures, and a 

series of toasts which began with Washington before continuing to such patriotic subjects as the 

Constitution, the Declaration of Independence, or the Continental Army. The fervency and 

ubiquity surrounding the observance Washington’s birthday is striking, as is its similarity with 

the colonial era patriotic holidays celebrating the king. One of the most fascinating descriptions 

of this devotion to Washington was the story of a young girl inquiring “what the firing and 

ringing were for?” Upon discovering it was for Washington’s birthday, the girl was rather 

incredulous, believing that the holiday had come and gone a fortnight prior. After realizing she 

 
64 Newman, “Principles or Men?”, 484. 
65 "London, June 6." New-Hampshire Gazette (Portsmouth, New Hampshire), no. 257, September 4, 1761. 
66 "Legislative Acts/Legal Proceedings." New-England Weekly Journal (Boston, Massachusetts), no. CCCXLVI, 
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was mistaken, she proceeded to quip, “I suppose he so great a man that he was born twice.” 

Interestingly, several newspapers, some as far north as Windsor Vermont and as far south as 

Philadelphia, picked up this story.67 The festival was one of some jubilation and levity that 

inspired participation and donation. The celebrations held in Springfield Massachusetts in 1793 

demonstrate the popular participation in these festivities. At dawn, cannons were fired to mark 

the birth of the nation’s “political common father.” In the evening, the town gathered at 

Stickney’s Bell Tavern, where they engaged in much friendly mirth, toasted Washington, and 

devoured a fourteen-pound salmon donated by a “Citizen Duncan” for the event.68  

 Interestingly, while parades and pageants celebrating Washington’s physical arrival were 

common prior to Washington’s presidency, it seems that the celebration of Washington’s 

birthday grew during and after his term in office. According to an article published in 1796 by 

the Columbian Centinal of Boston Massachusetts, seven years prior, (in 1789), the birthday of 

Washington was hardly celebrated. Since Washington had taken office though, the custom had 

seemingly spread to the point that in 1796 “almost every city town and hamlet hail the day as the 

first in our political calendar next to that which gave birth to Independence.”69 The article then 

listed local celebrations, including a ball in Concord, dinners and toasts in Hingham and 

Weymouth, and similar events in Newbury-Port, New Bedford, and Portland. The holiday was 

also spectacularly celebrated in major cities. In New York City, a military parade and ball were 

held, attended by the governor. In Philadelphia, then the seat of the federal government, the 
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Pennsylvania legislature, Congress, prominent citizens and foreign dignitaries, and the First 

Division of the Pennsylvania Militia “waited upon the President at his house as was usual.”70 The 

article explained that “in every place from whence we received intelligence the hearts of all 

appear to have been united in celebrating the day by every demonstration in their power.”71 The 

level of devotion on display was in no way idle or superficial. Washington’s birthday had come 

to replace Pope’s Day (otherwise known as Guy Fawkes Day) and the King’s Birthday just as 

Washington had replaced George III as America’s Patriot King.72 

 A widely published poem written in 1804, in honor of Washington’s birthday, predicted 

that Americans would celebrate the holiday until “regardless of the morn the sun shall rest, till 

darkness whelm the world, from pole to pole, and heavens eternal orb forgets to roll.”73 In some 

ways, this prediction has yet to be rendered inaccurate. While some of the fervency for 

Washington s birthday may have dimmed in the ensuing decades, it is still a crucial part of the 

American political calendar. Washington’s birthday has lost significance as a celebration of a 

single individual, but it is still celebrated as President’s Day. An analysis of references of 

Washington’s birthday in newspaper articles from 1781-1870 reveals an average of twenty-four 

extant newspaper articles regarding Washington’s birthday a decade.74 While this is an imperfect 

measure, it does demonstrate the continued relevance of celebrating Washington’s birthday over 

the course of the nineteenth century. 

 
70 "Washington's Birthday." Columbian Centinel (Boston, Massachusetts) XXIV, no. 52, March 5, 1796. 
71 "Washington's Birthday." Columbian Centinel (Boston, Massachusetts) XXIV, no. 52, March 5, 1796. 
72 Brendan McConville, The Kings Three Faces: The Rise and Fall of Royal America, 1688-1776 (Chapel Hill: The 

University of North Carolina Press, 2012) 56, 64. 
73 "Poetry." National Intelligencer (Washington (DC), District of Columbia), February 27, 1804. 

"Washington's Birthday." United States' Gazette (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania) XXV, no. 3554, February 29, 1804. 
74 The methodology for this analysis was a simple count of all mentions of Washington’s birthday in individual 

news articles accessible on the Americas Early Newspaper’s database. While this is by no means an exhaustive 

analysis, it does provide evidence for at least the continued acknowledgment and celebration of Washington’s 
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 The celebrations and rhetoric surrounding Washington’s birth marked him as America’s 

Patriot King. American society celebrated Washington, as they had the English kings, on a 

national scale. Celebrating Washington seemingly transcended interest or party affiliation. 

Despite attacks on his character and fears of him being an elective monarch, Washington had 

risen above party affiliation and seemed to occupy a higher plane of political existence. In this 

way, Washington had succeeded in becoming the United States’ “political father” in much the 

same way that Bolingbroke’s Patriot King was meant to serve as the “common father of his 

people”75 We should, of course, remember that Washington’s birthday was, to an extent, a 

partisan event for Federalists. Certainly, Federalists like Hamilton were particularly keen on 

promoting a rosy view of Washington, and through him a strong and unified national 

government. While Federalists were more ardent in their celebration of Washington, the 

phenomenon was by no means limited to a single party. Political circumstance forced even 

ardent Democratic-Republicans like Jefferson to pay lip service towards the celebration of 

General Washington’s birthday. 

 While the American Revolution was by no means accomplished by Washington alone, 

the idea of Washington as the prime mover of the revolution was so prevalent in the national 

conscious that John Adams complained to Benjamin Rush in 1790 that “the History of our 

Revolution will be one continued Lye from one End to the other. The Essence of the whole will 

be that Dr Franklin’s electrical Rod, Smote the Earth and out Spring General Washington. That 

Franklin electrified him with his Rod—and thence forward these two conducted all the Policy, 

Negotiations, Legislation, and War.”76 While Adam’s description of American’s historical 

memory exaggerated the importance of Washington and Franklin it did carry a grain of truth. 

 
75 Henry St. John Bolingbroke, The Idea of a Patriot King, 140. 
76 John Adams to Benjamin Rush, April 4, 1790, in The Adams Papers, Early Access Item. 2014. 
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American’s held Washington in high enough regard to treat him throughout his lifetime as 

America’s sovereign and ceremonial figurehead. Naturally, the former British subjects turned to 

the most familiar model they had for treating such an illustrious figure; those used for British 

monarchs. This veneration came in several forms including festivals, parades, and balls to 

celebrate the Patriot King’s birthday and visits. While Federalists attempted to extend the 

veneration of Washington, and indeed to permanently infuse it into the Presidency itself, through 

lofty titles and coinage, Democratic-Republicans (and even some Federalists) deemed these 

efforts too overtly monarchical, resulting in the defeat of both the title and coinage proposals. 

Many proponents of Washington (both during and directly after Washington’s lifetime) would 

come to understand the limitations of lauding Washington as simply a Patriot King, and would 

instead turn to the classical world for inspiration, as they sought to transform Washington into 

the embodiment of both the Revolution and the newly formed United States of America. 
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Chapter 2: The American Cincinnatus 
 

 While Federalists elites attempted to honor Washington with titles and coinage, and 

ordinary Americans celebrated him in monarchic fashion with festivals and banquets throughout 

his life (and in the case of the birthday banquets, after his death), what most endeared him to his 

countrymen, and especially his fellow Founding Fathers, was his absolute repudiation of 

monarchic ambitions and firm commitment to republican principles. This patriotic self-denial of 

monarchic power was all the more lauded by his peers and countrymen due to the widely held 

fear that had he wished, Washington might have made himself George I, King of America. These 

fears were never realized, with Washington repeatedly abjuring the path of a Sulla, Caesar, or 

Cromwell, all of whom had used military triumph to subvert the state.77 Instead, Washington 

followed the example set by the fifth century BC Roman statesman and dictator Cincinnatus, 

who after defending Rome renounced absolute power. Washington’s watershed Cincinnatian 

moments came in 1783, in one-year Washington both crushed the Newburgh Conspiracy and 

resigned his military commission. From 1783 on Washington would be enduringly styled the 

American Cincinnatus. The significance of Washington stepping aside and serving as an 

American Cincinnatus would be reflected in contemporary art and writings regarding 

Washington during his lifetime. After his death in 1799, eulogists, biographers, and artists 

continued to draw a connection between Washington and Cincinnatus. 

 

77 Sulla was a Roman general who made marched on Rome and made himself dictator in 80 BC. Caesar followed 

Sulla’s example by crossing the Rubicon in 49 BC and eventually taking power in Rome before being assassinated 

in 44 BC. Cromwell was the brilliant commander of the English Parliamentary forces during the English Civil War 

but eventually dissolved Parliament in 1653 and made himself the sole executive of England under the title Lord 

Protector. Napoleon’s betrayal of the French Republic by declaring himself emperor in 1804 further emphasized for 

Americans the remarkable nature of Washington’s choice to step aside. The comparison between Washington and 

Napoleon is best exemplified in Lord Byron’s “Ode to Napoleon.” In this poem, Byron mocks Napoleon while 

praising the “Cincinnatus of the West” Washington (Ode to Napoleon 168). 
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 This chapter builds on the work of past scholars on Washington and Greco-Roman 

civilization’s role in early America to argue that that the choice of Washington as Cincinnatus 

was a significant one on the part of early Americans. By settling on Cincinnatus rather than any 

number of other classical figures with whom Washington was compared, Americans expressed 

the specific republican virtues and ideals which they most prized in Washington and wished to 

see imitated by future statesmen and citizens. Namely, Americans, and especially the Founding 

Fathers, prized Washington’s choice to renounce power. The image of Washington as 

Cincinnatus also served as the embodiment of the virtuous citizen-soldier-farmer that the 

Founders so admired in Greek and Roman history, and upon which Thomas Jefferson likely 

based his concept of a virtuous yeoman farmer. 

The ubiquity of the Washington as Cincinnatus comparison is also present in the 

secondary literature regarding about Washington. Unfortunately, most authors have failed to 

capture fully the significance of this comparison and simply take it for granted that Washington 

was paired with Cincinnatus. In George Washington: The Making of An American Symbol, Barry 

Schwartz accepts Bernard Bailyn’s assessment that the classics served simply as “window 

dressing,” and as such neglects to examine the significance of comparisons to Cincinnatus 

beyond their existence.78 Schwartz does, however, acknowledge the importance of Washington 

as a “tangible model of republican ideals” for the still-nascent American republican society.79 

Despite entitling his book Cincinnatus: George Washington and the Enlightenment, Garry Willis 

 
78 Barry Schwartz, George Washington: The Making of an American Symbol, Cornell Paperbacks (Ithaca: Cornell 
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hardly discusses the comparison of Washington and Cincinnatus.80 Wills does, however, 

properly attribute the conflation of Washington with Cincinnatus to Washington’s  prevention of 

the Newburgh conspiracy and subsequent voluntary surrender of power. Wills also briefly 

discusses the impact the Cincinnatus trope had on American art, along with Mason Weems’ 

biography, but loses his argument regarding the importance of Washington as Cincinnatus due to 

his meandering exploration of tangentially connected aspects of art history. In Classica 

Americana, Meyer Reinhold examines the broad influence of the classics on the Founding 

Fathers’ thinking. Of particular importance for our purposes, Reinhold emphasizes the broad 

importance of classical history and biography as an instructional tools both as historical 

examples of statecraft and governmental forms, as well as a means of imparting virtue.81 In The 

Founders and the Classics: Greece, Rome, and the American Enlightenment, Carl Richard notes 

the ubiquity with which the Founding Fathers used classical models and analogies. Richard also 

mentioned briefly the use of classical comparisons in regard to Washington and highlights the 

ubiquity of Cincinnatus metaphors, but fails to elaborate on why Americans chose Cincinnatus in 

particular. 

 Throughout this chapter, and later chapters, I reference classical terms and figures. Any 

truly crucial terms and figures, such as Cincinnatus, will be discussed within the text. The rest 

have been defined in a Key Terms section. Cincinnatus (c. 518-c. 430 BC) was a statesman and 

general from the early Roman Republic who according to legend had left Rome to live quietly on 

his farm. When the Republic was in peril from invaders, the Senate appointed Cincinnatus to the 

 
80 Garry Wills, Cincinnatus: George Washington and the Enlightenment, 1st ed (Garden City, N.Y: Doubleday, 
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office of dictator. In ancient Rome, dictator was a seldom-used emergency position. The Senate 

and People of Rome would grant a dictator sole power over the state, usually for a period of six 

to twelve months, to deal with some defined crisis. The deputation sent to retrieve Cincinnatus 

from his farm found him at work ploughing his fields. Upon learning of his appointment, 

Cincinnatus donned his toga and returned to Rome. Cincinnatus quickly dispelled the invaders 

and then immediately relinquished the consulship, despite still being legally entitled to serve as 

dictator for another six months. While modern readers may not be as familiar with Cincinnatus, 

the American Founders certainly were. In an 1821 letter to a “Mr. Marston”, John Adams cited 

by page several sources that mention the story of Cincinnatus, including Livy’s Ab Urbe 

Condita, Rollin’s Roman History, and Adam’s own Defense of the Constitution. In the same 

letter, John Adams noted his shock that Stephens Faber Ainsworth’s Latin dictionary neglected 

to mention the story of Cincinnatus as an example of the phrase Macte virtute esto or “be blessed 

with honor.”82 Adams’ letter to Marston demonstrates the strong familiarity the American 

Founders had with the classics, and the story of Cincinnatus, as well as the esteem they had for 

Cincinnatus, since Adams believed Cincinnatus was the best example of one justly honored for 

his deeds.   

 The Founding Generation was highly literate when it came to the classical world and thus 

it should come as no surprise that when seeking to honor Washington, they would turn to 

classical models and comparisons to accomplish the task. Throughout Washington’s life, and in 

eulogies, and biographies written after his death, orators, eulogists, and biographers compared 

Washington to a wide variety of classical figures including such republican heroes as Fabius 
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Maximus, Scipio Africanus, Cicero, and Cato the Younger.83 None of these comparisons proved 

nearly as appealing or long-lasting as that of Cincinnatus. The choice of Cincinnatus is in some 

ways a surprising one. While Cincinnatus was an iconic figure from the early Roman Republic, it 

might have made more sense to compare Washington to one of the Founding tyrant slayers of the 

Roman Republic like Publius and Brutus who drove out the evil king Tarquin and created the 

Roman Republic. In addition, little is known about Cincinnatus’ life aside from the few short 

paragraphs written about him by Livy and passing mentions in later texts. In addition, other 

figures, especially those written about by Plutarch in his Lives of Noble Greeks and Romans, 

would have been more familiar to the Founding Fathers, since translations of Plutarch’s work 

were by far the most influential piece of Greco-Roman writing for most of the Founders.84 

 American elites’ decision to style Washington as the American Cincinnatus was a highly 

conscious one. In part, the choice can be attributed to the superficial similarities between the 

lives of the two men. Both came from elite backgrounds, were farmers, served their nations when 

called, and then relinquished power when required. This explanation is, however, not a fully 

satisfactory answer. Most Roman Republican statesman were elite landowners who relinquished 

power. In addition, many had other distinguishing qualities that compared favorably to 

Washington; Cato the Younger, like Washington, was renowned for his virtue, Fabius Maximus, 

like Washington, for his military caution, and Cicero, like Washington, for his skill as a 

statesman. Thus, the decision to celebrate Washington as Cincinnatus represents a choice not just 
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of Cincinnatus, but also the virtues and ideals which both Cincinnatus and Washington embodied 

most strongly, and the Founders prized above all else: Washington’s repudiation of monarchic 

ambitions and his status as the farmer citizen-soldier par excellence.  

 Washington’s constant deference to the Continental Congress and ultimate resignation of 

his military commission cemented his place as a paragon of patriotic republican virtue. In order 

to understand why Washington’s Cincinnatian renunciation of power and return to life as a 

farmer was so widely celebrated by his contemporaries and subsequent generations, one must 

look to the Founder’s fears regarding a standing military and related belief in the merits of part-

time citizen-soldier-farmers. While the Founders recognized the need of a standing military to 

free themselves from King George III, they were always wary that the military would serve as 

the vanguard of tyranny. Indeed, one driving cause of the Revolution was the fear that the 

garrisoning of troops in the Americas was really motivated by a desire to impose tyrannical 

government. Americans’ trepidation regarding standing armies was perhaps best expressed by 

the anonymous Anti-Federalist writer Brutus who argued in 1788 that “the liberties of a people 

are in danger from a large standing army” since they might be employed both by rulers in “any 

usurpations of power” but also by their generals to ”subvert the forms of government, under 

whose authority they were raised, and establish one to the pleasure of their leader.”85 Brutus 

went on to highlight that two noteworthy examples of such occurrences exist in the annals of 

history. Both transpired in “the two most powerful nations that have ever existed in the world; 

and who are the most renowned, for the freedom they enjoyed, and the excellency of their 

 
85 “Anti-Federalist Papers: Brutus #10,” [originally published in the New York Journal, January 24, 1788.] 
 https://www.constitution.org/afp/brutus10.htm. 
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constitutions: …Rome and Britain.”86 Brutus proceeded to recall how both Caesar and Cromwell 

used the army to overthrow the liberty of the people and establish tyranny.  

 Alexander Hamilton also recognized the deep-seated fear Americans possessed towards 

the military, grounded in English history, and in Federalist Twenty-Six attempted to address it. 

He noted that Article 1, Section 8, Clause 12 of the proposed Constitution placed the power to 

raise and fund armies not with the Executive but Congress and that even Congress could only 

establish funding for the military on a two-year basis.87 

 James Madison, another coauthor of the Federalist Papers, had a more skeptical view of 

the military, even if he understood its necessity. During the Constitutional Convention, Madison 

remarked that:  

The means of defence against foreign danger, have been always the instruments 

of tyranny at home. Among the Romans it was a standing maxim to excite a war, 

whenever a revolt was apprehended. Throughout all Europe, the armies kept up 

under the pretext of defending, have enslaved the people.88 

 

The solution the Founders envisioned for the threat posed by standing armies was a “well-

regulated militia” (hence the Second Amendment). Anti-Federalist 28 argued that: “a well-

regulated militia, composed of the yeomanry of the country, have ever been considered as the 

bulwark for a free people,” and went on to note that tyrants have always preferred standing 

armies to those composed of freemen. It then recalled that the “Peisistratus in Greece, and 
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Dionysius in Syracuse, Charles in France, and Henry in England,”89 along with Julius Caesar, all 

used private bodyguards or armies to overthrow the state and institute tyrannies. The Founders 

envisioned this well-regulated militia being largely composed of citizen farmers turned part-time 

soldiers.  

In emphasizing the role of the farming citizen-soldier, the Founders were drawing on the 

ancient idea that owning landed property, as farmers did, anchored individuals to the land and 

invested them in the long-term well-being of the state. Livy argued it was the “the pledges of 

wife and children and love of the very place and soil” which tied Roman citizens to the state.90 

This idea was directly mirrored by Thomas Jefferson, who in a 1785 letter to John Jay argued 

that, “cultivators of the earth are the most valuable citizens. They are the most vigorous, the most 

independent, the most virtuous, and they are tied to their country and wedded to its’ liberty and 

interests by the most lasting bands.”91 Both the ancients and the American Founding Fathers 

believed that the thrift and hard work required of smallholding farmers made farmers particularly 

virtuous citizens. Henry Lee quoted a passage from Horace in his eulogy for Washington which 

will be discussed in depth later in this chapter. The passages’ sentiment regarding the blessed and 

virtuous life of farmers has numerous parallels in the rest of the classical canon including from 

other aspects of Horace’s own works, as well as within the writings of Cicero, Livy, and Virgil.92 

This sentiment found purchase in American society. A letter by Samuel Wilds, a postmaster from 
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South Carolina, to George Washington expressed Wild’s fear that the growth of consolidated 

landed estates (ironically, similar to Mount Vernon) would lead to the death of the yeomen, 

farmer and with it the end of republican virtue.93 Wilds goes on to note that the failure of Sparta, 

Athens, and Rome to either enact or enforce maximum land ownership laws was a contributing 

factor in their fall from power. Wilds believed that in Washington, the seeming epitome of a 

farmer citizen soldier, he would find an ally. Washington’s reputation as Cincinnatus the farmer 

had spread alongside that of Cincinnatus the soldier and statesman.  

 Written and artistic representations of Washington often hailed him for resigning his 

commission as commander in chief of the Continental Army. Washington’s surrender of power 

was arguably a passive act, a choice to not take action, as it were. However, it was widely 

understood, or at least feared, by such Founding Fathers as Adams, Madison, Jefferson, and the 

Antifederalist writer Brutus that Washington could have seized power, and that, had it not been 

for his vigorous intercession, the Continental Army might have staged a coup d'état. Thus, the 

Founding Fathers were not simply motivated by their knowledge of Roman and European history 

and political philosophy to vindicate their fear of the military. They could also look to their own 

Revolutionary experience to vindicate any doubts they had regarding at least the Continental 

Army’s character, if not Washington’s.    

 While Washington always resisted the, all too human, temptation to seize power, several 

Americans suggested he do so; including Reverend Duché, the chaplain to the Continental 

Congress, and several officers in the Continental Army. The earliest example on record of a call 

for Washington to seize control came in 1777, when a Reverend Duché suggested that 

Washington ask the Continental Congress to sue for peace and rescind the Declaration of 
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Independence, and failing that “Negociate for America at the Head of your Army.”94 Washington 

responded by immediately forwarding the letter to the Continental Congress by way of John 

Hancock, stating that he wished he had returned the letter to Duché unopened.95 While patriotic 

fervor largely muted further such calls during the course of the war, once peace was in sight, 

members of the Continental Army became increasingly restless.  

Towards the end of the Revolutionary War, Washington faced numerous calls to usurp 

the often-ineffectual Continental Congress with which Washington himself had been often 

dissatisfied with during the course of the war. The situation was especially aggravated in 1783 as 

the Revolutionary War was winding down and members of the Continental Army clamored for 

the Continental Congress to fulfill in full the obligations promised to them. In an infamous 1783 

letter to Washington, a Colonel Nicola of the Continental Army expressed his own dismay with 

Congress and belief that they were incapable of honoring their commitments, even if they wished 

to. Nicola proceeded to state that since Washington had led the army to “victory and glory” and 

enjoyed the “universal esteem and veneration of the army” he represented the best option to 

guide America along “the smoother paths of peace.”96 Washington replied indignantly to Nicola, 

that he was “at a loss to conceive what part of my conduct could have given encouragement to an 

address which to me seems big with the greatest mischiefs that can befall my Country.”97 Many 

in the Continental Army apparently shared Nicola’s view. An anonymous letter, which circulated 

throughout the Continental Army, argued that while all in the Continental Army wished for 
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nothing more than to peacefully return to their pre-war lives, they would not suffer dishonor and 

“that in any political event, the army has its alternative,” alluding to the possibility of armed 

rebellion.98 Despite his soldiers entreaties, Washington stood firm, and in a famous episode, 

soothed their anger by placing on his glasses in order to read a missive sent from the Continental 

Congress assuring the soldiers of proper compensation, and then remarking that “Gentlemen, you 

will permit me to put on my spectacles, for I have not only grown gray but almost blind in the 

service of my country.”99 So moved were Washington’s officers by this display of tenderness 

and sacrifice on the part of Washington that all thoughts of mutiny were extinguished. 

 Washington’s single-handed quashing of the Newburgh Conspiracy in its infancy and 

subsequent resignation of his military commission were widely acknowledged as acts of 

extraordinary character. His fellow Founding Fathers, including Jefferson, Madison, Adams, and 

Brutus, readily acknowledged the great debt that they owed Washington. Thomas Jefferson noted 

that “some officers of the army [Knox and Steuben] … trained to monarchy by military 

habits…proposed to General Washington” that he “assume of himself the crown, on assurance of 

their support.” Jefferson recalled that Washington met this suggestion with indignation “worthy 

of his virtue and wisdom.”100 In a 1784 letter to Washington regarding Jefferson’s own 

trepidation concerning the Society of Cincinnati, Jefferson called for Washington to once again 

oppose the more harmful passions of his (now veteran) soldiers. Jefferson argued that  “the 

moderation and virtue of a single character [Washington] has probably prevented this revolution 
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from being closed as most others have been by a subversion of that liberty it was intended 

to establish” but that in the Society of Cincinnati he saw the seeds of another Newburgh 

Conspiracy, since Washington was “not immortal, and his successor or some one of his 

successors at the head of this institution may adopt a more mistaken road to glory.”101 

 Madison, Adams, and Brutus shared Jefferson’s admiration of Washington. Writing on 

March 17, 1783, Madison noted that Washington had forwarded two anonymous letters that had 

called upon the Continental Army to find redress “by other means.” Madison lauded Washington 

for “avert[ing] the gathering storm & his professions of inflexible adherence to his duty to 

Congress & to his country, excited the most affectionate sentiments towards him.”102 

Even Adams, a man often annoyed by the praise lavished on Washington, stated that “the happy 

turn given to the Discontents of the Army, by [General Washington], is consistent with his 

Character, which as you observe is above all praise.”103 Adams proceeded to hope that 

Washington’s love of duty would continue to outweigh any love of “Interest [or] Glory.”104 

In the same paper where Brutus noted the historical precedent of Rome and Britain, he also 

mentioned the Newburgh Conspiracy. While Brutus made clear that “no country in the world had 

ever a more patriotic army” some anonymous writers  sympathetic to the Newburgh Conspiracy 

“wrote like Cesar;” and had “[Washington] been possessed of the spirit of a Julius Cesar or a 

Cromwell” it would have meant a Constitution that was  “dictated to us, at the head of an army, 
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and at the point of a bayonet, and the liberties for which we had so severely struggled, snatched 

from us in a moment.”105 

  Perhaps the most striking example of the novelty of Washington’s abdication of power 

was that allegedly provided by King George III. The artist Benjamin West frequently recounted a 

conversation he had with King George III during the war. When asked by George III what 

Washington would do, should he win the war, West stated that he expected Washington would 

return to Mount Vernon. King George III allegedly replied that should Washington do so “he 

will be the greatest man in the world.”106 

 With hindsight, it seems obvious that Washington’s surrender of power was what marked 

him out as an extraordinary leader and consequently lent itself to the Cincinnatus comparison. 

This comparison was not, however, inevitable. Throughout the war, Washington was regularly 

compared not to Cincinnatus but rather Fabius Maximus. Fabius Maximus was a Roman general 

during the Second Punic War who pioneered the “Fabian Strategy,” or the use of strategic 

retreats against a tactically superior enemy force. Washington’s strategic approach to the war 

was largely premised on the Fabian strategy, since he realized that the Continental Army did not 

have to defeat the British outright, but rather simply outlast them.  

The comparison of Washington and his tactics to Fabius was made frequently over the 

course of the war, oftentimes directly to Washington. In a 1776 letter to William Tudor, John 

Adams gave Washington a backhanded compliment when he noted that “We have an exceeding 

good Commander in Chief… though he may approach nearer the Character of Fabius than of 
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Hannibal.”107 Major General Arthur St. Clair praised Washington in 1778 for adopting a 

defensive strategy. He argued that the “system you adopted from Choice… will certainly 

ultimately crown you with Glory and the Blessings of a free and happy People” just as it had 

Fabius, who after having adopted the Fabian strategy,  “saved [Rome] from the very Brink of 

Ruin” and “rendered abortive…all the great Designs of Hannibal one of the greatest Generals the 

World ever saw.”108 In a 1778 letter to Washington, Brigadier General Duportail noted that 

Washington’s strategy was reminiscent of “Fabius that wise Roman who ruined Hannibal by 

refusing to fight him in plain.”109 In 1783, the Spanish general Juan Manuel de Cagigal, wrote 

Washington to express his sadness at not getting to become personally “acquainted with the 

Fabius of the age”110 Washington’s contemporaries, and in particular his military colleagues, 

viewed Washington and his strategic outlook as reminiscent of Fabius Maximus. 

Despite the frequency of the comparisons of Washington to Fabius, often made directly 

to Washington himself, once peace was in sight, American society, and especially the American 

Founders, quickly pivoted away from the virtues by which Washington had won the war, and 

instead turned towards those virtues which had secured peace. As a result, while comparison to 

Fabius lingered, the pairing of Washington and Cincinnatus became hegemonic.  

 The importance of living up to the Cincinnatian ideal was felt not just by Washington, but 

by the entirety of the Continental Army’s officer corps. As a result, the officers, led in the effort 
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by General Knox, formed the Society of Cincinnati and elected Washington as the Society’s first 

president. Perhaps to shed any lingering doubts regarding their civic virtue following the 

Newburgh Conspiracy, or, to take a more charitable view, simply out of genuine conviction, the 

officers chose to name their society after Cincinnatus, since “the officers of the American 

Army… possess high veneration for the character of that illustrious Roman, Lucius Quintius 

Cincinnatus, and being resolved to follow his example, by returning to their citizenship, they 

think they may, with propriety, denominate themselves the Society of the Cincinnati.”111 

Through membership in this organization, the officer corps of the Continental Army declared 

their intention to all be like Cincinnatus. By electing Washington as the first president of the 

organization, they marked him the arch-Cincinnatus of the United States.112  

 The tendency to compare Washington to Cincinnatus during his first retirement from 

public life (1783-1789) extended beyond his position as President of the Society of Cincinnati. 

This focus was entirely based on Washington surrendering his commission, along with the direct 

parallel of Washington retiring to country life as Cincinnatus had, since Washington’s other 

Cincinnatian act of declining to run for a third term had not yet occurred. In 1783 François-Jean 

de Beauvoir, a French general who had served as a Major General in the French expeditionary 

force in North America, wrote to Washington to say that he had been “told, your excellency is 

retired like another Cincinnatus.”113 The Philadelphia socialite Elizabeth Powell also wrote to 

Washington in 1783. She stated that  “Some say there is no Cincinnatus in existence; I think 
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there is; & after having so largely contributed to erect the glorious Fabric of Liberty in this new 

World he will never, intentionally, aid or support any Scheme that may eventually sap & 

overturn it.”114 In a 1783 letter to Benjamin Franklin, the English naturalist Joseph Banks 

observed that “General Washington has …Cincinnatus like returned to Cultivate his Garden now 

the emancipated States have no farther occasion for his Sword”115 Evidentially Washington’s 

Cincinnatian reputation had spread beyond America’s shores, with even European observers 

making the connection between Washington and the ancient Roman. 

In addition to writings discussing Washington as a latter-day Cincinnatus, major pieces of 

artwork made the comparison, something that had not occurred with Fabius. Both John 

Trumbull, notable for his later work producing the four large oil paintings of the American 

Founding that grace the Capitol Rotunda, and his mentor Benjamin West created paintings of 

Washington as Cincinnatus.116 Trumbull’s now lost 1784 Deputation from the Senate Presenting 

to Cincinnatus the Command of the Roman Armies explicitly modeled the figure of Cincinnatus 

on Washington.117 The fact that the painting debuted in London just one year after the signing of 

the Treaty of Paris makes the pointed symbolism of Washington as Cincinnatus even sharper. 

 Sculptors also depicted Washington as an American Cincinnatus giving up his military 

command. The earliest such work was Jean-Antoine Houdon’s Washington (see Figure 3).118 The 

state of Virginia commissioned the statue in 1784 on the heels of Washington resigning his 

 
114 Elizabeth Willing Powel to George Washington, November 15, 1783, The Papers of George Washington, Early 

Access Item. 2019. 

115 Joseph Banks to Benjamin Franklin, August 25, 1783, The Papers of Benjamin Franklin, ed Ellen R. Cohn, vol. 

40, May 16 through September 15, 1783 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2011), pp. 509–511 

116 Garry Wills, Cincinnatus: George Washington and the Enlightenment, 1st ed. (Garden City, N.Y: Doubleday, 

1984). 13. 
117 Holger Hoock, Empires of the Imagination: Politics, War, and the Arts in the British World, 1750-1850 (Profile 

Books, 2010). 110. 
118 See Figure 3. Jean-Antoine Houdon, George Washington, 1784-1796, marble statue, Virginia Statehouse, 

Richmond, VA. 



  49 of 118 

commission (similar to Trumbull’s Deputation from the Senate). The work is especially 

noteworthy as an expression of republican sentiment, since Virginia left the final form of the 

statue up to the wisdom of Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, both men with an intense 

interest in the classics, who at that present moment served as America’s ambassadors to France. 

Ultimately Houdon opted away from portraying Washington in full classical dress, as he had 

done for his sculpture of Voltaire. Rather, Houdon seems to have followed the preference 

Washington himself expressed to Jefferson, namely that the sculpture avoid “a servile adherence 

to the garb of antiquity” in favor of “some little deviation [towards] the modern custom.”119 The 

ultimately completed work does just that, portraying Washington with the symbols of 

Cincinnatus and Rome while garbing him in modern dress. At the feet of Houdon’s Washington 

lies a plough head, invoking both Cincinnatus and the imagined simple and virtuous farming life 

which Washington would soon return. Washington leans on a set of fasces, a Roman symbol for 

Republican authority, upon which hangs his sword and scabbard.120 By having Washington lean 

on the fasces, Houdon makes clear that the source of Washington’s power comes from the 

American Republic. Similarly, Washington hanging his sword and scabbard on the fasces 

demonstrates the return of military power to the Continental Congress. 

  After Washington’s second retirement from public service, this time from the presidency 

in 1797, the idea of Washington as a Cincinnatus who gave up military (and political) power and 

retired to his farm and plow was once again strengthened. John Barralet’s 1797 print of 

Washington highlighted Washington’s Cincinnatian character (see Figure 4).121 The print, first 

 
119George Washington to Thomas Jefferson, August 1, 1786, in The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P. Boyd, 

vol 10. 22 June–31 December 1786 (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press 1954). 
120 Fasces are a set of bound rods, sometimes topped with an ax head. They were carried by lictors who accompanied 

the Roman consuls as a symbol of the imperium vested in the consuls by the Republic. As such they came to 

symbolize republican power, before being co-opted by Mussolini as a fascist symbol. 
121 See Figure 4. Alexander Lawson’s copy of James Barrallet’s original, General George Washington’s 

Resignation, original 1797, engraving and etching print, original, New York Public Library. 



  50 of 118 

published as the frontispiece of The Philadelphia Magazine, depicts Washington standing on a 

staircase in front of a personified America. With his right hand, Washington points to the sword 

and helmet lying at his feet, representing his now resigned military command. Washington uses 

his left hand to draw the viewer’s attention towards the background which contains the farm, 

complete with oxen and plough, which he would soon retire. 

 The eulogies written after Washington’s death on December 14, 1799, maintained the 

importance of Washington’s Cincinnatian virtue, but also frequently compared him to other 

classical figures, especially Fabius, as they endeavored to celebrate every possible aspect of the 

man. A number of eulogies largely focused on Washington as Cincinnatus. The best example of 

this focus on Cincinnatus was in the eulogy given by American Revolutionary War General 

Henry Lee and read on his behalf to Congress on December 28, 1799.122 Lee alluded to 

Washington as an American Cincinnatus by saying: 

To the horrid din of battle sweet peace succeeded; and our virtuous Chief, mindful 

only of the common good, in a moment tempting personal aggrandizement, 

hushed the discontents of growing sedition; and, surrendering his power into the 

hands from which he had received it, converted his sword into a ploughshare; 

teaching an admiring world that to be truly great, you must be truly good.123 

 

This passage invoked every critical element of the Cincinnatus mythos: Cincinnatus’s choosing 

to serve his nation in war despite his natural reluctance to give up a life of peace, Cincinnatus 

surrendering power upon winning the war, and the use of the favored symbol of Cincinnatus, 

namely the plough. The connection between Washington and Cincinnatus was reinforced by 

 
122  Lee also seemed to highlight not only Cincinnatus, who exemplified the Golden Age of Roman virtue, but also 

Augustus, whose reign has often been considered the high-water mark of Roman cultural and arguably military 

power. Lee's eulogy is famous for the immortal phrase “first in war, first in peace, first in the hearts of his 

countrymen” to describe Washington. This sentiment essentially marks Washington as the first citizen of America. 

In Latin, this would have translated as princeps, the title for the most senior and eminent Senator of the Roman 

Republic and the chosen title of Augustus Caesar. Lee also regularly quoted Augustan age poets; he employed 

poetry by both Horace and Virgil to celebrate Washington. 
123 Henry Lee, A Funeral Oration on the Death of George Washington" (Washington, DC, 1800), 7-8. 
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Lee’s choice to quote the first line of a stanza from Virgil’s Georgics which emphasizes the 

happy life farmers lead away from the dangers of war: 

O fortunatos nimium, sua si bona norint, 

Agricolas, quibus ipsa, procul discordibus armis, 

Fundit humo facilem victum justissima tellus.124 

 

The work loosely translates to “so much good luck do farmers possess, and oh if they but 

understood, for whom far away from the clashing of arms, the benevolent earth pours forth such 

an abundance of easy sustenance.”125 While Lee only quoted the first line of the stanza, his 

classically educated audience would have been familiar with the rest of the stanza.   

 Lee was explicit in his desire to show that Washington was greater than any man to have 

come before. Having just reminded us of both Augustus and Cincinnatus by quoting Horace and 

Virgil, Lee proceeded to tell the listener to “Turn over the records of ancient Greece—Review 

the annals of mighty Rome—Examine the volumes of modern Europe; you search in vain. 

America and her WASHINGTON only afford the dignified exemplification [of a leader 

relinquishing power].”126 The message of Lee’s eulogy was clear; Washington was unique 

among men, not just in America but in human history, for his virtue and wisdom and "such a 

chief must be forever revered.”127 For Lee, Washington’s actions and virtue made him worthy 

not only of veneration but also of emulation. 

 Besides Lee, many other eulogies made focused references to Washington as an 

American Cincinnatus. The Episcopal clergymen William Frazer emphasized how Washington, 

upon retiring from the “tent of Mars” enjoyed practicing “the more peaceful functions of 

 
124 Virgil, Georgicon, 2.485-2.488. 
125 Translation by Brigid Higgins  
126 Lee, “A Funeral Oration,” 13. 
127 Lee, “A Funeral Oration,” 11. 
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husbandman” and continued to do so until once again called upon to serve his Republic, “like 

Cincinnatus,” as President of the Constitutional Convention and then President of the new United 

States.128 The Methodist reverend William Guirey of Lynn Massachusetts proclaimed that 

Washington “possessed the moderation of Cincinnatus,” since “like this Roman chief he was 

called from the pleasures of a rural life...to command an army composed of Columbia’s brave 

sons.”129 Timothy Alden, a prominent preacher and future founder of Allegheny College, briefly 

compared Washington’s military prowess to Fabius Maximus before spending a full page 

emphasizing how “like the celebrated Cincinnatus” Washington left “the rural shades of his 

beloved Vernon” to go take the “helm of state” which he then “voluntarily resign[ed]”130 The 

Newburyport Massachusetts printer John Mycall noted that “Cincinnatus like, [Washington] 

nobly retired to his farm… converted his implements of war to husbandry… until he was again 

called to the service of his country” and expressed his hope that the “American Cincinnatus” was 

content in heaven.131 

 As previously alluded to, in other eulogies Cincinnatus became, at best, first among 

equals and, at worst, one classical comparison in a multitude. Thomas Paine, the writer 

extraordinaire behind Common Sense, extolled Washington for ensuring that the Military 

character, which in ancient States had blasted the rights of the people, whose renown it had 

brightened, was not here permitted by the hero, from whom it emanated, to shine with so 

 
128 William Clark Frazer, Funeral Oration” (Wilmington, DE: printed at the Franklin Press by James Wilson, 

1800), 4, Early American Imprints, Series 1, No. 37448  

129 William Guirey, A Funeral Sermon on the death of General George Washington...” (Salem, MA: Joshua 

Cushing, 1800)  
130 Timothy Alden, A Sermon, delivered at the South Church in Portsmouth, on the V January, M,DCC...” 

(Portsmouth, NH: Charles Peirce, 1800), 20, Early American Imprints, Series 1, No. 36790  

131 John Mycall, A Funereal Address on the death of the late General George Washington; interspersed with 

sketches of, and observations on, his life and character...” (Boston: Manning & Loring, [1800], 20, 26.  
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destructive a lustre.”132 Paine described Washington as an “exemplar of heroes” and referenced 

Fabius Maximus, Cincinnatus, and Caesar. While Paine did make the almost obligatory mention 

of Washington’s military prowess by referencing the military skill of Fabius Maximus, which 

Washington apparently surpassed by being able to seize “a victory by enterprise,” the main thrust 

of his argument was that Washington proved himself the equal of Cincinnatus and superior of 

Caesar by giving up power and returning to his life at Mount Vernon, rather than crossing the 

Rubicon.133 Paine made clear that the simple patriotism exhibited by men like Cincinnatus and 

Washington counts for more than Caesar’s prodigious acumen in war and eloquence in the 

forum. 

Other eulogists provide a more eclectic assortment of classical comparisons. 

Washington’s Masonic brother George Blake did not explicitly mention Cincinnatus but did 

make use of the other Roman anti-model of Cincinnatus. Blake begins by noting how “in vain 

may thy Plutarch and Polybius vaunt their Alexanders, their Hannibals, the Scipios and Caesars; 

all their boasted virtues would but serve as an appendix to the biography of our 

WASHINGTON.”134 He then explicated the specific virtue for which he most lauds Washington: 

his patriotism. Rather than explicitly invoking Cincinnatus, Blake invoked the anti-models of 

Sulla and Augustus, noting that  “Had the ambition of a Sulla been united with the power of a 

Washington, this fair country… [would] have been prostrate at the foot of an imperious 

 
132 Thomas Paine, “An Eulogy on the Life of George Washington” in Eulogies and Orations on the Life and Death 

of General George Washington, First President of the United States of America, ed. Manning and Loring (Boston: 

Manning and Loring, 1800) 60. 
133 Paine, “An Eulogy,” 64. 
134 George Blake, “A Masonic Eulogy on the Life of the Illustruys George Washington” in Eulogies and Orations on 

the Life and Death of General George Washington, First President of the United States of America, ed. Manning 

and Loring (Boston: Manning and Loring, 1800) 102. 
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tyrant.”135 Similarly, unlike Augustus, Washington declined to use his popularity and fame to 

perpetuate his authority” but instead forsook running for a third term.136 

 The best-known popular biography of Washington, written by “Parson” Mason Weems in 

1800, only obliquely referenced Washington’s Cincinnatian traits and largely focuses on utilizing 

other classical exemplars of various virtues. 137 Notably, despite being chock full of classical 

allusions and references, Weems explicitly marketed his biography to a mass audience rather 

than the educated mercantile and planter elite. His initial intended audience was poor Southern 

farmers while later editions were promoted as instructional material for schoolhouses. The long-

term success of Weems’ work suggests that his audience appreciated his inclusion of classical 

material, or at the very least did not find it so unfamiliar that it made the book as a whole 

unenjoyable or incomprehensible. 

Interestingly, Weems compared Washington to Cincinnatus for an action he took very 

early in life, noting how during the opening phase of the French and Indian War, Washington 

retired to Mount Vernon and “Cincinnatus-like, he betook his favorite plow.” Weems then wrote 

that despite Washington’s frustration with the British government, he still left Mount Vernon 

when once again called upon to serve since “the season called for the sword.”138 Weems made 

other passing allusions to Washington and Cincinnatus, usually by invoking Washington 

 
135 Blake, “A Masonic Eulogy,” 103. 
136 Blake, “A Masonic Eulogy,” 105. 
137 M. L. Weems, The Life of George Washington; With Curious Anecdotes, Equally Honorable to Himself, and 

Exemplary to His Young Countrymen., 6th ed. (Philadelphia: Printed for the author by R. Cochran, 1808). 
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ploughing his own fields (something a rich slave-owning Virginian gentleman would have been 

highly unlikely to engage in) thereby emphasizing Washington’s virtue as a “humble” farmer.139  

 Weems also provided a deluge of comparison to classical figures besides Cincinnatus.  

Weems regularly contrasted Washington’s virtues against those of classical figures such as 

Caesar, Cicero, Alcibiades, Scipio Africanus, Socrates, and Leonidas, as well as familiar, but 

flawed, characters from the American revolution like Aaron Burr, Alexander Hamilton, Benedict 

Arnold, and Charles Lee.140 While one might consider the profusion of classical examples as a 

sort of repudiation of Washington as Cincinnatus, it should be remembered that Weems intended 

his work to serve as a didactic piece of literature on all of Washington’s virtues, not simply 

Washington’s patriotism. The didactic intention behind this work was best exemplified by the 

full title of the biography; The Life of George Washington; With Curious Anecdotes, Equally 

Honorable to Himself, and Exemplary to His Young Countrymen. Thus, while Weems included 

mentions or allusions of Cincinnatus throughout the text, Cincinnatus does not occupy as central 

of a role as he does in eulogies like Henry Lee’s. 

Despite the profusion of other classical allusions in Washington’s eulogies, Cincinnatus 

soon reasserted himself as the default comparison. In 1802, Weems delivered an address to the 

New Jersey Statehouse in Trenton. In the address, Weems noted that thee one excellent virtue of 

Republics was their ability to promote patriotism in their citizens. Weems’ principle examples of 

this virtue of Republics was the patriotism displayed by Washington and Cincinnatus in 

“accepting no other reward” than the glory that accompanied serving their country. 141 Weems 

 
139 Weems, The Life of George Washington, 56-59. 
140 Weems, The Life of George Washington, 175-176. 217.  

141 Mason Locke Weems, The True Patriot, or, An Oration, on the Beauties and Beatitudes of a Republic: And the 

Abominations and Desolations of Despotism: With an Affectionate Persuasive to the American People, to Fear God, 
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then proceeded to recount the story of Cincinnatus and noted that “[the Roman Senators] found 

the Hero at his plough. Having unyoked his oxen, he hastened to the army and who at his 

appearance felt as did our troubled fathers in 1774, when the godlike Washington stood before 

them on the plains of Boston to fight the battle of Liberty.”142 

The practice of utilizing the Cincinnatus image also continued in the arts. One notable 

sculptural example of this trend was the Canova Washington (see Figure 5).143 Antonio Canova, 

a noted Italian neoclassical sculptor, was commissioned by the State of North Carolina in 1815 

on the advice of Thomas Jefferson to create a statue of Washington for the statehouse. When 

Governor Miller of North Carolina asked who should be commissioned, Jefferson went as far as 

stating that “there can be but one answer to this. Old Canove of Rome. no artist in Europe would 

place himself in a line with him.”144 As to the style of the dress, Jefferson and Governor Miller 

both agreed that only Roman dress would suit. The remaining details were left to Thomas 

Appleton, a friend of Jefferson’s and the sole American Consul in Italy, and Canova himself. 

Interestingly, while the statue was meant to portray Washington in military dress, the overall 

effect is not warlike.145 Washington is instead shown seated, his sword resting sheathed at his 

feet. In his hands, Washington holds a tablet and stylus with which he is writing down his 

Farewell Address. By portraying Washington in this way, Canova demonstrated not only the 

 
and to Honor Their Rulers: To Love One Another, and to Beware of Discord (Philadelphia: Printed by W.W. 

Woodward, 1802), 44. 

142 Weems, The True Patriot, 44. 

143 See Figure 5. Antonio Canova, George Washington, 1815-1820, marble neoclassical statue. Originally for 

Raleigh NC. No longer extant. 
144 Thomas Jefferson to Nathaniel Macon, January 22, 1816, in The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, Retirement Series, 

ed. J. Jefferson Looney, September 1815 to April 1816 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012).  

The reason Virginia hired Houdon over Canova for Virginia’s Washington apparently amounted to Canova being 
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time of the Virginia sculpture being commissioned it makes sense that the state of Virginia wished to create one as 
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importance of Washington repudiating his military command, exemplified by his sword lying 

abandoned at his feet, but also his creation of the crucial norm of a Presidency that is limited to 

two terms.146 

  By far the most famous painted example of the Cincinnatian genre made after 

Washington’s death is John Trumbull’s 1824 General George Washington Resigning His 

Commission (see Figure 6).147 This painting, along with three others by Trumbull, hangs in the 

US Capitol Rotunda. The other three members of Trumbull’s quartet are the Declaration of 

Independence, Surrender of General Burgoyne, and Surrender of Lord Cornwallis. Washington 

resigning his commission was thus placed on equal ground with the creation of the nation’s 

founding document and the military victories which made the Revolution a success. Trumbull 

recorded in his autobiography a discussion he had with then President Madison regarding which 

scenes should be chosen. Trumbull recalled that it was readily agreed that the signing of the 

Declaration and the two battles ought to be included. Trumbull then noted that when Madison 

asked him what “civil subject” should be chosen for the fourth painting, he responded that it 

ought to be Washington’s resignation since Trumbull thought: 

that one of the highest moral lessons ever given the world was that presented by 

the conduct of [Washington], in resigning his power and commission as he did, 

when the army, perhaps, would have unanimously with him and few of the people 

disposed to resist his retaining the power which he had used with such happy 

success and such irreproachable moderation148 

 

 
146 This norm would last until 1940, when FDR ran for a third term. The two-term presidency was codified into the 

US Constitution by the Twenty-Second Amendment in 1951. 
147 See Figure 6. John Trumbull, General George Washington Surrendering His Commission, 1824, oil painting, US. 

Capitol. 
148 John Trumbull, Autobiography, Reminiscences and Letters of John Trumbull, from 1756 to 1841. (New York: 

Wiley and Putnam, 1841), 263. 
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Madison assented to Trumbull’s recommendation stating that Washington’s resignation had 

indeed been “a glorious action.”149 While Trumbull’s General George Washington Resigning His 

Commission does not explicitly reference Cincinnatus with classical imagery, it would have 

evoked him never-the-less, especially for those familiar with Trumbull’s body of work since, as 

previously mentioned, Trumbull had in 1784 painted the Deputation from the Senate Presenting 

to Cincinnatus the Command of the Roman Armies with Washington as the model for 

Cincinnatus. 

 Americans in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries praised many of Washington’s 

virtues, including his charitableness, bravery, hardworking nature, and wisdom. Despite all these 

virtues, the most enduring image we have of Washington is the patriotism he displayed by 

refusing royal power, crushing the Newburgh Conspiracy, resigning his commission, and then 

choosing not to run for a third term. The esteem the Founding Generation had for virtuous farmer 

citizens, and the widespread anxiety towards professional soldiers and victorious generals 

resulted in high value being placed on Washington laying down his arms and retiring to life as a 

farmer at Mount Vernon. As a consequence of his actions and the importance placed by 

contemporizes on his repeated abnegation of power, Washington became indelibly associated not 

with Brutus, Fabius, Cicero, or Cato, but rather the old plowman general Cincinnatus. 
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Chapter 3: A Unifying Prophet, Saint, and God   

 

In 1781, Abbé Robin, a French chaplain attached to the French expeditionary force in 

America, observed that “throughout the land [Washington] appears like a benevolent god; old 

men, women, children they all flock eagerly to catch a glimpse of him.”150 Nineteen years later, 

Robert Liston, the British Ambassador to the United States, reported to the British Foreign 

Office that “the leading men in the United States” believe that public tribute to Washington 

“elevate[s] the spirit of the people and contributes to the formation of a national character.”151 

Both these accounts by foreigners in America contained a measure of truth. Americans did 

indeed view Washington as sacred and the other Founding Fathers did regard the veneration of 

Washington as a crucial means of unifying the country. Washington was early America’s 

indispensable man. During the early phases of the Revolution, Americans considered 

Washington the rallying standard for the American Revolution. After the war, Washington 

helped unite the country around the new Constitution. Following his death in 1799, Washington 

served as a unifying figure, something Jefferson or Adams never could achieve, in a country 

riven with partisan and sectional divide. 

Despite the importance of the cult of Washington in promoting national unity, the 

veneration and worship of Washington was never unified or meaningfully state directed.152 

Somewhat paradoxically, the very diversity and disunity which necessitated the worship of 

 
150 Abbé Robin quoted in Gilbert Chinard, ed., George Washington as the French Knew Him, trans. Gilbert Chinard, 

vol. 1, 1940. 

151 Robert Liston quoted in Joseph Charles, The Origins of the American Party System: Three Essays (New York: 

Harper & Row 1961) 52. 
152 The sole exception to this pattern of grass-roots veneration was President Adam’s instructions to the American 

people to celebrate a day of mourning for Washington. These instructions were largely superfluous, though, since 

individuals and municipalities had already begun public mourning rituals before even receiving the instructions from 

Adams. These instructions are, however, notable since no Founding Father before Washington, including Benjamin 

Franklin, had been the recipient of state directed mourning and veneration. See Andrew Burstein Mortal Remains: 

Death in Early America, ed. Nancy Isenburg and Andrew Burstein (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 

2003) 105. 
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Washington also prevented any consolidation of doctrine. As a result, the symbolism and 

practices used to honor Washington remained as diverse and freewheeling as the nation itself 

 Symbolism and metaphor from both the Judeo-Christian and classical traditions were widely 

employed by the artists and writers who honored Washington. While some general trends do 

exist; including the diminishment of Biblical comparisons soon after his death and an increase of 

apotheosis language and imagery, no single image of Washington as sacred emerged triumphant 

(in marked contrast to how Cincinnatus defeated other classical comparisons). Instead of elites 

promoting a single image of Washington, we instead see an ad hoc and often times personal 

effort by Americans to connect with the “holy” Washington. This tendency to personally connect 

with the “holy” Washington was best exemplified by the practice of relic taking and pilgrimage 

in connection to Washington that emerged soon after his death. 

Numerous scholars have commented on the unique and religious nature of the veneration 

Americans paid to Washington. In her 1976 book Sons of the Fathers: Civil Religion and the 

American Revolution, Catherine Albanese argues that during the American Revolution 

“confronted by their oneness and their manyness, the patriots more and more perceived the need 

for unity in their common task.”153 She goes on to articulate that “Washington became a living 

‘tribal’ totem for an emerging nation state.”154 In his seminal 1990 work George Washington: 

The Making of An American Symbol, Barry Schwartz also notes Washington’s role as a “living 

tribal totem” who served as the unifying force for the American Revolution and the newly 

created American nation. 155 While Schwartz explicates the large-scale sociological reasons for 
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why a society would turn towards a figure like Washington, he largely neglects analysis of the 

precise symbolism and rhetoric used to describe Washington as sacred and almost entirely 

ignores the vast trove of eulogies and biographies of Washington. The idea of Washington as a 

unifying symbol has also manifested in more contemporary scholarship. In his 2003 book Mortal 

Remains: Death in Early America, Andrew Burstein analyzes the funeral rituals undertaken for 

various Founding Fathers.156 Burstein, like Albanese and Schwartz, observes the unique nature 

of Washington in the American pantheon and accepts Schwartz’s explanation that the 

Americans’ veneration of Washington was precipitated by the need for national unity.157 

Burstein also astutely notes the mixing of Christian and classical imagery, but sadly fails to fully 

explore the issue. In his 2019 book Property of a Nation: George Washington’s Tomb, Mount 

Vernon, and the Memory of George Washington, Matthew Costello argues that Mount Vernon, 

Washington’s burial site, and indeed the remains and memory of Washington, became a symbol 

of American unity. As a result, Washington’s tomb at Mount Vernon became a site of “civic 

pilgrimage.”158 Costello also examines the sectional politics of Washington’s reinternment, 

which ironically undermined the original unifying purpose behind the cult of Washington. This 

chapter largely accepts the notions put forward by Albanese and Schwartz that some form of 

civic religion existed surrounding Washington and that this religion was premised on the need 

for unity in the young American Republic. It builds on their work by employing artistic and 

literary analysis of artwork and eulogies of Washington, along with an examination of travel 

accounts to Mount Vernon and Congressional testimony, to demonstrate the diverse nature of the 
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worship of Washington was connected solely by the desire to show Washington as a sacred and 

providential figure. 

During different phases of Washington’s career, Americans viewed him as the 

embodiment of America and American unity. Of course, many expressed discomfort with 

Washington’s totemic status. As Schwartz rightly notes, in ancient and premodern societies it 

was common for “ordinary mortals like pharaohs and emperors” to be “deified by their 

subjects.”159 Even into the medieval and early modern period, the theory of the divine right of 

kings was still highly influential, and many believed that a king’s touch possessed magical 

healing properties. However, after the Enlightenment, people became increasingly uneasy with 

combining the holy with the political, and this discomfort was especially the case in American 

society, wherein the idea of separation of Church and State and general distrust of placing great 

power in the hands of individual men led to many voicing concern regarding the treatment of 

Washington. 

 During the Revolutionary period, Washington was viewed by contemporaries as the 

living embodiment of the Revolutionary struggle. From the outset of the war, Washington served 

as the personification of the colonies' united efforts. Indeed, Washington’s status as a Virginian 

played a large part in his selection as commander in chief since the Continental Congress 

believed it would help bring the Southern colonies into a conflict that up until that point had 

largely centered around New England. On June 17, 1775, the Continental Congress granted 

Washington his commission as commander in chief of the colonies’ forces. The language used in 

this commission is striking. Congress declared that it would “maintain and assist and adhere to 
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[Washington]…with their lives and fortunes.”160 Given that the Declaration of Independence 

would only be issued over a year later, on July 4th, 1776, Washington was essentially left as the 

sole-embodiment of the Thirteen Colonies’ battle against King George and, as a result, accrued 

much adoration.161 As noted earlier, Abbé Robin argued that “throughout the land [Washington] 

appears like a benevolent god; old men women, children they all flock eagerly to catch a glimpse 

of him.”162 The image of Washington as a Moses or David leading the “American Israelites” 

against the evil British also gained currency during the war.163 Even Abigail Adams was swept 

up in the euphoric support of Washington. In a 1775 letter to John Adams, Abigail Adams 

extolled Washington’s majesty, and noted that upon meeting with Washington a poem by the 

English poet John Dryden instantly came to mind: 

Mark his Majestick fabrick! he’s a temple 

Sacred by birth, and built by hands divine 

His Souls the Deity that lodges there. 

Nor is the pile unworthy of the God.164  

 

The sentiments of Abigail Adams would likely have been poorly received by her husband 

John Adams. In numerous writings, Adams expressed concern regarding the degree of veneration 

awarded to Washington. In his autobiography, Benjamin Rush, a signer of the Declaration of 

Independence, recorded Adams saying in a 1777 address to the Continental Congress that:  

I have been distressed to see some of our members disposed to idolise an image 

which their own hands have molten. I speak here of the superstitious veneration 

 
160 William Hickey, The Constitution of the United States of America, the Declaration of Independence, the Articles 

of Confederation, the Prominent Political Acts of George Washington: Electoral Votes for All the Presidents and 

Vice-Presidents; the High Authorities and Civil Officers of Government from March 4, 1789 to 1847; Chronological 

Narrative of the States; with an Account of the State Papers and Public Documents (Philadelphia, 1854). 203. 
161 Schwartz, George Washington, 17. 
162 Abbé Robin quoted in Gilbert Chinard, ed., George Washington as the French Knew Him, trans. Gilbert Chinard, 

vol. 1, 1940.  

163 Schwartz, George Washington, 28. 
164 Abigail Adams to John Adams, 16 July 1775, in The Adams Papers, Adams Family Correspondence, ed Lyman 

H. Butterfield. vol 1. December 1761 – May 1776, (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2007). 



  64 of 118 

which is paid to General Washington. I honour him for: his good qualities, but in 

this House I feel myself his superior.165  

 

The diverging views offered by Abigail and John Adams underline that while many 

contemporaries viewed Washington with a degree of reverence and awe, the marrying of moral 

(or even religious) authority with a political authority still invited controversy.  

Following the Revolution, Washington’s totemic value shifted from support for the 

Revolution to support for the Constitutional Republic and an integrated and unified nation. The 

general public, along with many Founding Fathers, largely credited Washington (along with 

Franklin) for providing the moral and political weight necessary to get the new Constitution 

passed.166 The towering stature of Washington and Franklin is perhaps best exemplified by a 

1790 letter by Adams to Rush quoted in Chapter 1. In the letter Adams expressed fear that the 

history of the Revolution would essentially become only a history of the deeds of the quasi-

divine Washington and Franklin.167  

The central role Washington played in passing the Constitution is evidenced by numerous 

writings by his fellow Founding Fathers. In a 1787 letter to Thomas Jefferson, James Monroe 

wrote that:  

the presence of Genl. Washington [at the Constitutional Convention] will have 

great weight in the body itself, so as to overawe and keep under the demon of 

party, and that the signature of his name to whatever act shall be the result of their 

deliberations will secure its passage thro’ the union.168 

 

 Monroe’s prediction proved correct. Washington presiding over the Convention and status as the 

first to signatory of the proposed Constitution conferred much needed legitimacy to what 
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otherwise might have been considered an illegitimate and partisan process, since it circumvented 

the existing system in place under the Articles of Confederation for constitutional reform.169 The 

importance of Washington the Unifier did not end with the ratification of the Constitution, since 

the nation was still beset by sectional and partisan divisions. In a 1792 letter to Washington, 

Jefferson argued that “North & South will hang together, if they have you to hang on” and that 

“[Washington’s] presence will give time” for other means of national bonding to be affected.170 

 Many contemporaries, including Pastor Joseph Buckminster and Benjamin Rush, 

expressed varying degrees of discomfort regarding American’s potentially idolatrous veneration 

of the indispensable Washington. Pastor Buckminister’s 1789 sermon was given “on the 

occasion of the president honoring [Portsmouth New Hampshire] with a visit.”171 Buckminister’s 

sermon demonstrates that the image of Washington as a providentially driven figure predated his 

death. Buckminster first stated that one should always take “notice of the events of Providence” 

to explain why he has chosen to deliver an oration in praise of Washington “on this sacred day, 

and from the desk devoted to the purposes of religion.”172 From this passage, we can presumably 

ascertain that Buckminster praised Washington from the pulpit on a Sunday rather than giving a 

typical sermon. Buckminster proceeded to observe that the people of Portsmouth have the rare 

opportunity to lay eyes on the man “whom heaven designed as the principal instrument of 
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accomplishing one of the greatest revolutions in the nations of earth” and who has been granted 

by “him ‘from whom cometh down every good and every perfect gift’ with that rare assemblage 

of qualities which unites the jarring… affections of an extensive continent”173 Buckminster then 

noted that the people correctly hailed Washington, “under God” as “the deliverer of their country 

and protector of its liberties.”174 Buckminster added that “too much respect, that falls short of 

religious homage, cannot be paid to one to whom we are so much indebted.”175 Later on, 

Buckminster stated that since “we hail welcome the savior of his country… shall we not, much 

rather, hail welcome, The Savior of the World.”176 Buckminster thus attempted to emphasize for 

a final time that while Washington was great, the greatness of God and Jesus Christ are greater 

still. Buckminister’s sermon demonstrates the dual inclination to hail Washington as a divinely 

blessed individual and savior, while at the same time trying to avoid any hint of idolatry. 

Benjamin Rush was even less comfortable with the “divine” Washington than Pastor 

Buckminster and shared the sentiments expressed by John Adams in 1777. In a 1798 letter to 

William Marshall, Rush lamented that while Americans had not “instituted divine honors to 

certain virtues in imitation of the inhabitants of Paris [the French Revolution’s Cult of Reason]… 

we [do] ascribe all the attributes of the Deity in the name of Washington.”177 Rush’s letter 

demonstrates that the Founding Fathers were aware of the possibility of a state directed civic 

religion and rejected it with gusto. While Rush’s criticism of the cult of Washington is 

particularly ardent compared to that levelled by other Founding Fathers, it does reflect the 
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general unease that Americans had with making the cult of Washington explicitly religious in 

nature.  

 The value of Washington as the chief deity of an American civic religion became even 

clearer following Washington’s death. As previously noted, during and after his Presidency 

Washington was seen as a unifying force for the entire republic. The importance of Washington 

as a sacred unifying force for the American Republic increased after his death since Washington 

was no longer available to personally exert his moral authority. Discussions of American civil 

religion have generally revolved around the reverence which Americans hold for such founding 

documents as the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.178 However, in the early 

1800s, this reverence had not yet fully matured. In addition, given Washington’s role in securing 

both independence and the creation of the Constitution, it made perfect sense to venerate the 

“ratifier” of these documents, since it was through Washington’s efforts that America’s 

independence was secured and the Constitutional Convention accepted as legitimate. It should 

also be remembered that in the 1800s, the United States needed Washington more than ever to 

unite it: the election of 1800 between Adams and Jefferson was a particularly partisan affair, and 

throughout the early 1800s the country was increasingly split along sectional lines on such issues 

as slavery, trade, and westward expansion. The augmented fervency displayed for elevating 

Washington to sacred status can consequentally be seen as an attempt by his “worshippers” to 

not only honor Washington but also create a sense of unity in an otherwise fragmented society 

(as Robert Liston noted). 
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Given the renewed importance of venerating Washington after his death, it should come 

as little surprise that the worship of Washington increased in fervency after his death.179 Where 

once comparisons had been restricted to prophets like Moses, now Washington was being called 

“godlike” and compared to Greek gods and even Jesus Christ. Following Washington’s death in 

1799, artwork depicting Washington’s apotheosis became common. In addition, Washington’s 

death allowed for pilgrimages to Mount Vernon and relic taking to begin. While the various 

forms of “worshiping” Washington are often divergent in nature, essentially all emphasized the 

sacred nature of Washington and the implicit shared sense of worship that this instilled in 

Americans.  

 Writers and orators struggled to choose a single motif for the divine Washington and 

instead seem to have employed a scattershot approach in which Washington was compared to 

essentially any form of divine or sacred induvial with which the Founding Generation were 

familiar. This phenomenon is particularly the case for the biography of Washington by “Parson” 

Mason Weems, the most widely read and influential contemporary account of Washington’s 

life.180 This biography was originally written in 1800 and took its final shape in the 1808 

reprinting. Weems’ account, as discussed in the previous chapter, is full of classical allusions 

that portray Washington as a Roman hero in the vein of a Cincinnatus or anti-Caesar. However, 

 
179  Washington’s death also allowed for more effusive praise of him. Praising the dead is generally always easier 

than praising the living. Even today it is commonly remarked that we “should not speak ill of the dead.” The idea 
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George Washington’s Mount Vernon,” accessed February 19, 2020, https://www.mountvernon.org/george-
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Weems also depicted Washington in a plethora of different ways: including as a Greek god, 

Greek demigod, Biblical prophet and servant of God, and a man of destiny and “Godlike” virtue 

and ability. Weems likely drew on the orations and eulogies produced in the months after 

Washington’s death in 1799, which also employed the language of Christianity, apotheosis, and 

the Greco-Roman divine, to describe Washington. By using Weems as a framework in dialogue 

with other contemporary literary sources on Washington we are able to analyze the diverse and 

indecisive methods by which Washington was depicted as sacred. By portraying Washington as 

holy, Washington’s eulogists and biographers helped to craft a civic religion and mythos around 

Washington, which proclaimed him as the spiritually binding force of the nation, even as many 

endeavored to make clear that Washington himself was at least one step below sacred. 

 Weems regularly compared Washington favorably to Abrahamic kings and prophets.  

Comparisons between Washington and Moses were a particularly prevalent form of Biblical 

allusion around the turn of the nineteenth century. As part of his long description of 

Washington’s death and apotheosis, Weems noted that Washington faced his Creator alone “by 

himself” just as Moses had been “alone at the top of Mount Pisgah.”181 Biblical allusions and 

comparison to Moses were not unique to Weems, and comparisons to Moses were particularly 

common in the weeks and months following Washington’s death. A sermon given by Thadeus 

Fiske on December 29th, 1799 “immediately following the melancholy intelligence of the death 

of General George Washington” elucidated the importance of Washington as Moses for many 

Americans.182 Fiske emphasized that “as a General, Politician, and Lawgiver the world had never 

beheld [Moses’] equal”183 and that under his leadership and as a result of God’s favor the 
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Israelites escaped Egypt and were given the Commandments which they should live by. Fiske 

noted that “we see a striking resemblance” between Washington’s role in guiding “this American 

Israel” and that which Moses played in delivering the Israelites from Egypt.184  

 There were, of course, limits to the degree to which Washington was portrayed as a 

prophet. Fears regarding possible idolatrous worship of Washington did exist, which prompted 

eulogists, especially clergymen, to draw distinctions between Washington and Biblical figures, 

even as Washington was frequently compared by the clergy to them. A good example of this 

tension can be found in the eulogy given by Reverend Jonathon Huse for Washington.185 Huse’s 

eulogy for Washington is explicitly structured around the conceptualization of Washington as an 

American Moses. One way Huse made the comparison between Washington and Moses was by 

noting parallels between Moses and Washington’s lives. One such parallel is the role both 

Washington and Moses played as the saviors and leaders of their respective nations. Moses saved 

the Israelites from the cruel tyranny of the Pharaoh, while Washington freed the colonies from 

the bondage they faced under King George III. This comparison was especially telling, since the 

idea of the United States as an “American Israel” that was divinely blessed was particularly 

widespread.186 Huse also relied on parallel events in both figures' lives. Huse noted that 

“Providence snatched [Washington] from the brink of ruin, in almost as singular a manner as he 

did the Hebrew child.”187 This passage references Moses’ mother, Jochebed, famously saving 

 

184 Interestingly, Fiske also makes use of other common tropes for describing Washington. At one point he provides 

the typical enunciation of virtues and comparisons to classical figures that was discussed in Chapter 2, contrasting 

Washington favorably with Alexander the Great and Pompey Magnus (Caesar’s archrival during the Roman Civil 

War and a brilliant general in his own right). 
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him from the Pharaohs’ massacre of the Israelites’ sons, and Washington’s mother Mary 

allegedly saving him from a life in the notoriously dangerous British navy.188 While noting 

similarities between the two men, Huse went out of his way to make clear that Washington is not 

a prophet. Huse stated that “Washington was not endowed with the same prophetic spirit or 

ability to reveal the will of God.” Nor did Washington “possess the miraculous abilities of 

Moses.”189 Even as Huse made clear that Washington was not supernatural, he emphasized that 

Washington’s failure to possess these abilities was not his fault, since “the spirit of prophecy and 

the power of working miracles” had long since left the world. Huse concluded by arguing that 

“when we contemplate the character of Moses as uninspired and void of supernatural abilities, 

Washington may justly claim comparison with him.”190 In essence, for Huse, Washington was 

every bit Moses’ equal, except for Moses’ ability to perform miracles.  

 While we have seen Washington described as a man destined for greatness by Reverend 

Buckminster during Washington’s own lifetime, this sentiment increased after his death, when 

Americans increasingly viewed Washington as a providentially blessed figure. An example of 

Washington depicted as a man of destiny can be found in the previously discussed eulogy by 

Fiske. In his eulogy, Fiske emphasized how Washington was “raised up, by Divine Providence, 

to espouse the cause of freedom.”191 Weems especially played up the idea of Washington as a 

providential figure. On numerous occasions, Weems depicted Washington as a divinely blessed 

and ‘Godlike’ individual. The first notable example of this “Godlike” character involves the ill-

fated campaign of General Braddock during the French and Indian War. Weems described how 

Braddock’s force was surrounded and massacred by the French, and their Indian allies, as a 
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result of Braddock’s failure to heed Washington’s advice. Washington, however, was blameless 

for failing to avert the disaster since “heaven had ordained [Braddock’s army’s] fall in that 

distant land.”192 Despite Braddock’s doomed fate, Washington managed to rally his Virginian 

militia forces and stage a fighting retreat. As a result, Weems stated “Washington was, under 

God, the saving Angel that stood up between Braddock’s army and total destruction.”193 Another 

episode that Weems singled out to depict Washington’s particular excellence was Washington’s 

farewell address. After printing the entirety of the address in his work, Weems concluded by 

noting that it “may do as much good to the people of America as any sermon ever preached, that 

DIVINE ONE on the mount excepted” referring to Jesus’ famous Sermon on the Mount.194 

These two examples demonstrated Weems’ willingness to depict Washington as nearly akin to 

God, though it should be noted that he did endeavor to place Washington clearly beneath God. 

Weems was, however, willing to describe certain actions and virtues of Washington as 

“Godlike.” Weems described the condolence offered by the “Godlike Washington” greatly 

easing the suffering of the mortally wounded Hessian Colonel Donop.195 Weems also praised 

Washington for following the “divine policy of doing good for evil” by treating the Hessians 

well despite their past mistreatment of the colonists.196 Washington’s farewell address was not 

his only powerful piece of oratory, according to Weems. Weems stated that Washington’s speech 

to his officers in 1783, enjoining them to lay down their arms and not turn against the 
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Continental Congress, had such an effect “as though an oracle had spoken” or an “angel orator” 

capable of “animating poor mortals to sublime or godlike deeds”197 

 Weems also made clear that Washington was always destined to achieve great things and 

thus protected by Providence from any harm. During the Braddock campaign, Weems quoted an 

Indian who allegedly stated that “Washington was not born to be killed by a bullet.”198 Weems 

went further, stating that despite having multiple horses shot from under him and multiple bullets 

piercing his clothing, Washington escaped unharmed since he was “still protected by Heaven, 

still protected by a strength not his own.”199 For Weems, Washington’s providentially granted 

invincibility apparently lasted throughout the war. Weems wrote regarding Washington’s first 

major defeat during the Battle of Long Island in 1776, that despite staggering odds, Washington 

endured and kept high spirits since “Jehovah, the God of hosts, was with him.”200 Washington 

was similarly protected from Benedict Arnold’s perfidious scheme with the British spymaster 

Major Andre by the “thick bosses of Jehovah’s buckler.”201 Weems noted that, during the Battle 

of the Cowpens, the protecting influence of the “good genii [Roman household gods] who 

guard[ed] the name of Washington” prevented any harm from befalling Washington, as he 

bravely chased down Tarelton’s fleeing troops.202 Given Washington’s well-known habit of 

placing himself into harm’s way in order to rally his men, and the fact that Washington emerged 

from the war unscathed, it is easy to see why many of Washington’s contemporaries believed 

him destined to survive so that he could lead his young nation. American’s perception of 
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Washington’s seemingly unique invincibility was likely enhanced by the death and maiming of 

other courageous Revolutionary officers.  

 Allusions to Washington as a Greco-Roman deity or demigod are far rarer than the 

common place comparisons made to historical classical figures described in Chapter 2. Weems 

was one of the few authors who did so. Within the first few pages of his work, Weems described 

Washington as “‘Jupiter the conservator’, the friend and benefactor of men.”203 Allusions to 

Washington as Zeus-or Jupiter-like were repeated throughout Weems’ biography, especially 

when it came to showing Washington as a warrior. During the Battle of Trenton, Washington 

and his soldiers “advanced upon [the Hessians] like a stream of lightning.”204 Weems even 

inserted Washington into the Battle of Cowpens, a battle in which Washington did not directly 

participate, by noting that it was “the swords of Washington” which routed Tarleton’s troops and 

produced a sound like “a peal of thunder.”205 The use of Zeus/Jupiter’s’ aspect, thunder and 

lightning, by Weems to describe Washington’s military prowess, after having begun the work 

comparing Washington to “Jupiter the Conservator,”206 would have strengthened the connection 

that Weems’ readers made between Washington and Zeus/Jupiter. 

 Weems also compared Washington to mythical Greco-Roman heroes and demigods. 

Generally, the purpose of these allusions was to portray Washington as possessing some type of 

superhuman characteristic. Weems noted that Washington was so agile as a youth that “swift-

footed Achilles could scarcely have matched his speed.”207 Weems described Washington’s 1753 
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diplomatic journey to the French stationed in the Ohio Valley as “as disagreeable and dangerous 

as Hercules himself could have desired,” thereby demonstrating Washington’s bravery and desire 

to prove himself.208  

In his eulogy for Washington, Thomas Paine, like Weems, brought Washington into 

conversation with the Greco-Roman pantheon. Paine made this connection by quoting from 

Hamlet:  

See what grace was seated on his brow 

An eye like Mars, the front of Jove himself, 

A combination, and a form indeed, 

Where every god did seem to set his seal  

To give the world assurance of a man.209 

 

This text directly invoked the Roman gods Mars and Jove (Jupiter). It also reinforces the idea of 

Washington as superhuman, or at the very least the epitome of manhood and excellence. In 

addition, by choosing this passage, Paine not only represented Washington as possessing divine 

characteristics but also creates an image of Washington as the sort of good king, or Patriot King, 

that we presume Hamlet’s father was. 

Alongside verbal and visual accounts that more subtly equated Washington with godhood 

were direct representations of Washington’s apotheosis. Weems and Paine both directly used the 

language of apotheosis in reference to Washington. Several visuals representations of 

Washington also used the imagery of apotheosis. Weems wrote that “Swift on angels wings the 

brightening saint [Washington] ascends.”210 He is greeted by “myriad angels” with the deceased 

American patriots of “Franklin, Warren, Mercer, and Scammel” leading the way.211 In death this 
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“brother band of… martyred saints” had become more brilliant than ever before and now 

possesses the “stature of angels” and wears “the stars of heaven” as crowns.212 Upon seeing 

Washington these “blessed spirits” grew even more brilliant and wept in joy, as angels weep, in 

the knowledge that they were reunited with their savior and beloved chief.213 Paine’s description 

of Washington’s apotheosis matched the laudatory tone assumed by Weems but added 

comparisons to Abrahamic prophets. Paine stated: 

A more than human splendor surrounded [Washington]. The etherial spirit of his 

virtues towered above the globe they adorned and seemed to mediate their 

departure to their native mansion. Of the fragility of man, nothing  now remained 

but his mortality; and, having accomplished the embassy of a benevolent 

Providence—having been the founder of one nation, and the sublime instructor of 

all— he took flight to heaven—not like Mahoment— for his memory is immortal 

without the fiction of a miracle;—not like Eliajah, for recording Time has not 

registered the man, whom his mantle should descend;—but in the humble 

imitation of that OMNIPOTENT ARCHITECT, who returned from a created 

universe, to contemplate from his throne the stupendous fabric he had erected!214 

 

According to Paine, Washington had surpassed both Mahoment (Muhammad) and Eliajah 

(Elijah), and, as a consequence, can only justly be compared to God himself, even if Paine did 

hedge slightly by calling Washington a “humble imitation” of the “OMNIPOTENT 

ARCHITECT.” 

 While the images of Washington’s apotheosis utilize the idea of Washington ascending to 

heaven and evoke the Christian tradition, they also relied heavily on classical imagery. As a 

result, the status of Washington is left almost purposefully ambiguous. In many images, the 

viewer could perceive Washington as a righteous soul, saint, or even a deity. David Edwin’s 

1800 Apotheosis of Washington shows him flying up to the heavens, but we are left wondering if 
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Washington is a Greco-Roman demigod or simply a virtuous soul (see Figure 7). 215 Washington 

is clothed in a flowing white robe intermingled with a darker garment that we may venture to 

guess would have been imperial purple, had the engraving been produced in color. In addition, 

Washington is crowned with laurels by a flying putto, a classical image. However, Washington is 

also greeted by the slain revolutionary generals Warren and Montgomery, seemingly evoking his 

status as simply the first among equally lauded Revolutionary dead. The symbolism is mixed. 

The Apotheosis of George Washington by Heinrich Weishaupt is more direct in depicting 

Washington as a classical deity (see Figure 8). Weishaupt’s lithograph was a copy, produced 

between 1830-1850, of an 1800 illustration by Samuel Moore.216 Weishaupt depicts a 

Washington (half-clothed in antique dress) borne to heaven by the female personifications of his 

virtues, among them “Faith and Love.”217 A “widowed” Columbia rises from her throne to gaze 

longingly at Washington as he ascends. This depiction of Washington places greater emphasis on 

a classical representation of apotheosis than a Christian one. However, the caption on the bottom 

brings in Christian ideals. It noted that in heaven Washington surely received the “award[s]” due 

to a “good and faithful servant."218 The inscription depicted Washington as a servant of God, 

rather than a god in his own right. 

 The discordant symbolism surrounding Washington’s holiness was perhaps best 

exemplified by the lithograph Commemoration of Washington, also known as the Apotheosis of 

Washington (see Figure 9).219 It was originally created by John James Barralet and first appeared 

in February 1802 to mark what would have been Washington’s 70th birthday. Barralet’s work is 

 
215 See Figure 7. David Edwin, Apotheosis of Washington, 1800, stipple engraving, with line etching and engraving, 
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noteworthy for several reasons. One is its enduring popularity. Phoebe Jacobs has noted that the 

image was reprinted three times, once in 1816 and “twice more in the nineteenth century.”220 

More importantly for our purposes, is Barralet’s use of both Christian and classical imagery in an 

effort to portray the “sacred…memory” of Washington.221 Barrallet depicted Washington in the 

process of being lifted to heaven by angels. In the background, we see three women in mourning 

crouched around a cross, seemingly evoking the three Marys who discovered Jesus’ empty 

tomb.222 In the foreground, at Washington’s feet, sits a hunched personification of Liberty. 

Dressed in a peplos and identifiable by the Phrygian cap she holds, Liberty mourns the death of 

Washington. At Liberty’s feet, we see a cuirass and bundle of fasces. These weapons of war and 

symbols of republican power have been discarded by Washington. Twice now he has forsaken 

power, once as commander of the Continental Army, and once as President of the United States. 

The plinth at the center of the image makes clear what the image is supposed to evoke. It states 

that “SACRED is the Memory of Washington.” Despite drawing on the two distinct symbolic 

traditions; classics and Judeo-Christianity, Barallet made plain via the plinth carving that 

Washington’s sacred nature was the intended message.   

Given the near saintly status Washington possessed in America, it should come as no 

surprise that people wished to connect with him more viscerally: be it through the possession of 

relics or undertaking a pilgrimage to Mount Vernon. Relics could come in many forms. Items 

that had belonged to Washington were especially valued. An example of a Washington relic 

 
220 Phoebe Lloyd Jacobs, “John James Barralet and the Apotheosis of George Washington,” Winterthur Portfolio 12 

(1977): 135.  

221 Ibid. 

222 There is some debate in Christian theology regarding which three women found Jesus’s tomb empty. No matter 

which three specific Mary’s Barralet was trying to represent, the inclusion of three women dressed in Biblically 

inspired clothing surrounding a cross still works to conflate the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ with the death 

and apotheosis of George Washington. One thing that is strange about the image is the inclusion of three babies near 

the three women. I am not yet sure what this is meant to symbolize.  
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comes in the form of a plain sword that Washington had employed first as “a Colonel in the 

Colonial service of Virginia” during the French and Indian War and “afterwards during the 

whole-period of the War of Independence.”223 After Washington’s death, the sword made its way 

to one Samuel T. Washington. In 1843, he made a gift of the sword, along with a cane of 

Benjamin Franklin’s, to the people of the United States by way of his representative George 

Summers. The cane had been a bequest of Franklin to Washington. Franklin’s will demonstrates 

his high regard for Washington, noting that he gave the cane “to my friend, and the friend of 

mankind, Washington. If it were a scepter, he has merited it, and would become it.”224 Records 

of congressional proceedings from 1843 record the overwhelmingly positive reaction to Samuel 

Washington’s donation. John Quincy Adams was particularly effusive in his praise for the 

acquisition of “these venerable relics of the wise, the valiant, and the good founders of our great 

confederated Republic- these sacred symbols of our golden age”225 for the nation as a whole. 

Senator William Archer of Virginia was similarly laudatory of a “relic” of Washington being in 

the possession of the nation as a whole, especially since “[Washington] was probably appointed, 

by the ordination of Providence, to prove the founder of liberty for the human race in all 

times.”226 Senator Archer went on to note Franklin did not go far enough when he articulated the 

esteem he had for Washington. Archer argued that: 

it had been an expression [during] the ceremonial offices which occurred on the 

death of WASHINGTON, that he was throned in the hearts of his countrymen. 

The expression fell far short of the full extent of his destiny. It was to be throned 

in the homage—in the admiration—no ! these did not convey the just phrase—in 

the boundless veneration of mankind!227 

 

 
223 The Presentation of the Sword of Washington and the Cane of Franklin, Doc No. 144, 27th Cong., 3rd sess., 

Congressional Globe. 3. 
224 Ibid 6. This passage once again shows the strength that conceptualizing Washington as a Patriot King held for 

many Americans, including Benjamin Franklin 
225 John Quincy Adams quoted in Doc No. 144, 27th Cong., 3rd seas., Congressional Globe. 9. 
226 Archer quoted in Doc No. 144, 27th Cong., 3rd seas., Congressional Globe. 14. 
227 Archer quoted in Doc No. 144, 27th Cong., 3rd seas., Congressional Globe.15. 
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The use of the word “relic” for Washington’s sword and Franklin’s cane by Summers, Adams, 

and Archer, in conjunction with phrases like “throned in… homage” and “sacred symbols” 

demonstrate the devotional and religious, rather than secular, lens through which these artifacts 

of the Founder Fathers were perceived. The proceedings of February 7th, 1843 highlight both the 

importance placed on Washington’s relics and the continued vigor of the cult of Washington 

even four decades after his death. 

 Perhaps the most common devotional acts towards Washington were the pilgrimages to 

Mount Vernon and the subsequent collection of relics. Accounts of these pilgrimages were 

marked by several common activities: the taking of a relic from the site, a recorded feeling of 

monumentality or spirituality when the visitors first beheld Washington’s burial site (or for 

some, when they contemplated walking the same earth as such an illustrious figure), and often a 

discussion regarding the propriety or impropriety of Washington’s burial site. 

 Perhaps the most famous pilgrimage to Washington’s tomb was that undertaken by the 

Marquis de Lafayette in 1824, an account of which was given by Auguste Levasseur, Lafayette’s 

personal secretary. Levasseur recorded the somber and emotion-filled scene as Lafayette first 

entered Washington’s tomb alone. After a few moments spent with his commander and “father,” 

Lafayette returned and brought his son (who was notably named George Washington) and 

Levasseur into the tomb. Within the tomb, the three men “prostrated [themselves] together 

before that coffin, which [they] respectfully touched with [their] lips.”228 Upon rising the three 

men embraced and mingled “[their] tears and regrets.” After this heartfelt moment, Lafayette met 

with “three nephews of Washington” who presented him with a gold ring containing the hair of 

Washington. The rest of Lafayette's companions, Lavessaur included, contented themselves with 

 
228 Auguste Levasseur and Edgar Brandon, “Lafayette, Guest of the Nation” in, Experiencing Mount Vernon: 

Eyewitness Accounts, 1784-1865, ed Jean B. Lee (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2006). 125. 
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“a branch of cypress, cut from over the tomb of Washington.”229 Lafayette’s response to 

Washington’s tomb what might be expected of anyone seeing the tomb of a father figure. 

Lafayette’s son and secretary’s response, however, indicates the depth of emotion invested in 

Washington not only by American Patriots, but also French Republicans, which was no doubt 

heightened by the betrayal of the French Revolution by France’s own Washington figure, 

Napoleon Bonaparte, along with Lafayette’s own failure to adequately fill the role of  

Washington beyond the early stages of the French Revolution.  

 Pilgrimages to Mount Vernon were by no means restricted to the famous and powerful 

but were rather open to essentially any who wished to come, even if this access was granted 

rather grudgingly at times. In 1826, a “Veteran Officer” and his young cadets were welcomed to 

Mount Vernon by Bushrod Washington. The officer recorded that Bushrod Washington 

personally opened the tomb for them to visit. The group entered the tomb and stood before the 

“coffin of the patriot” which was covered in a ragged black cloth. The party proceeded to engage 

in “a holy theft…[and] tore [parts of the cloth to] shreds to bare away as relicks.”230 Such relic 

taking undoubtedly played a role in the dingy appearance many pilgrims observed during their 

visits.  

  Pilgrimages to Mount Vernon were emotional affairs for their participants. An 1833 

account by Caroline Moore described how upon approaching Washington’s tomb she “stood like 

one dreaming” and could not help but feel “grateful for the privilege of visiting this consecrated 

 
229 Ibid. 
230A Veteran Officer “Journal of A Veteran Officer” in Experiencing Mount Vernon: Eyewitness Accounts, 1784-
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spot.”231 Moore noted a sense of sadness for the disrepair she observed at Mount Vernon, but this 

sadness did not stop her from securing some cuttings of cypress as a souvenir. 

 An anonymous account published in the New England Magazine in 1834 also attested to 

the significance of Mount Vernon as a place of pilgrimage. The author began their account with 

a short poem: 

Such graves as his are pilgrim-shrines, 

Shrines to no code or creed confined 

The Delphian vales, the Palestines 

The Meccas of the Mind.232 

 

By referencing Delphi, Palestine, and Mecca, the author placed Washington’s resting place on 

the same level as the most sacred sites of pilgrimage from pagan antiquity, Judaeo-Christianity, 

and Islam. The author lamented the disrepair which has befallen Washington’s resting place, and 

while he argued that Washington needs no “haughty mausoleum… to perpetuate his memory,” 

the author wished that he could remove “every unsightly object” so that the spot could be in 

perfect “harmony with the emotions which must be awakened in the bosoms [of those] who visit 

it.”233 

 An L. Osgood noted in 1839 that while the location was undoubtedly “the most hallowed 

spot in America’s soul” and a “place visited yearly by thousands” it had sadly been allowed to 

“moulder and decay” in the intervening years since Washington’s death. As noted before, a clear 

cause of this decay was the flood of pilgrims who continually pilfered small mementos from 
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Mount Vernon to serve as relics. Even Osgood was not immune from this temptation since he 

recorded that he had “procured a lemon as a token of him who planted the tree.”234  

 In 1856, Augusta Blanche Berard provided a particularly poignant description of the 

emotion and religious feeling that Washington’s tomb could engender. In it, Berard stated that “I 

felt nothing but the Sacredness of the spot. I stood at the Tomb of Washington. It was holy 

ground.” Despite the distraction posed by other pilgrims, Berarard’s “feelings of sacred pleasure” 

quickly allowed her to “forgot the others” and properly experience the space and pay her 

respects.235  

 In life, Washington was a giant; in death, he became a legend. Orators, eulogists, and 

biographers all clamored to heap effusive praise onto their “Godlike” “Savior,” and “Father.” in 

an effort to create a unified totem for the American nation. These efforts proved at least partially 

successful and led to generations of citizens making the pilgrimage to Mount Vernon.  The 

inclination to view Washington as something verging on the sacred or divine was reflected in the 

pilgrimages to Mount Vernon and artistic depictions of the American Moses and the American 

Jupiter ascending to (or enthroned in) heaven. At times, such actions were viewed as an 

overreaching, idolatrous, or unrepresentative conceptualization of Washington and were thus 

opposed. However, the prevalence and duration of depictions of Washington as holy throughout 

the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries make conceptualizations of Washington as sacred an 

undeniably crucial component for understanding the veneration of George Washington   
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Conclusion: The Monumental Man 
 

 On July 4, 1826, two flawed giants of the American founding lay on their death beds. 

Adams and Jefferson, longtime friends and political adversaries, died fifty years to the day after 

they had declared America’s independence from King George III. The complex nature of their 

relationship was perhaps best encapsulated by Adam’s last words “Jefferson survives.”236  

Unknown to Adams, Jefferson had proceeded him to the grave by five hours. Both men had 

contributed to and fought against the various conceptualizations of Washington discussed in this 

thesis. Adams had expressed support of the vision of Washington as a Patriot King and 

Cincinnatus but vociferously decried the seemingly idolatrous nature of the cult of Washington. 

In a 1789 letter to Madison, Jefferson called Adam’s monarchic title scheme “the most 

superlatively ridiculous thing I ever heard of.”237After assuming the presidency Jefferson also 

stopped the creation of a grand pyramid mausoleum for Washington. Despite this act, Jefferson 

did not wish to prevent all veneration of Washington, and indeed more than almost any other 

Founding Father promoted the image of Washington as Cincinnatus through his intimate 

involvement in the creation of both the Houdon and Canova Washingtons in 1784 and 1815 

respectively. 

While other Founding Fathers outlived Adams and Jefferson (Monroe would live till 

1831 and Madison till 1836) the fact remains that by the late 1820s-1830s the generation that had 

fought to free America from British domination was dying off. Washington’s colleagues and 

brothers in arms were finally following him to the grave two to three decades after Washington 
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had died on December 14, 1799. As a result, the art and monuments commissioned and created 

from the late 1820s through the 1860s serve as a fascinating afterimage of the forms of 

veneration used for Washington during and immediately after his life. These later monumental 

depictions of Washington are particularly significant since they represent the second generation 

of American’s understanding of Washington, free from the direct influence of the Founding 

Generation. Elderly members of the Founding Generation were themselves aware that some 

understanding of Washington would be lost after their passing. In an 1838 letter to Congress 

urging the creation of a national monument to Washington at Mount Vernon, the Revolutionary 

War veteran John Ely urged swift action before the last remaining generation of men “who were 

eyewitnesses of [Washington’s] godlike deeds” died.238 Ely insisted that a public tomb for 

Washington would serve as a powerful bulwark of freedom “more potent in its bearing among 

freemen than ships of war or legions of warriors.”239  

While Ely’s entreaties for the creation of a monument to Washington at Mount Vernon 

went unheeded, the failure to create any monument at Mount Vernon did not mean that no 

monumental artistic representations of Washington were fashioned elsewhere. However, while 

the various artistic forms depicting Washington remained, the symbolic meaning behind the 

differing conceptualizations of Washington and their corresponding veneration practices 

diminished as the unique circumstances that had originated them faded from memory. This loss 

of symbolic meaning was particularly true with the Patriot King model. Without the lived 

experience of being the subject of a king, an experience that was by no means entirely negative, 

the attraction of the Patriot King model decreased as both a political and artistic concept. In 
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contrast, the significance of Washington as Cincinnatus remained, likely due to some prominent 

Founding Fathers’ fervent and widespread advocacy for this particular image of Washington. 

Over time, the true significance of choosing Cincinnatus, compared to any number of other 

classical figures was forgotten. In some ways, Washington’s Cincinnatian image was a victim of 

its own success, as future generations of Americans came to view Washington’s subordination of 

military power to civilian oversight as not an extraordinary event, but rather as simply common 

practice. The idea of Washington as divine, while fairly persistent, also seems to have 

experienced a decline in popularity. This decline likely stemmed from the civil religion of the 

United States shifting away from veneration of Washington towards reverence for the ideals 

expressed in the Founding Documents of the United States.  

 Artistic representations of Washington as king are sparse. When they did appear, it was 

generally been in the form of equestrian statuary. This scarcity of monarchic depictions likely 

reflected the unwillingness of many Americans to explicitly acknowledge Washington’s role as a 

“replacement” monarch in American society.  Equestrian statuary going back to the time of the 

Caesar’s has been used to aggrandize emperors and monarchs. As noted in the beginning of 

Chapter 1, the idea of replacing George III with George Washington in art had deep roots. The 

destruction of the Bowling Green George III was soon followed by the Continental Congress 

approving the creation of  a bronze equestrian statue of Washington, adorned in classical 

dress.240 While this specific statue did not come to pass, the historical record of the Continental 

Congress approving such a statue was used as a direct argument in favor of the Virginia 

Washington Monument designed by Thomas Crawford (see Figure 10).241 This monument came 
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about as a result of an architectural contest and beat out other more explicitly neoclassical 

monuments, including a columnar monument proposed by Robert Mills, the architect behind the 

National and Baltimore Washington Monuments. The choice of an equestrian statue for 

Washington in 1848 was significant since it predates the widespread creation of similar statues to 

Civil War generals. As such, we can take the choice of an equestrian Washington not simply as a 

representation of him in military glory, though it was certainly that, but also an indication of 

Washington assuming his rightful place among the great leaders of Europe.  

The Richmond Enquirer published a series of articles speaking in favor of Crawford’s 

design and seeking to explain the history of equestrian statues. The articles traced the history of 

equestrian statues, noted that the statue of Marcus Aurelius on the Capitoline had survived for 

1700 years, before going on to note similar equestrian statues of Peter the Great of Russia and 

Charles IV of Spain. In addition to statues of kings, the Richmond Enquirer also highlights 

equestrian statues for great generals including a statue in London to the Duke of Wellington 

(defeater of Napoleon) and one in Turin to Emanuel Philibert, Duke of Savoy (colloquially 

known as Ironhead due to his military exploits).242 The Richmond Enquirer was at pains to 

emphasize Washington’s military virtue, and noted that “to the military spirit of George 

Washington we are indebted for our liberties.” 243 The use of military dress in Crawford’s 

equestrian monument, along with the editorial by the Enquirer, point to the image of Washington 

as the equal of the European kings starting to shift to one that emphasizes not Washington’s 

political virtues, but rather his role as a warrior king. 244 Given the explosion of equestrian statues 

to Civil War generals a few decades later (the statue of Robert E. Lee in Richmond was created 
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in 1876) it seems that the equestrian statue representing a warrior ideal became a lasting trope in 

American society. 

 While Washington was tangentially associated with kingship during the early to mid 

1800s, he was frequently shown in his Cincinnatian aspect, rejecting absolute power. Chapter 2 

discussed the strength of this image in the arts and statuary during Washington’s lifetime through 

till the 1820s. The perceived importance of Washington’s Cincinnatian act continued long after 

the 1820s. Crucial examples of the importance of the Cincinnatian ethos comes in the form of the 

Baltimore Washington Monument (1815-1829), the Greenough Washington (1832-1840), and 

Constantino Brumidi’s Calling of Cincinnatus from the Plow (1855). 

Baltimore’s Washington Monument served as an early example (1815-1829) of the 

monumental record regarding Washington as Cincinnatus (see Figure 11).245 This monument 

straddles the divide between those who had lived through the American founding and those who 

had only heard stories of it. The monument was designed by Robert Mills, creator of the original 

plan for the National Washington Monument. The monument consists of a large square base, on 

top of which stands a 120 foot tall column. At the top of the column a 16’2 statue of Washington, 

in military dress with a cloak wrapped around him in a manner reminiscent of a toga, offers his 

military commission to the onlooker. The symbolism surrounding this monument is interesting. 

The form of the monument is essentially a direct copy of Trajan’s Column, built by the emperor 

Trajan in approximately 107-113 AD to commemorate his successful campaign in Dacia (the 

northern Balkans). The use of this form by Mills did not necessarily equate Washington with 

Trajan (though if it did it would be an interesting choice, since Trajan is considered one of the 
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best emperors of Roman history and would reinforce the hypothesis that American’s viewed 

Washington as the highest fulfillment of what a monarch should be) since not every viewer 

would be as familiar with the specifics of Roman architectural history. However, the use of this 

neo-classical style would have forged a connection between Washington and the Roman past.  

This impression would surely have been reinforced by the use of fasces as part of the exterior 

iron railing and the purchase of a bust of Washington for the interior of the monument modeled 

after the Italian sculptor Giuseppe Cerrachi’s explicitly neoclassical 1795 bust of Washington. 

The connection with the classical Roman past in combination with the portrayal of Washington 

surrendering his commission would surely have evoked the Cincinnatus mythos for any 

American with a passing familiarity of Roman history or the concept of Washington as 

Cincinnatus.  

 The importance of Washington as Cincinnatus relinquishing his military command was 

reinforced by Horatio Greenough in the form of the Greenough Washington (see Figure 12).246 

While this statue is mostly noteworthy for its portrayal of Washington as a Greco-Roman deity, 

it also incorporated a reference to Washington’s Cincinnatian bent by having Washington hand 

the viewer his sword hilt first.  

  The enduring strength of the Cincinnatus myth in public art is demonstrated by the 

creation of Calling of Cincinnatus from the Plow, by Constantino Brumidi in 1855 (see Figure 

13).247 The fresco of Cincinnatus would be Brumidi’s first work in the Capitol. The then 

Architect of the Capitol Montgomery Meigs stated that the story was chosen because it was a 

favorite subject with all educated Americans, who associate with that name the Father of our 

 
246 See Figure 12. Horatio Greenough, Washington, 1832-1840, marble statue, Washington D.C, Smithsonian. 
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Country.”248  The creation of this work demonstrates that even as late as 1855, the association of 

Washington and Cincinnatus remained in force. 

  Public art also celebrated Washington as a deity. Notably, while popular “mass media 

art” like engraving and printings showing Washington’s apotheosis, holiness, and divinity were 

created just after his death, more monumental productions of divine and apotheosis imagery 

seem to only have begun after the passing of the Founding Generation. The creation of 

monumental art that evoked Washington as sacred seems to indicate the loosening of normative 

standards on the part of the political elites who commissioned such pieces or at the very least the 

absence of a strong countervailing movement in the favor of some other form of portraying 

Washington, as exemplified by Jefferson’s seeming preference for Washington as Cincinnatus in 

the Houdon Washington and Canova Washington. 

 Several noteworthy pieces of artwork created during the mid-1800s explicitly depicted 

Washington as a Greco-Roman deity though they met with varying degrees of popular support. 

The Greenough Washington is one such piece (see Figure 12).249 In 1832, Congress 

commissioned Horatio Greenough to create a “pedestrian statue of Washington” to be housed in 

the Capitol Rotunda, for the sum of $20,000.250 Notably, while the head of Washington was to be 

based on the popular model created by Houdon, the accessory details were “left to the judgment 

of the artist.”251 For his model, Greenough chose one of the most celebrated statues of antiquity, 

the Phidean Zeus (see Figure 14).252 This lost statue, described by the ancient Greek travel writer 
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Pausanias in the second century AD, had already had a significant impact on Western 

sculpture.253 Greenough’s choice of symbolism was highly provocative. Washington is seated, 

bare-chested, and clad only in a toga from the waist down. He raises his right hand to the 

heavens, while his left offers his sword, hilt first, to the viewer. While Greenough evokes the 

Cincinnatus ideal to a degree, as discussed in Chapter 2, the figure is undeniably striking for its 

divine appearance.  

Unfortunately for Greenough, many Americans evidently did not share his vision of 

Washington, leading to much controversy and the eventual relegation of the statue from the 

Capitol to the Smithsonian Museum of American History. Greenough himself recognized the 

controversy surrounding his statue. In a 1843 letter to the Senate, Greenough acknowledged that 

“objections have been made the manner in which your memorialist has thought fit to treat the 

subject before him.”254 Greenough then went on to argue that neoclassical dress, and the nude, 

were the only styles suitably timeless to preserve Washington’s immortal fame. In an article 

principally on the Crawford Washington, the Richmond Enquirer registered its disapproval 

regarding Greenough’s choice of the nude. While the Enquirer recognized that “The statue 

executed by Greenough illustrates [Washington’s] civic character in classical allegory” it argued 

that it “fails to realize the accepted image of Washington” by ignoring “the strong sentiment 

which everyone feels and appreciates when approaching the costume of Revolution.”255 

Evidently, the image of Washington in military dress, so common in portraits and paintings of 

Washington, provided its own form of memory when it came to the nature of Washington. The 

controversy surrounding Greenough’s Washington is also well attested by Samuel Douglas 
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Wyeth, who stated in 1865 that “no statue in the Capitol gave rise to such animadversion as this 

one.” Wyeth noted that eminent classicists like Edward Everett “had pronounced it one of the 

finest works of art of ancient or modern times.”256 Wyeth also quoted an unnamed foreigner 

stating that “nothing can be more human, and at the same time more God-like, than this colossal 

statue of Washington.”257 Wyeth himself expressed his dislike of the statue, since he believed 

that “[Americans] do not think of Washington as a half-naked Roman, sitting in god-like state, 

like Jupiter.” Rather, Wyeth argued, Americans preferred a more personal and down to earth 

Washington.258 

 Despite Wyeth’s objections to Washington as a half-naked “Roman…sitting…like 

Jupiter” monumental depictions of Washington were still being created. 259 In the very same year 

that Wyeth published his book (1865) Brumidi completed the best-known artistic depiction of 

Washington’s apotheosis. Predictably titled the Apotheosis of Washington, Brumidi’s work 

adorns the US Capitol Rotunda (see Figure 15).260 This work, more than any other representation 

of Washington’s apotheosis, shows him as divine. Given his previous fresco work within the US 

Capitol, Brumidi was the natural choice for the commission.261 In Brumidi’s Apotheosis, we see 

Washington, seated in his general’s uniform, while from the waist down he wears a purple toga. 

Washington is shown as both a soldier and a statesman, though the inclusion of imperial purple 

does represent problematic symbolism. Washington is surrounded by his fellow American saints, 

who are aided in their endeavors by the Greco-Roman pantheon. Minerva is seen teaching the 
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inventors Benjamin Franklin, Robert Fulton, and Samuel Morse. Mercury hands funds to Robert 

Morris (a key financier behind the American Revolution). Vulcan creates cannon and steam 

engines for the American Republic, while Neptune and Venus jointly lay the transatlantic 

telegraph cable. Brumidi’s work demonstrates not only the continued importance of classical 

imagery and the concept of the apotheosis of Washington but also the growing pantheon of 

American heroes. While Washington would always enjoy pride of place, Americans also wished 

to commemorate the achievements of other members of the founding generation, as well as later 

prominent Americans. The lack of similar outcry regarding Brumidi’s work compared to 

Greenough’s points to Washington’s nudity, rather than Washington’s divinity, being the 

stumbling block for the Greenough Washington’s popularity. 

   The memory of Washington is a tangled one. Like many “great” figures of history, 

Washington’s myth has often outpaced the man himself. Myths though are powerful things. They 

tell us where we came from, or at least, where we like to think we came from. The differing 

portrayals and mythology surrounding Washington were constructed for clear reasons. During 

his life, prominent Federalists viewed Washington as the embodiment of a Patriot King. 

Ordinary Americans paralleled this monarchic behavior by hosting celebrations of Washington’s 

birthday well into the 1870s. As time went on however, the direct connections between 

monarchy and Washington’s place in American society waned. A similar, though less dramatic, 

declined took place with Washington as Cincinnatus. While Washington was still viewed in 

connection with Cincinnatus, as evidenced by the artistic record, the full significance of this 

choice became lost as direct engagement with the classics, as well as an awareness of the other 

choices available to the Founding Generation when they were lauding Washington, faded from 

living memory. Similarly, Washington’s image as sacred shifted as Washington became an 



  94 of 118 

increasingly abstracted figure, perhaps best exemplified by the faceless National Washington 

Monument. The mortal humanity of the nation’s Pater Patriae had been erased. In its place 

stood the Monuement.  
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Key Terms 
 

• Caesar (100-44 BC): Roman statesman and general who overthrew the Roman Republic 

and was then assassinated 

• Cato the Younger (95-46 BC): Roman politician during the late Republic renowned for 

his virtue. Committed suicide rather than surrender to Caesar. George Washington’s 

favorite classical figure 

• Cicero (106-43BC): Noted orator and statesman of the late Republic. John Adams’ 

favorite classical figure. 

• Cincinnatus (519-Unknown BC): Roman statesman who famously resigned the office of 

dictator after only 15 days despite having been appointed to a six-month term. 

• Epaminondas (Unkown-364 BC): Theban statesman credited with Thebes’ brief hegemon 

status in the 4th century BC. 

• Fasces: Bundled rods, sometimes with an affixed ax head. Symbol of office for Roman 

consuls and praetors. Symbolize the investiture of Republican power into an individual. 

• Leonidas (c540-480 BC): Spartan king who famously defended the pass of Thermopylae 

against the Persian king Darius with only three hundred Spartans (along with a few 

thousand other Greek troops.  

• Lucius Junius Brutus (Unknown-509 BC): Roman noble who drove out the last Roman 

king Tarquin. 

• Marcus Aurelius (121-180 AD): Roman emperor and noted stoic philosopher. 

• Marcus Junius Brutus (86-42 BC): Roman noble and descendent of Brutus the Elder who 

killed Caesar. 

• Peplos: Greek dress. 

• Pericles (495-429 BC): Athenian statesman par excellence who led Athens during the 

opening stages of the Peloponnesian War and was responsible for such monumental 

pieces of architecture as the Parthenon.  

• Phrygian Cap: Cap given to freed Roman slaves. Taken up as a symbol of freedom during 

the French Revolution. 

• Pompey Magnus (106-48 BC): Member of the first triumvirate with Caesar and noted 

Roman general. Eventually sided with the Republican forces and was defeated by Caesar 

at Pharsalus in 48 BC. 

• Publius (Unknown-503BC): Roman noble who drove out the last Roman king Tarquin  

• Scipio Africanus (236-183 BC): Roman general who defeated Hannibal and won the 

Second Punic War.  

• Sulla (138-78 BC): First Roman general to march on Rome and install himself as 

dictator. 

• Trajan (53-117 AD): Roman emperor who brought Rome to its greatest territorial extent 

• Trajan’s Column: Monumental column built by the Emperor Trajan to commemorate his 

campaign in Dacia  
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Figures 

 

Figure 1: Print of the Destruction of the Statue of George III  

John C. McRae, Engraver, and Johannes Adam Simon Oertel, painter. Pulling down the statue of 

George III by the "Sons of Freedom," at the Bowling Green, City of New York, July/ 

1776, 1859, engraved print. 

  



  105 of 118 

 

Figure 2: Equestrian Statue of Marcus Aurelius 

Unknown, Marcus Aurelius, 175 AD, bronze equestrian statue, Rome, Italy, Capitoline Museum. 
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Figure 3: Houdon Washington 

Jean-Antoine Houdon, George Washington, 1784-1796, marble statue, Virginia Statehouse, 

Richmond VA.  
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Figure 4: Barralet’s print of Washington Resignation  

Alexander Lawson’s copy of James Barrallet’s original, General George Washington’s 

Resignation, original 1797, engraving and etching print, original, New York Public 

Library, http://web-static.nypl.org/exhibitions/revolution/captions/mcalpin40.html 

  

http://web-static.nypl.org/exhibitions/revolution/captions/mcalpin40.html
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Figure 5: Canova Washington 

Antonio Canova, George Washington, 1815-1820, Marble neoclassical statue. Originally for 

Raleigh NC. No longer extant. Image below of plaster model. 
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Figure 6:  Trumbull, General George Washington Surrendering His Commission. 

John Trumbull, General George Washington Surrendering His Commission, 1824, oil painting, 

US. Capitol. 
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Figure 7: Edwin’s Apotheosis of Washington. 

David Edwin, Apotheosis of Washington, 1800, stipple engraving, with line etching and 

engraving, New York Public Library, http://web-

static.nypl.org/exhibitions/revolution/selection7.html. 

  

http://web-static.nypl.org/exhibitions/revolution/selection7.html
http://web-static.nypl.org/exhibitions/revolution/selection7.html
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Figure 8: Weishaupt’s Apotheosis of Washington. 

Heinrich Weishaupt, Apotheosis of Washington, 1830-1850, lithographic copy of 1800 original 

by Henry Moore. Metropolitan Museum of Art, NYC. 

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/365736 

  

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/365736
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Figure 9: Tanner’s Commemoration of Washington. 

 

Tanner B’s copy of John James Barralet’s original, Commemoration by Washington, original 

1802, copy 1816, engraving and etching print, New York Public Library, http://web-

static.nypl.org/exhibitions/revolution/selection7.html. 

 

  

http://web-static.nypl.org/exhibitions/revolution/selection7.html
http://web-static.nypl.org/exhibitions/revolution/selection7.html
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Figure 10: Virginia Washington Monument 

Thomas Crawford, Virginia Washington Monument, 1848-1858, bronze equestrian statue, 

Richmond VA.  
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Figure 11: Baltimore Washington Monument 

Robert Mills, Baltimore Washington Monument, 1815-1829, 178’8’ tall classical column topped 

with statue of Washington, Baltimore Md.  
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 Figure 12: Greenough Washington 

Horatio Greenough, Washington, 1832-1840, marble statue, Washington D.C., Smithsonian. 
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Figure 13: Brumidi’s Cincinnatus 

Constantino Brumidi, Calling of Cincinnatus from the Plow, 1855, fresco, US. Capitol. 
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Figure 14: Statue of Phidean Jupiter. 

Unknown, Statue of Jupiter in the Phidean Type, 81-96 AD, marble and bronze statue, 

Hermitage Museum. 
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Figure 15: Brumidi’s Apotheosis of Washington. 

Constantino Brumidi, Apotheosis of Washington, 1865, fresco, US Capitol Building. 
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