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Portraits of heroes and leaders have been among the most widely diffused
and deeply cherished of all political symbols. The political functions of such
portraits grow out of distinctive semiotic qualities that set the portrait apart
from other types of symbols. Judging from their public reception, George
Washington’s portraits —and, we believe, many state portraits —have the quali-
ties of likeness, manifestiveness, moral efficaciousness, and sacredness that tra-
ditionally were ascribed to religious icons. From these qualities the state por-
trait gains a special power to bridge the distances of space and time and bring a
society’s representative men and women to living presence for its members. By
evoking loyalties and attachments not only to the persons portrayed but also to
the larger collectivities that those persons represent, state portraits function as
important agencies of political integration and solidarity.

Political symbolism has been an enduring concern of the social
sciences, but the depth and range of that concern defy simple clas-
sification. On the one hand, studies of symbolism necessarily
make assumptions about knowing and meaning. When these as-
sumptions become an explicit concern, symbolism studies move
into the areas of epistemology and semiotics. On the other hand,
since symbolism is vital to the coherence and continuation of all
societies, its study leads necessarily into the deepest problems of
social organization and legitimation. We hope to contribute to
both paths of inquiry by examining a particular type of symbol
and its role in American political life. An important premise of
our study is that symbols differ in kind and that a symbol’s politi-
cal functions depend on the kind of symbol it is. The type of sym-
bol that we shall be examining is properly designated an ion. Our
study thus seeks to make a contribution to the growing body of re-
search on the iconic portrayal of political actors and events.!

While anything perceptible to the human senses can become a
symbol, some objects have a peculiar fitness to serve as bearers of
political meaning. We shall be concerned with one of the most
prominent of these objects, the portrayal of the human face. In
our own time as well as in the past, portraits have been viewed by
rulers and peoples alike as symbols with special potency and sig-
nificance. It is true that numerous societies, such as the ancient
Judaic, Islamic, and Zoroastrian nations, and many primitive
peoples, have discouraged or forbidden the production and display
of graven images, especially those of the face; but even these soci-
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eties attest to the potency of images by their very anxiety to banish
them.

In choosing to focus on portraits of the face, we leave aside
more complex visual images, such as allegorical and historical
paintings. Allegorical paintings place their human subjects in a
mythic context and surround them with symbolic representations
of intangible things, such as liberty, authority, or justice. Histori-
cal paintings recreate great events, such as a decisive victory, the
founding of a political community, or an act of supreme states-
manship. It is true, of course, that allegories and histories portray
the faces of their subjects, but even if the face should here be a
prominent feature, its interpretation is meant to be governed by
the broader setting in which it is presented.

The use of portraits as political symbols can be found through-
out history. Alexander the Great wanted his image to be known to
everyone in the territories he conquered, and he handpicked his
own artists to carry the project through. Conspicuous among the
Romans who made mandatory the public display of their own im-
ages were the Caesars, beginning with Julius and Augustus. In
England, Queen Elizabeth I not only distributed approved like-
nesses of herself throughout the kingdom, but also sent agents to
remove from public buildings and private dwellings, as well as
from sellers’ stalls, unauthorized portraits which failed to do her
justice. In France a century later, Louis XIV distinguished him-
self by the number of portraits for which he sat and with which he
burdened his subjects. In imperial Japan, the schoolchild’s first
duty, in case of fire, was to rescue the Emperor’s portrait, which
hung in every classroom. In the Soviet Union, the ubiquitous por-
trait of Lenin has replaced that of the tsar and the holy icons. Vis-
itors to North Korea report that this country is saturated with
portraits of its leader, Kim Il Sung, as well as that of his son and
designated successor, Kim Jong II.?

Since these examples are drawn exclusively from authoritarian
regimes, they might lead one to think that the ritualistic venera-
tion of great leaders and their images is somehow out of place in
liberal democracies or republics. In fact, this veneration is often as
strong in republics as in other regimes. Republics must be sancti-
fied as well as rationalized for their subjects; and state portraits
are conspicuous among the symbols of power that sanctify repub-
lican rule.?

Why do portraits of leaders and heroes emerge in many soci-
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eties as a primary political symbol? What distinctive features set
these state portraits apart from other kinds of political symbols?
What symbolic functions do portraits perform in political life?
These questions are of central importance to the understanding of
political symbolism, but they have been largely neglected in stud-
ies of this topic. We intend to address them, taking as our point of
departure the substantial body of information that is available
about one collection of political portraits and its reception by the
public. Observations drawn from this one case cannot, of course,
be indiscriminately generalized, but we believe that its study can
help to establish the main points of reference for analyzing a very
broad range of state portraiture. |

The political portraits that we intend to examine are those of
George Washington. While many of us pay little attention to the
images of Washington that surround us, these images are re-
minders of a period in American history, extending from the Rev-
olution until the early decades of the twentieth century, when
Washington’s portrait enjoyed a circulation and a veneration com-
parable to that of any leader of any country that we know of.
When to Washington’s portraits are added the numerous allegori-
cal and historical paintings in which he is featured as well as the
many statues and busts of his person,* we have striking visible
proof that the image of Washington has been one of this nation’s
dominant political symbols.

StATE PorTRAITS AS ICONS

In order to understand the significance of Washington’s por-
trait, and of state portraits generally, one is forced to address the
question of just what kind of symbol the portrait is. A flag, a relic,
a written document, and a portrait may all be symbols, in a broad
and generic sense of the term, but they differ in what they are and
in how they are related to the objects they represent. It seems
likely also that these symbols perform different functions, or at
least differ considerably in their capacity to perform common
functions.

A clue to the nature of the state portrait can be found in
Charles Sanders Peirce’s theory of signs. Peirce, who was a lead-
ing figure in the development of modern semiotics, used the term
sign broadly for all representative phenomena that stand for some-
thing to somebody, much in the way that social scientists have
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used the term symbol. Peirce proposed several ways of classifying
signs, but the most important, in his estimation, was the trichot-
omy of ion, index, and symbol. A symbol, in the strict or narrow
sense that Peirce uses the term, is something that comes to stand
for an object merely through agreement or convention. The index
is based on some sort of regular association or even physical con-
nection between sign and object, while the icon is related to the
object by a genuine likeness or similarity.®

Portraits are a type of icon. (The term icon is derived from
etkon, which is the Greek word for image.) They signify by a like-
ness to their objects, although they may contain within themselves
indexical and conventional principles of signification as well. Vari-
ous recent studies have referred to the portraits of Washington as
icons, although without examining the question of what icons
are.® As we explored the traditional literature on icons and re-
flected on what Washington’s portrait meant to earlier generations
of Americans, we discovered that American writers and viewers
attributed to Washington’s portraits the very properties that the fa-
thers of the Church had found in the holy icons. The early theo-
logical writings on icons thus contained for us the key to under-
standing the political significance of these portraits. Washington’s
portraits turn out to be icons not merely in the rather superficial
Peircean sense of a likeness, but in the richer and more profound
sense of a sacred image.

To articulate this finding, we will consider: (1) the diffusion and
veneration of Washington’s portraits; (2) the properties of icons, as
described by one of the early Church’s leading iconophiles; (3) the
iconic properties of the Washington portraiture, as these are iden-
tified in American writings; and (4) the ways that the political
functions of portraits relate to the iconic properties thus described.

THE DIFFUSION OF WASHINGTON’S PORTRAITS

The remarkable thing about the diffusion of Washington’s por-
traits, by contrast to those of authoritarian leaders, was its sponta-
neity. During the period when the demand for Washington’s im-
age was most intense, it was satisfied largely by private artists and
entrepreneurs and not by a state propaganda apparatus. In fact,
there was a strong feeling in Congress that any official sponsor-
ship of a Washington iconography by the national government
would represent a dangerous tendency toward monarchy.” From
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the beginning, the multiplication and diffusion of Washington’s
portraits were responses to insatiable public demand.

Although Washington became increasingly exasperated with
importuning painters, it is unlikely that any world figure before
the age of photography, with the possible exception of Louis XIV
and Napoleon, sat for portraits as often as he did. No fewer than
twenty-seven artists made portraits of him from life.® Eighteenth-
century technology for the reproduction of these images was prim-
itive by today’s standards, but Washington’s likeness could be
found everywhere by the end of the Revolutionary War. Henry
Tuckerman, writing in the mid-nineteenth century, recalls:

All over the land, at the close of the war, his beloved image was sub-
stituted on banner, seal, parlor wall, journal, and bank note, for
royal physiognomies; and Rip Van Winkle was not the only conser-
vative absentee, who incredulously rubbed his eyes at the appear-
ance of our repubhcan chief on the tavern sign so long radiant with a
kingly visage. In every museum in America, his majestic figure
stood prominent among the wax groups on Wthh children gazed
with delight, solemn in black velvet, ruffles, and hair-powder; gro-
tesque transparencies on festal nights, Liverpool ware, primitive
magazines, the figure-heads of ships, the panels of coaches, the en-
graved buttons, rude cotton prints, and melancholy samplers, —
every object in the economy of trade and domestic life, was deco-
rated, more or less truthfully, with that endeared and hallowed
countenance.®

The diffusion of Washington’s portraits by no means slackened
after the Revolution. Jane Stuart reports that at the time her fa-
ther, Gilbert Stuart, executed his last portrait of Washington from
life, he “had so many commissions to copy the head of the Presi-
dent, and the anxiety to possess them was so great, that gentle-
men would tell him if he would make only a sketch, they would be
satisfied.”’? Paul Svinin, a Russian diplomatic officer and artist
who published a memoir of his travels in America during 1811 to
1813, noted that “Washington’s portrait is the finest and some-
times the sole decoration of American homes.” Svinin likened this
to the veneration of the holy icons in his own country: “It is note-
worthy that every American considers it his sacred duty to have a
likeness of Washington in his home, just as we have images of
God’s saints.”'! By midcentury, Walt Whitman could declare that
“the name of Washington is constantly on our lips . . . . His por-
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trait hangs on every wall and he is almost canonized in the affec-
tions of our people .’

With the outbreak of the Civil War, both sides laid claim to the
sanctifying power of Washington’s image. On Washington’s Birth-
day (February 22) in 1862, the “permanent” government of the
Confederacy was inaugurated on the public square in Richmond
at the foot of Thomas Crawford’s massive equestrian statue of
Washington. A representation of that statue was to become the
center of the Great Seal of the Confederate States of America.
Washington’s image would adorn Confederate as well as Union
stamps and paper currency. A large portrait of Washington deco-
rated the box at Ford’s Theater where President Lincoln was shot;
and in the apotheosis of Lincoln that followed his assassination,
his portrait and Washington’s were frequently displayed together
and depicted in the same engravings. Sculptured portraits of
Washington proliferated in the decades that followed, so that by
1932, Eisen could write: “There is hardly an association, commu-
nity, village or city in the United States which does not possess
one or more sculptured images intended to represent Washing-
ton.”*® The elaborate bicentennial celebration in 1932 of Washing-
ton’s birth produced not only a new quarter-dollar and twelve
commemorative postage stamps with his image but also a grand
and largely successful effort to place a portrait of Washington in
every schoolroom in the nation.!* Since then, Washington’s image
has remained a very conspicuous part of the nation’s iconography.

ProPERTIES OF THE Icon

As we have suggested, a key to understanding what Washing-
ton’s portrait meant to previous generations of Americans can be
found in the early theological writings on the holy icons. To ap-
preciate the nature and significance of this parallel, let us first
consider how the holy icons were conceived.

Whereas Jewish practice had opposed “graven images,” portraits
of Christ and the Saints were introduced rather early into Chris-
tian worship. During the long and bitter controversy between
“iconoclasts” and “iconophiles” over the admissibility of icons in
worship, St. John Damascene (ca. 675-749) became a leading de-
fender of the holy icons, and his writings discuss the nature of
icons in considerable detail. For our purposes, four points of this
discussion are especially noteworthy.
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1. An icon must be a likeness. In John’s words, an image or icon “is
a likeness and representation of some one, containing in itself the
person who is imaged.”*> The image is not the same thing as the
person represented, nor is it an exact reproduction, but somehow
the image is like the person and so “contains” him. The signifi-
cance of the image thus depends on a quality of the image itself; it
is not imposed on the image by the viewer.

2. An icon or image has, by virtue of this likeness, a special power to
show or manifest the person whom 1t represents. Every image, John de-
clares, “is a revelation and representation of something hidden ¢
There are various reasons why something may be “hidden” from
our clear knowledge and thus be in need of manifestation by im-
ages. It may be distant in time or space or, more importantly, it
may be invisible to the eye, as is the case with the soul or spirit.
Strictly speaking, what we see directly when we look at a person is

the body, yet somehow the soul or spirit is visible through the
body:

It is impossible for us to arrive at intellectual conceptions without
corporeal things. Just as we listen with our bodily ears to physical
words and understand spiritual things, so, through corporeal vision,
we come to the spiritual.!?

3. An won 1s a model for and stimulus to moral behavior. John empha-
sizes that when icons bring things to presence for our comprehen-
sion, they affect us morally as well as cognitively. Their purpose is
not simply to show things but to awaken our desires and direct
our moral life.

The image was devised for greater knowledge, and for the manifes-
tation and popularising of secret things, as a pure benefit and help
to salvation, so that by showing things and making them known, we
may arrive at the hidden ones, desire and emulate what is good,
shun and hate what is evil.!®

This point applies not only to the images of Christ but also to the
images of valiant men that are set up “for an example and remem-
brance to ourselves”!® These mnemonic images are intended

for the honour and glory and abiding memory of the most virtuous,
or for the shame and terror of the wicked, for the benefit of succeed-
ing generations who contemplate it, so that we may shun evil and do
good.2°
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4. Icons are sacred objects that deserve veneration. John maintains that
the icon of a venerable person is itself to be venerated. In venerat-
ing icons, we are worshipping the image as only a representation
of a venerable person or object. The biblical injunction against
the worship of graven images would be violated only if we were to
worship in idolatrous fashion the physical vehicle that contains the
image or else to give creatures the veneration due to God.

We submit that these four properties—likeness, manifestive-
ness, moral stimulus, and sacredness—have clear parallels in po-
litical iconography. They are characteristic, in varying degrees, of
state portraits as well as religious portraits; they endow both with
significance, and they enable both to perform very similar social
functions. Some may object that in making this assumption, we
are confounding the religious and the political spheres. It must be
remembered, however, that the distinction between these spheres
was not always drawn as sharply as we are likely to draw it today.
St. John, for example, sanctioned a proper worship of political au-
thorities and their icons. In his view, God is honored when we
venerate those in power with authority from God.*' Moreover, the
political portraiture of both ancient and modern times had its
source in religious iconography and can be illuminated against
this background. We know from the historian Pliny that the Greek
and Roman practice of producing and distributing portraits of
their rulers evolved from ancient religious art, with its images of
the gods.?? The Church’s iconographic tradition was directly influ-
enced by this political practice.?* Christian iconography served, in
turn, as a source and precedent for the formal state portraiture of
the sixteenth century.?* Even in Protestant countries, state por-
traits became in some sense a substitute for the old icons, and
Protestant writers applied the term icon to secular portraits.?

In drawing these parallels and relationships, we do not intend
to suggest that political portraits meant the very same thing to
their viewers as the icons of the Church meant to the faithful. We
contend only that political and religious images have comparable
semiotic qualities and that their social uses are rooted in these
qualities.

Iconic PROPERTIES OF THE WASHINGTON PORTRAITURE

The question that we must consider now is whether or not it is
correct to say that the portraits of Washington have served Ameri-
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cans as a political icon. In terms of criteria identified in the pre-
ceding section, we may judge these portraits to be iconic if: first,
the significance of the portraiture was believed by its viewers to
depend on the likeness that it bears to the person of Washington;
second, the portraits were believed to have a special capacity to
“show” or “manifest” the person or character of Washington for in-
tellectual comprehension; third, the Washington portraits were
taken as a model for and stimulus to moral behavior; and, finally,
they were deemed to be venerable and even sacred objects, which
deserved to be cherished. In our judgment, there is evidence to
satisfy each of these four criteria.

1. Likeness. Many today would deny that the Washington por-
traits—or, indeed, any portraits at all—are icons in any proper
semiotic sense, and forceful arguments can be advanced on behalf
of such a view. Portraits inevitably reflect the artists’ skill, selectiv-
ity, and emphasis, and they tend to ennoble or idealize their sub-
jects. Thus there is usually great variation in portraits of the same
subject by different artists. In the case of Washington’s portraits,
even those by leading artists, this variation is quite striking. More-
over, many of the portraits that circulated at the turn of the nine-
teenth century were too crude to resemble any particular human
being, much less Washington. That these primitive engravings
continued to be used alongside better likenesses suggests that the
meaning of the Washington portraiture may not have been deriva-
tive from its intrinsic qualities. A case can bé made that Ameri-
cans wanted a representation of Washington not to discover his
true appearance, but to express the things that Washington stood
for by means of a material sign, no matter how technically inaccu-
rate that sign might be.

The fact remains, however, that Americans could not have been
indifferent to Washington’s true appearance, for they placed great
stock in the images which were thought to capture it best. The
more cultivated interpreters, with the exception of a few, such as
John Neal, were in this respect the most committed. Far from
causing them to abandon the criterion of likeness, the diversity of
the portraits served only to intensify their desire to find out which
ones really looked like Washington. They approached the question
of Washington’s true likeness with a sense of great urgency, for
they were motivated not so much by artistic considerations as by
moral and political concerns. Endeavoring to promote a clear
standard of national morality, and persuaded that an influential
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leader’s moral character is revealed in the construction of his face
(an assumption supported by the then respected science of physi-
ognomy), these men firmly believed that the well-being of present
and future generations was at stake in the discovery of Washing-
ton’s authentic likeness. We see this urgency and concern in an
1824 circular that was issued by the American Academy of Fine
Arts and reprinted in the Atlantic Magazine:

It was a wise decree of Alexander the Great that none should paint
his portrait but Apelles, and none but Lysippus sculpture his like-
ness; we feel the want of such a regulation in the case of our Wash-
ington, whose countenance and person, as a man, were subjects for
the finest pencil and most skilful chisel. But we are cursed as a na-
tion with the common, miserable representations of our Great Hero,
and with the shocking counterfeits of his likeness by every pitiful
bungler that lifts a tool or a brush, working solely from imagination
without any authority for their representations and deceptions, and
bolstered up by every kind of imposture.

The evil has arisen to such a height that it is necessary for some-
thing to be done to rectify the public sentiment on this point, now so
warmly agitated, so as to undeceive posterity.2°

The Academy, which included among its members three of the
artists who had painted Washington from life (Trumbull, Robert-
son, and Dunlap), had been moved to action not only by the flood
of representations by “pitiful bunglers” but also by two other con-
siderations. First, there was the growing public acceptance of Gil-
bert Stuart’s portraits, to the exclusion of others, as the standard
likeness of Washington. Of Stuart’s best-known portrait, the Athe-
naeum head,?” Neal could say as early as 1832: “If George Wash-
ington should appear on earth, just as he sat to Stuart, I am sure
that he would be treated as an imposter, when compared with
Stuart’s likeness of him, unless he produced his credentials”?® The
Academy refused, however, to endorse Stuart’s or any other por-
trait as the true likeness, but insisted that all of the original por-
traits and sculptural busts are more or less like Washington. Their
variations are explained by the fact that they were executed at dif-
ferent periods in Washington’s life. Thus while Stuart’s portraits
show us how Washington looked as president, we must turn to the
earlier portraits, at least those of the best artists, if we are to be-
hold Washington in his prime. Tuckerman would employ this
same argument later to establish that most of the major portraits
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of Washington, despite their considerable diversity, are true like-
nesses.?*

The second consideration that moved the Academy to act was
the remarkable circumstances surrounding the appearance in
1823-24 of a new portrait of Washington by Rembrandt Peale,
whose father, Charles Willson Peale, had painted some of the best-
known portraits of the great hero. In 1795, Rembrandt Peale,
only eighteen and in the company of his father, had painted
Washington from life, but the results were not satisfactory even to
Peale. Convinced that no portrait of Washington, including Stu-
art’s, had succeeded in capturing his likeness and character, Peale
made repeated attempts in the years that followed to fix Washing-
ton’s true image on canvas. His efforts met with only limited suc-
cess until “the seventeenth trial, which resulted, under extraordi-
nary excitements,” in what Peale believed to be the best likeness of
Washington ever produced on canvas.3? Peale set out immediately
to promote his portrait (which later would be acquired by the U.S.
Senate) as the only true likeness of Washington. In 1824, he is-
sued a pamphlet that reviewed critically the various life portraits
of Washington and offered eighteen testimonials from distin-
guished persons who had known Washington, including Chief
Justice John Marshall, attesting to the portrait’s likeness to Wash-
ington’s own countenance. The promotion and defense of this por-
trait would occupy Peale until his death in 1860. Whether Peale’s
entrepreneurial activities were motivated by self-interest or the
public good, his claims engaged the attention of his contempo-
raries for over three decades. Indeed, the debate over which of
Washington’s portraits truly look like him continued throughout
the nineteenth century and well into the twentieth.3!

In sum, the Washington portraits were valued chiefly for their
likeness to the original. Neither the diversity of these portraits nor
their selectivity and idealizing tendencies could shake the convic-
tion that Washington’s true likeness could be captured or that the
moral and political value of his portraits depended on that like-
ness. On this property, the property of likeness, all other iconic
properties of Washington’s portraits— their manifestiveness, their
moral influence, their sacredness —were thought to depend.

2. Manifestiveness. A second property of the icon is its ability to
show or manifest an object by bringing it to presence for cogni-
tion. Our intimate familiarity with portraits and with photo-
graphic and electronic images leads us to forget that there is some-
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thing remarkable, even uncanny, about the capacity of an icon to
present its objects with a vividness that approaches the direct per-
ception of these objects. Indexical signs, by contrast, only point to
their correlates; while symbols, in the strict sense that Peirce uses
the term, can only deliver up those meanings or associations that
they have received through convention.

American writers were certain that Washington’s portraits had
the ability to make Washington manifest. These portraits could
help the viewer to know Washington by a kind of vision that is not
reducible to affective responses or feelings.3? Custis points out that
posterity will always inquire: “How looked the great of the olden
time?”*3 Time and again, the artists who painted Washington

from life and those who promoted the distribution of his portraits

emphasized that it was their sacred duty to transmit a faithful im-
age of Washington to posterity. They hoped in this way to make
Washington’s appearance and moral character known to those of
his own time as well as of later generations who would never have
the opportunity to see him in person. They believed that the por-
trait enables a populace to stay in proximity to revered but distant
or deceased leaders whose character and actions deserve to be em-
ulated.

Washington made a deep impression on those who saw him
firsthand, and his contemporaries have left with us numerous de-
scriptions of his appearance. This fact itself is noteworthy, for not
all public figures inspire those who see them to report on the expe-
rience.?* Yet there was something about the appearance of Wash-
ington which led those who saw him in the flesh to want to relate
the experience to others. These accounts and memories of Wash-
ington became an important part of the standard for evaluating
his portraiture.

What did people see when they witnessed directly the imposing
presence of Washington? As one would expect, the observers saw
some strictly physical features, such as the color of his eyes and
hair or the shape of his nose and his limbs. What is striking, how-
ever, is the frequency with which moral qualities are reported as
part of Washington’s appearance. Thus observers tell us that
Washington looked great and noble, that he appeared as one fit to
command, that they saw in him the qualities of dignity and mod-
esty, perfect gentlemanship, serenity, dignity and grandeur, wis-
dom, philanthropy, magnanimity, patriotism, gravity, loftiness,
masculinity, contemplativeness, and a strong passion controlled by
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deliberate reason. These qualities were as much a part of Wash-
ington’s appearance as the features of his body. The artist’s aim,
therefore, was to display to his audience the same combination of
moral and physical qualities that observers saw when they viewed
Washington firsthand. The aim was to create a moral emblem
and not merely a physical reproduction.

This conviction that a good portrait could manifest Washing-
ton’s character and moral qualities raises a crucial problem in the
semiotics of the icon, namely, how can a portrait be lzk¢ something
invisible? How can the delineation of a person’s physical appear-
ance represent that person’s soul and moral character? If these
questions had been put to Washington’s contemporaries and nine-
teenth-century admirers, they would have replied that the face is
an index of a person’s inward qualities. Certain features of the
face, such as the set of the eyes and mouth, the expression, and
the complexion, point not only to fleeting emotions but also to the
durable moral character. While the portrait, strictly speaking, is a
likeness only of physical features as they appear to the senses, it is
also a likeness, indirectly, of those inner qualities to which the
physical features point.?

Most Americans believed that Washington’s iconic presence in
an accurate portrait was equivalent, in essential respects, to what
one would see if the man himself were viewed in the flesh. John
Marshall, after viewing Rembrandt Peale’s portrait of Washing-
ton, attested that “it seems as if I were looking at the living
man.?¢ Peale, quoting Boaden, affirms that an exact portrait of
someone enables us “to enjoy him in private life; to sit with him in
the same room.”?” Washington’s portraits would bring him to liv-
ing presence not merely by reviving the memories of those, such
as John Marshall, who had known him personally, but also by
manifesting his character to those of his time and later who had
never seen him firsthand.?® Indeed, it was believed that a good
portrait might actually reveal more about its subject than a first-
hand view of him would reveal. As many observers explained, a
skilled artist who studies the countenance of his subject will see
more in it than a casual observer would see; and the artist can
convey more of his subject’s appearance to us in his portrait than
we might have noticed from a firsthand view. Svinin, for example,
remarked after a meeting with Stuart: “Now I am not surprised
that his pictures are so vivid: he can apparently grasp not only the
appearance, but the very innermost essence of a man.”3°
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3. Moral Example and Stimulus. The portrait is a special kind of
icon or likeness. Whereas iconic emblems and totems come to
represent political objects only for those who know the appropriate
analogy or allegory, the portrait is a natural likeness or direct im-
age of what many conceive to be the most expressive and reveal-
ing part of the human body. Many people believe that we can see
in the face what is essential about a person —the emotions, mental
qualities, and moral character. Portraits of the human face thus
have a great evocative power. In revealing the face of a prominent
person, portraits call forth loyalties, attachments, and sentiments
of moral approbation and blame. 4

Knowledgeable Americans, especially public leaders, hoped
that the portraits, by showing Washington’s character to the peo-
ple, would move them to admire and emulate his moral qualities.
Portraits and likenesses of Washington thus came to be regarded
as important agencies for building patriotism and reforming mor-
als. In the forefront of the effort to select and disseminate Wash-
ington’s true image was John Marshall, who wrote:

Cities may be founded bearing the name of Washington, columns
may be erected, and his memory be cherished in the bosom of a
grateful people; there would, nevertheless, be something wanting.
Had his features been more ordinary, and his expression less distin-
guished, the rising generation would still wish to know his own pecu-
liar look. :

But when it is known and recognized that his aspect was as noble
as his conduct, and that his countenance corresponded with his char-
acter, it is the more incumbent on us to seek for and transmit to pos-
terity the true delineation and impressive image of that countenance.
Nothing can more powerfully carry back the mind to the glorious
period which gave birth to this nation —nothing can be found more
capable of exciting the noblest feelings of emulation and patrio-
tism.*°

Chief Justice Marshall was by no means the only one to regard
Washington’s likeness as an instrument for moral reform. When
in 1800, the House of Representatives debated what the proper
memorial for Washington should be, Mr. Claiborne stated his
preference for “a statue to mausoleum, because the former, from
representing the form and features [of Washington] would inspire
the beholder with more lively emotions than a mass of stones
formed into a pyramid.*! Mr. Champlin preferred a mausoleum,
but he agreed that it is “of infinite importance to civil society, that
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the memory of that great man should be perpetuated by every means
in our power. We may thus sow the seeds of virtue, honor, and pa-
triotism, in our country’*? A half-century later, Tuckerman enter-
tained the prospect that the circulation of Washington’s image on
the new adhesive postage stamp might by itself reform the nation’s
morals:

. that dear and hallowed countenance now appropriately forming
the postage stamp of the nation, which thus coming hourly before
the American vision, ought to reforrn by its silent monition, politi-
cal varlets and degenerate citizens.*?

Throughout this period, the primer, from which children
learned their first lessons were ennobled by Washington’s portrait.
As Wick explains, this requisite Washington frontispiece “served
not only as a national symbol but also as a paragon of moral con-
duct for all children to emulate.** The spirit of the 1932 bicenten-
nial celebration of Washington’s birth is captured well in Norman
Rockwell’s painting for the Washington bicentennial entitled: 7he
Guiding Influence. The painting depicts an earnest and well-
groomed young man at work at his desk on a composition. Placed
on the desk before the young man is a copy of Houdon’s bust of
Washington, while above him we see an image of what the young
man is contemplating so seriously —Washington, in heroic pose,
with arm raised and pointed ahead.*®

Since Washington’s image could be a powerful example and
stimulus to moral reform, the artists who depicted Washington
and those who promoted the diffusion of his likeness viewed their
own work from the standpoint of moral duty. In 1857-58, for ex-
ample, Rembrandt Peale toured the country, giving a lecture on
“Washington and His Portraits.”” This was the very time, we
might note, that Edward Everett went on tour to deliver his fa-
mous oration on “The Character of Washington” some 129 times
to raise funds for the Mount Vernon Association. The epigraph to
Peale’s speech was a passage from Chateaubriand: “There is a
Virtue in the looks of a Great Man.” Peale begins with a para-
phrase of the passage cited above from John Marshall, which
speaks of the obligation to seek for and transmit to posterity, as far
as possible, Washington’s true and impressive image. It was in
this spirit that Peale had collected letters from Washington’s ac-
quaintances, including Marshall, attesting to the likeness of his
1823 portrait to Washington himself. Peale relates that when he
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told Marshall of his failure to write down approving comments
about the portrait by Judge Peters, Marshall replied: “Sir, . . .
you ought not only to have written it down, but you should have
gotten him to write it, as a duty he and we, who knew the original,
owe to posterity”’*® Such statements as these help us to understand
why the likeness of the portraits to Washington himself was such a
crucial issue for people of the time. A portrait of Washington loses
its moral force if it fails to look like him. It gives the wrong im-
pression of his moral character. Defects in portraiture are not
merely technical flaws but moral evils—a curse on the nation that

must be rectified.
4. Sacredness. Wills observes that Washington was “the icon our

ancestors turned to most easily and often,” and he goes on to speak
of “their willingness to see in him something almost more than hu-
man.”*’ We would put Wills’s point more strongly: Washington
was, in his lifetime, sacred to his countrymen in a very literal
sense. Cunliffe points out that to his admirers, “he was ‘godlike
Washington, and his detractors complained to one another that he
was looked upon as a ‘demi-god’ whom it was treasonable to criti-
cize”*® This aura of sacredness surrounding the figure of Wash-
ington became even more pronounced in the nineteenth century.
Gustav de Beaumont, who visited America with Tocqueville in the
early 1830, observed:

In America . . . do not look . . . for monuments raised to the mem-
ory of illustrious men. I know that this people has its heroes; but no
where have I seen their statues. To Washington alone are there

busts, inscriptions, columns; this is because Washington, in America, s
not a man but a God.*°

Those religious sentiments which had animated praise for
Washington during his lifetime were now diligently exploited to
sanctify his memory. Not only was the pronoun “Him” capitalized
in many accounts of Washington’s life; he was frequently com-
pared to Christ, with due note taken of the fact that the mothers
of both men were named Mary and that the births of both were
the only two celebrated nationally. The comparison was belabored
in much detail, leading John Adams, in 1812, to complain:

Among the national sins of our country . . . [is] the idolatrous wor-
ship paid to the name of General Washington by all classes and nearly
all parties of our citizens, manifested in the impious application of
names and epithets to him which are ascribed in Scripture only to
God and to Jesus Christ. The following is a part of them: “our Sav-
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iour;” “our Redeemer;,” “our cloud by day and our pillar of fire by

» &« ”» «

night,” “our star in the east,” “to us a Son is born,” and “our guide on
earth, our advocate in Heaven>°

It is not surprising that the quality of sacredness that sur-
rounded the person of Washington was ascribed also to his por-
traits, making them icons in the fullest sense of the term. They
were objects for veneration and not merely pictures for decorative,
mnemonic, or even inspirational purposes. Thus Tuckerman tells
of a portrait of Washington held by its owner “in such veneration
that he requested, on his death-bed, to have the picture exhibited
to his fading gaze, as it was the last object he desired to behold on
earth”! Likewise, John Trumbull so adored Washington, whom
he had served under in the Revolutionary War and painted from
life, that he guarded all of Washington’s letters, cherished his
bosom pin containing a lock of Washington’s hair, and ordered for
his tomb on the Yale campus the inscription: “Colonel John Trum-
bull, Patriot and Artist, Friend and Aide of Washington” Above
this inscription, Trumbull arranged for the placement of a full-
length portrait of George Washington. As late as 1880, Hubard
could write that “the authentication and erection of a standard im-
age to represent the Nation’s Father, is an act of sacred dedication
to the claims of eternal posterity”>?

The icons of the Church have often been associated with mirac-
ulous events. Many have believed that icons can manifest in their
own substance the vital qualities of the person signified. Hence
the frequency with which holy images are “seen” moving, talking,
crying, even bleeding. Washington’s portraits, too, were some-
times rumored to have a miraculous quality, although perhaps not
as the consequence of divine agency. Jane Stuart, daughter of Gil-
bert Stuart, reports her amusement “at several discussions upon
the singular circumstance that a Chinese artist should be inspired
to make the finest portrait of our great patriot without ever having
seen him”* She also relates the story of a fine portrait of Wash-
ington, somewhere in Vermont, painted on glass, that smiles on
the Fourth of July! “I have often thought,” she adds ironically, “if I
could witness such a miracle, on that glorious day, it would be
well worth the pains of a pilgrimage ”>*

Perhaps nothing indicates better the sanctity of an object than
the sense of outrage and even horror that follows upon its dese-
cration. In 1779, the Executive Council of Pennsylvania com-
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missioned a portrait of Washington for the State House, both to
show its respect for the General and so that the contemplation of
the portrait “may excite others to tread in the same glorious and
disinterested steps which lead to public happiness and private
honor™® A few years later, someone defaced the portrait. As we
see from the account in the Freeman’s Journal, this act, which was
viewed as the work of Satan, evoked the repugnance that one
would expect from the destruction of a sacred icon:

Last night [Sunday], a fit time for the sons of Lucifer to perpetuate
the deeds of darkness, one or more volunteers in the service of hell,
broke into the State House in Philadelphia, and totally defaced the
picture of his Excellency George Washington. . . . Every generous
bosom must swell with indignation at such atrocious proceedings. It
is a matter of grief and sorrowful reflection that any of the human
race can be so abandoned, as to offer such an insult to men who are
and have been an honor to human nature, who venture, and have
ventured their lives for the liberties of their fellow-men. A being who
carries such malice in his breast must be miserable beyond concep-
tion. We need wish him no other punishment than his own feelings.
“The motions of his spirit are black as night, and his affections dark
as Erebus”®’

Even as late as the 1960’s, iconoclasts recognized implicitly the sa-
credness of Washington’s portrait for American society by select-
ing it for caricature.%®

Iconic ForMm aND PorrticaL FuncTioN

In this essay we have sought to understand why portraits of he-
roes and leaders often emerge as dominant political symbols. We
started from the premise that portraits are a distinctive kind of
symbol and that the political functions of portraits are related to
their distinctive qualities. Using the writings of Peirce and St.
John Damascene as a touchstone, we hypothesized that political
portraits are properly to be classified as icons and, indeed, may
often have qualities similar to those that St. John attributed to the
holy icons. This hypothesis was borne out, at least insofar as
Washington’s portraiture is concerned, by our examination of
what Americans themselves said about this portraiture. Washing-
ton’s portraits were regarded as sacred objects with the capacity to
bring Washington to living presence so that the viewer could know
his character and be moved by it to moral exertions. The worth of
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these portraits was thought to depend on an inherent quality —
their likeness to Washington himself.

Our analysis suggests that the political functions of state por-
traits grow out of the distinctive qualities of their iconic form,
even though such portraits may seldom embody these qualities as
fully as the Washington portraiture did. Portraits can bridge the
distances of space and time to bring a society’s heroes and leaders
to living presence for its members. Since moral qualities are com-
monly attributed to the countenance of public leaders, their por-
traits can exhibit to everyone those human qualities that the soci-
ety looks up to and promotes. Great leaders are “representative
men,” that is, persons who embody a community’s most cherished
ideals and virtues.®® Their portraits thus play a vital role in civic
education, because they provide examples to live by and a rich
source of moral inspiration. Since portraits evoke loyalties and at-
tachments not only to the persons portrayed but also to the larger
collectivities that those persons represent, they are important
agencies of integration and solidarity. The viewing of portraits
brings ordinary people into contact with something great, even sa-
cred, and allows them to reaffirm those precepts around which the
society is constituted.

The functions that we have just enumerated are not universal.
There is evidence to indicate that political icons are more likely to
be found in large and highly differentiated societies than in soci-
eties of limited size, complexity, and differentiation.®® This point
is important, because it bears on an important practical problem
faced by many political regimes, namely, the production and
maintenance of unifying sentiments in the context of cultural dif-
ferences and conflicting interests. Many thinkers have addressed
themselves to this problem, but Anthony, Earl of Shaftesbury, a
leading eighteenth-century critic of Hobbes, was one of the first to
articulate it clearly.

Whereas Hobbes had argued that nature dissociates men,
Shaftesbury maintains that the “herding Principle, and associating
Inclination” is natural to man and very strong in most human be-
ings.%! Shaftesbury points out, however, that our social inclination
favors smaller associations, whose members can know each other
intimately and view the whole compass and extent of their com-
munity. Here men can better “taste Society, and enjoy the common
Good.” They can “see, and know particularly whom they serve,
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and to what end they associate and conspire’’®? Vast empires, by
contrast, are in many respects unnatural,

but particularly in this, That be they ever so well constituted, the Af-
fairs of many must, in such Governments, turn upon a very few;
and the Relation be less sensible, and in a manner lost, between the
Magistrate and People, in a Body so unwieldy in its Limbs, and
whose Members lie so remote from one another, and distant from

the Head.5?

Shaftesbury’s analysis enables us to see why integrating symbols
are needed in large states, regardless of the nature of their regime.
The body politic at large, he tells us, is a remote sphere that is in-
accessible to immediate perception and feeling:

For here perhaps the thousandth part of those whose Interests are
concern’d, are scarce so much as known by sight. No visible Band is
form’d; no strict Alliance: but the Conjunction is made with differ-
ent Persons, Orders, and Ranks of Men; not sensibly, but in idea: ac-

cording to that general View or Notion of a State or Common-
wealth.5

But where does this idea of the state come from? How does the
state become visible to its members? Shaftesbury does not take up
these questions, but by the nineteenth century they were treated
rather fully by students of social integration.

Emile Durkheim viewed the problem of cohesion in large and
highly differentiated societies very much as Shaftesbury did. He
maintained, however, that the loss of primary relations could be
offset, and social solidarity restored, by the creation and use of in-
tegrating symbols. These symbols, he believed, could overcome
not only the remoteness of political centers but also the vagueness
that attends basic moral concepts in all social systems, large and
small. In Durkheim’s view, moral entities have an abstract charac-
ter; and “we cannot explain them to ourselves except by connect-
ing them to some concrete object of whose reality we are vividly
aware”.®5 Symbols, he concluded, “are necessary if society is to be-
come conscious of itself, and no less indispensable for assuring the
continuation of this consciousness.”

Granting that symbols are powerful vehicles of political integra-
tion, the question remains as to why this power resides so fully in
portraits of heroes or heads of state. The answer seems to be that
nothing represents a political community’s aims, continuity, and
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destiny quite so well as an actual person. Ever since Walter Bage-
hot’s mid-nineteenth-century study of the role of the monarch in
the British constitution,®’ it has been a commonplace in political
science that heads of state perform a symbolic function that is
quite distinct from the exercise of actual powers. Looking at the
large anonymous state of the sort that Shaftesbury had already de-
scribed, Bagehot concluded that the great advantage of a monar-
chy, as contrasted to a republic, is its intelligibility. Republics, he
asserts, are weak because they lack personal symbols of national
unity. They depend for their legitimacy on abstract principles that
are difficult to comprehend rather than on basic emotions that an-
imate everyone. Thus in England, Bagehot observes, “we have
whole classes unable to comprehend the idea of a constitution —
unable to feel the least attachment to impersonal laws”%® For these
classes, whose members make up the great majority of English so-
ciety, the queen (or king) is “a visible symbol of unity”®® These
classes come to see the state by personifying it: “the action of a
single will, the fiat of a single mind, are easy ideas: anybody can
make them out, and no one can ever forget them.””° The person of
the monarch becomes a symbol of unity not only by aiding com-
prehension but also by evoking diffused feelings of loyalty and ob-
ligation. The monarch’s religious sanction and moral authority
confirm the whole political order. The monarch gives “a vast
strength to the entire constitution, by enlisting on its behalf the
credulous obedience of enormous masses.”’!

Our study of the Washington portraiture leads us to correct
and supplement Bagehot’s reflections on two points. First, his
analysis does not bring out the important role of visual imagery in
presenting symbolic persons to the public at large. We have shown
that Washington’s images performed this vital role, and we expect
that further investigation will show that the same is true of state
portraits in general. The portrait, by virtue of its iconic qualities,
has the capacity to make a society’s representative men and
women known to a dispersed population and to evoke the com-
mon feelings about them. Our findings indicate the need also to
correct another facet of Bagehot’s argument, namely, his belief in
the affective poverty of republics. Bagehot failed to understand the
emotional bonds that attach a republic to its heroes and leaders.
As Rossiter has pointed out, the president “is the one-man distilla-
tion of the American people just as surely as the Queen is of the
British people””? Just so, the person of Washington has served
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Americans as a powerful symbol of their common principles and
aspirations at those very times when national unity has been most
precarious —during the Revolution, the drafting and implementa-
tion of the new Constitution, the decades leading up to the Civil
War, and the Great Depression. These were the times when the
demand for Washington’s image was most intense, the debate over
the comparative merits of different portraits most prolonged, and
the moral inspiration from even the crudest likeness most deeply
felt.

The ubiquity of state portraiture and the rapidity with which a
new leader’s countenance is dispersed with a change in govern-
ments or regimes suggest to us this general rule: that images of
prominent individuals are bridges that lead us to a conception of
political society at large. Since portraits can hold these images and
make them widely accessible, they are crucially important means
by which a society represents, and so becomes conscious of, it-
self.”? Moreover, it is through this optical imagery that a society’s
moral authority is apprehended and inculcated. A political society
is constituted by what it esteems or looks up to. These estimable
qualities come to presence in representative men and women who
embody, in their deeds and character, the moral principles and the
way of life to which society is dedicated. In viewing these persons
or their portraits, we see what the society stands for and why it
has a claim on our allegiance. Through the medium of political
portraiture, authority becomes a sensate thing. It appeals to us
through the elementary senses. It embraces us, as we embrace it,
in a visual way. By the reproduction and diffusion of the images of
its heroes and leaders, political society represents itself and affirms
its own sanctity.
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