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Creating the Sacred: George Washington's Body and the Relics of Mount Vernon
Matthew Costello
Marquette University1
My remains, with those of my deceased relations, and such others
of my Family as may choose to be entombed there, may be
deposited [in the Family Vault at Mount Vernon]. And it is my
express desire that my corpse may be interred in a private manner,
without parade or funeral oration.2
-From the Will of George Washington
Washington’s family honored his wishes to bury him at Mount Vernon, but ignored his requests for
privacy. Four days after his death, a group of soldiers, clergymen, Masonic brothers, musicians, and
citizens gathered at Mount Vernon for his funeral. The procession to the tomb even included
Washington’s rider-less horse, equipped with the general’s saddle and pistols. After the service the
guards volleyed rounds over the tomb as Washington’s family closed the vault. This ceremony was
not very private, but it seemed so compared to the public spectacles of mourning for Washington.
Beginning in December 1799 and lasting through February 1800, hundreds of mock funerals,
eulogies, and sermons were held in his honor across the country. While the death of Washington
stunned the nation, it did not prevent his memory from shaping American culture and politics during
the early Republic. As one columnist proclaimed, “The name of Washington—the American
President and General—will triumph over death—the unclouded brightness of his glory will
illuminate future ages.” Washington’s character was very much a product of his own design, but the
transformation from man to symbol rested heavily on the efforts of his nationalist contemporaries.
The founding generation praised Washington’s qualities and accomplishments, declared him the
ideal citizen, and encouraged Americans to be more like him.3
Historians have recognized the importance of memory to early American politic culture and
the process of nation-building. David Waldstreicher and Len Travers argued that civic celebrations
1

Matthew Costello is a Ph.D. candidate at Marquette University in Milwaukee, WI. He received his bachelor's
degree from the University of Wisconsin-Madison and his master's from Marquette University. He has
published research in Essays in History, the journal of the history department at the University of Virginia, and
several short entries for the Digital Encyclopedia of George Washington at Mount Vernon. This research
presented in this article is a part of his dissertation, which explores the meanings of George Washington's body
and relics, and how Americans interacted with tangible pieces of an American symbol during the nineteenth
century. Matthew can be contacted at matthew.costello@marquette.edu.
2
The Commercial Advertiser, 13 February 1800; The Federal Gazette and Baltimore Daily Advertiser, 13
February 1800.
3
The Federal Observer, 3 January 1800; George Washington Parke Custis, Recollections and Private Memoirs of
Washington (Washington, D.C.: William Moore, 1859), 17-19; a much more nuanced and substantial
examination of the processes of national grieving can be found in Gerard Kahler, The Long Farewell:
Americans Mourn the Death of George Washington (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2008). I am
also relying on Kahler’s term “national mourning period” as the time between Washington’s death and the
national day of mourning in February; James Gaines, For Liberty and Glory: Washington, Lafayette, and Their
Revolutions (New York, NY: W.W. Norton and Company, 2007), 417; Centinel of Freedom, 21 January 1800;
Columbian Centinel, 28 December 1799; The Philadelphia Gazette, 4 January 1800; Benson Lossing, George
Washington’s Mount Vernon (Fairfax, VA: Fairfax Press, 1970), 335-50.
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permitted both citizens and non-voting Americans to shape the invented traditions of American
nationalism. Supported by the proliferation of American newspapers, these occasions eased social
and economic tensions by creating opportunities for cultural agency for those without political
autonomy. While these days fostered the development of a nationalist identity, they were also
primarily planned by government representatives, elites, organizations, and influential white men.
These citizens defined the nation in their own political terms, and they vigorously disseminated this
vision through the memory of Washington and the Revolution. Fraternal groups such as the Society
of the Cincinnati, the Freemasons, and Revolutionary War veterans organized patriotic events that
displayed their loyalty to the country, bolstered their statuses and political agendas, and reminded
Americans that Washington once belonged to their respective organizations. Politicians also
frequently used Washington’s memory in their rhetoric to unify factions, parties, and the populace.
The adoption of George Washington as a symbol for America and the Revolution made his memory
extremely powerful, both as an instrument of political cohesion and as a means to legitimize the
nation to Americans.4
These cultural events constructed and reinforced the memory of Washington as the symbol
of the ideal citizen, but national days of celebration shed little light on how Americans, citizens or
not, remembered Washington personally. Historians have extensively explored Washington’s
apotheosis and the culture built around it, but scholars have yet to examine two sources that
connects the personal memory of individuals to the development of American nationalism: his tomb
and physical remains.5 As Washington’s public memory became more contentious among local and
regional identities, federal and state assemblies sought his body to validate their own
conceptualizations of the American nation and Revolution. While these governments continuously
fought over the possession of Washington’s body, individuals visited his grave and celebrated him in
their own ways. Visitors were certainly influenced by the public memory of Washington, but the lack
of a statue, monument, or gravestone allowed travelers the freedom to reconstruct Washington’s
memory as they wished. Civic commemorations have illuminated the efforts of individuals and
organizations to shape public memory, but pilgrimages were the result of a pilgrim’s conscious
decision to commit a personal act of remembrance to the dead. These experiences can provide a
deeper understanding of how individuals interacted with the dead and remembered their national
heroes on a much more personal level.6
4

David Waldstreicher, The Midst of Perpetual Fetes (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1997),
117-26; Len Travers, Celebrating the Fourth: Independence Day and the Rites of Nationalism in the Early
Republic (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1997), 5-7, 107-121.
5
Rubil Morales-Vázquez, “Redeeming a Sacred Pledge: The Plans to Bury George Washington in the Nation’s
Capital,” in Establishing Congress: The Removal to Washington D.C., and the Election of 1800, eds. Kenneth
Bowling and Donald Kennon, (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2005), 148-189. Morales-Vázquez’s
contribution examines more the ongoing political overtones behind removal; his work remains a foundational
piece to my own research in cultural and memory studies.
6
Barry Schwartz, George Washington: The Making of An American Symbol, (New York: Free Press Books,
1987), 107-48; Paul Longmore, The Invention of George Washington, (Los Angeles: University of California Los
Angeles, 1988), 1-16; Edward Lengel, Inventing George Washington: America’s Founder in Myth and Memory,
(New York: HarperCollins Books, 2011), 14-26; Catherine Albanese, Sons of the Fathers: The Civil Religion of
the American Revolution (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1976), 168. Albanese’s work highlights
the differentiation between secondary and primary relics. Secondary relics were objects from the site or
places of major events. The “primary relics were his remains.” For more on the use of Washington’s image in
nationalistic celebrations, and how Federalists and Republicans battled to control the symbol, see David
Waldstreicher, The Midst of Perpetual Fetes (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1997); Len
Travers, Celebrating the Fourth: Independence Day and the Rites of Nationalism in the Early Republic (Amherst,
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In his study of death in America, cultural historian Gary Laderman acknowledged the perceived
sacredness of Washington’s remains, but reasoned that since Protestant culture rejected the
seemingly Catholic veneration of the body, Americans primarily remembered the symbol of
Washington instead. Yet while Americans revered the ideal citizen Washington, thousands of
“pilgrims” traveled to Mount Vernon to experience Washington’s tomb during the early Republic.
These visitors identified these trips as “pilgrimages” and journeyed to Mount Vernon to pay respect
to the remains of George Washington. Laderman’s assertion that Protestantism dominated early
nineteenth-century American society and culture is a valid one, but this religious ethos was also a
fundamental component of American nationalism. In her study of American Protestant pilgrimages,
cultural anthropologist Gwen Neville theorized that since Protestant pilgrims were without saints or
martyrs to worship, their community of believers ritualized the experience by creating the
sacredness of a site over time. The growing community of pilgrims and their continuous presence
transformed Mount Vernon into the nation’s shrine and Washington’s body into the civic relic of the
American Revolution.7
As local, regional, and nationalist interpretations of Washington’s memory grew, so too did
federal and state efforts to acquire his body for political and cultural legitimacy. Outside the realm
of politics, the constant stream of pilgrims clashed with Washington’s family at Mount Vernon over
the personal memory of the man. Pilgrims often took objects from the estate with them as
souvenirs. Tree branches, flowers, and sticks were identified as “relics” and considered sacred, but
to Washington’s family, these guests were mostly strangers who wreaked havoc in the home and on
the grounds. His nephew Bushrod Washington eventually took legal measures to reassert his
authority over the property, and by restricting the pilgrimage, he attempted to limit the experience
of personal memory to “respectable” individuals only. The stories of these pilgrims and the relics
they took, and the efforts of state and federal governments to obtain the civic relic, highlight the
significance of Washington’s body to public and personal expressions of early American political
culture. During the visit of the Marquis de Lafayette in 1824, nationalists hoped that his pilgrimage
might fuse the public and personal memory into a nationalistic tradition, and redefine Washington’s
body purely as a national, American relic.8
This study employs a number of terms that deserve further clarification. Public memory is
the collaborative construct that affects both the collective and the individual processes of identity
formation. In the American example, different groups promoted national heroes, civic days of
celebration, texts and symbols, and invented traditions to foster national identity and a greater
sense of nationhood. The public memory of the “imagined community” was built around the
political ideals of the Revolution, the cultural ethos of the founding generation, and the “ideal citizen”
personified in Washington. This characterization, the “ideal citizen,” portrayed Washington as the
MA: University of Massachusetts, 1997); studies of American political culture tend to focus more on the public
celebration of memory, and the participation of citizens and non-citizens in the processes of memorialization.
7
Gary Laderman, The Sacred Remains: American Attitudes Toward Death, 1799-1883 (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1996), 17; Gwen Neville, Kinship and Pilgrimage: Rituals of Reunion in American Protestant
Culture (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1987), 20-1; François Furstenberg, In the Name of the Father:
Washington’s Legacy, Slavery, and the Making of the Nation (New York, NY: Penguin Press, 2006), 20-23;
Furstenberg’s analysis looks at “civic texts” of the nation, and using that concept, I label Washington’s bodily
remains the “civic relic” of the Revolution and nation. See also Carlton J.H. Hayes, Nationalism: A Religion
(New York, NY: Macmillian Co., 1960), 164-7.
8
Jean Lee, “Historical Memory, Sectional Strife, and the American Mecca,” Virginia Magazine of History and
Biography 109 (September 2001): 264-7.
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virtuous American patriot with undying devotion to country, its institutions, and its people, and
these public events were designed to reinforce these nationalistic myths. In contrast, personal
memory is the pilgrim’s self-constructed creation of remembrance. While personal memory was
influenced by manifestations of American public memory, there was conceptual space for pilgrims at
Mount Vernon to define Washington according to their own identities, loyalties, and traditions.
These visitors ranged from a wide variety of social, economic, and political backgrounds, and the
restriction of the pilgrimage by Bushrod Washington was based on his idea of “respectability,” a
label ripe with class bias and high expectations of proper etiquette.9
The Construction of the American Nation and the Public Memory of Washington
After George Washington’s death, Congress unanimously approved a recommendation seeking
Martha Washington’s permission to move his body to the new national capital, Washington, D.C.
“There can be no doubt” wrote President John Adams, “that the nation at large, as well as all the
branches of the government, will be highly gratified by any arrangement which may diminish the
sacrifice she makes of her individual feelings.” Martha responded favorably to the resolution, citing
her deceased husband as “the great example which I have so long had before me, never to oppose
my private wishes to the public will.” While this agreement disregarded Washington’s will, there
remained the fact that he himself had signed off on the design and construction of the Capitol during
his Presidency. Martha’s blessing justified the federal proposal. Officials planned to build a “marble
monument…designed as to commemorate the great events of his military and political life,” place it
inside the center of the Capitol, and inter him underneath it during the celebration of its completion.
The proposal, however, was not supported by everyone. In his discussion of the establishment of
the capital city, one South Carolinian noted, “If anything would hasten the downfall of this tottering
fabric of government, it certainly would be the ridiculous removal [of Washington’s body] in
question.” This opinion, printed nearly a year after the resolution and correspondence, came much
too late. Five days after Washington’s funeral, Congress secured assurances that the federal
government would possess the remains of the nation’s preeminent citizen.10
In the meantime, Washington’s body remained in the family vault, and the grounds quickly
became a haven for Federalist supporters who politicized the journey and criticized those who
abstained from the pilgrimage. President John Adams and his wife Abigail traveled to the estate to
visit the widow and pay their respects during the summer of 1800. After the momentous election of
Democratic-Republican President Thomas Jefferson, Federalist newspapers in New York and
9

Maurice Halbwachs, On Collective Memory (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1950). This classic work
of sociology serves as the theoretical basis for my definition of “public memory.” In terms of American
historiography on memory, see Michael Kammen, A Season of Youth: The American Revolution and the
Historical Imagination (New York, NY: Alfred Knopf, 1978), 22-32, 104-4; Benedict Anderson, Imagined
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (New York: Verso Books, 1983), 36, 47-65.
For more works on the memory of the individual and how it can be shaped by the public, see Alfred Young, The
Shoemaker and the Tea Party: Memory and the American Revolution (Williamsburg, VA: Institute of Early
American History and Culture, 1981).
10
Alexandria Times, 25 December 1799; The Providence Journal, 1 January 1800; Universal Gazette, 16 January
1800; City Gazette, 19 December 1800; this idea that Washington could be “rich and populous” as a city
because of pilgrims resonates with medieval works on relics and pilgrimages. Washington was intimately
involved in overseeing the design and construction process of the national capital and the Capitol Building.
See C.M. Harris, “Washington’s Gamble: L’Enfant’s Dream: Politics, Design, and the Founding of the National
Capital,” The William and Mary Quarterly, Third Series, Vol. 56, No. 3 (July, 1999), 553-4.
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Philadelphia resurrected stories of Jefferson’s disloyalty to Washington, and how the new president
dared to carry these sentiments with him to Mount Vernon. One account libeled that “he folded his
arms, and assented the attitude of silent and expressive admiration. This was regarded by Mrs.
Washington and friends, ‘as the unkindest cut of all.’” Another contributor proclaimed, “He who
slandered Washington while living …has dared to violate the decency of mourning, trespass on the
sanctity of sorrow.” These Federalist attacks on Jefferson changed little during his tenure as
president. When he was leaving office in 1809, one columnist slandered, “That deceitful
demagogue…hypocritically wept over his tomb. Yes! The man who has thus insulted the ashes and
the memory of Washington.” Even as Jefferson and fellow Democratic-Republicans paid their last
respects, political opponents characterized their pilgrimages as sacrilegious.11
Democratic-Republicans envisioned the American nation, Washington, and the Revolution
quite differently from Federalists. They promoted the Declaration of Independence and its rhetoric
of democracy and equality. They firmly rejected European forms of decadence and elitism, and
accused Federalists of Anglo-aristocratic hero worship. While they acknowledged Washington’s
contributions to America as a military commander, they dismissed his political accomplishments in
an attempt to sever his memory from the Federalist Party’s control. Federalists responded by
accusing Democratic-Republicans of obstructing efforts to memorialize Washington with statues,
monuments, and mausoleums. One Federalist suspected the party of trying to “blot out the name of
Washington, by refusing with disdain to commemorate his virtue.” Another writer blamed all
Americans, asking “How then, fellow countrymen, have ye permitted two whole years to pass…the
traveler still to ask in vain, Where is the National Monument, sacred to public and private virtue, to
the manes of the illustrious Washington?” While Washington enthusiasts chastised Jefferson and his
party, even former Federalist President John Adams struggled with the idea of using national means
to memorialize his body in grandiose ways. One proposition to build a massive pyramid over his
tomb appeared not only excessive but also monarchical. “I am unwilling, from principle, to waste
even my might, entirely on a mausoleum, a huge pyramid of useless stone,” wrote Adams, “which
might be well enough to guard the body of an Egyptian tyrant—but Washington will never, never
want friends to protect his ashes, while virtue, patriotism, or pure republican principles are dear to
the American people.” While many cultural contemporaries worked endlessly to elevate
Washington to divine status, Congressmen failed to appropriate federal funds or space to match
their nationalist efforts.12
11

Philadelphia Gazette, 13 June 1800; Gazette of the United States, 17 August 1802; New York Evening Post, 10
August 1802; New York Gazette, 4 March 1809; Sarah Purcell, Sealed with Blood: War, Sacrifice, and Memory
in Revolutionary America (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania, 2002), 137-42. Purcell chronicles the
Federalist-Republican shift in national holiday celebrations and how these factions constructed American
public memory to foster a sense of national identity. Similar uses of death in partisan politics can be seen
amongst the Revolutionary dead. For more on the uses of the dead in local and regional politics, see Cray,
Robert E. “Commemorating the Prison Ship Dead: Revolutionary Memory and the Politics of Sepulture in the
Early Republic, 1776-1808.” The William and Mary Quarterly. Vol. 56, No. 3: July, 1999. While outside the
scope of this essay, there are parallels with how visitors interact with Jefferson’s grave at Monticello after his
death in 1826. See Merrill Peterson, The Jefferson Image in the American Mind (New York, NY: Oxford
University Press, 1960), 237. Visitors frequently commented on the disfigurement of Jefferson’s tombstone,
noting that pilgrims were chipping pieces off as souvenirs.
12
Boston Commercial Gazette, 12 Feb 1801; The Connecticut Centinel, 22 June 1802; The Independent
Chronicle, 28 June 1802. One of the first ideas for a mausoleum for Washington’s body was a massive pyramid
to be erected over his tomb at Mount Vernon. Some wanted it big enough so it could be seen from
Washington, D.C. This idea fell on deaf ears because of cost and the opulence of such a structure. See Kirk
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During the War of 1812, Democratic-Republican war hawks believed that the pilgrimage
could inspire patriotism and encourage citizens to enlist in the fight against the British. “Youth of
America, have you not ambition enough to imitate Washington…Go then, sons of Columbia—Go to
the tomb of Mount Vernon. There call on the name of Washington, and seek if perchance his spirit
may invigorate you.” This nationalist fervor quickly disappeared as the war dragged on, but this
fading optimism did not mean that Washington’s body was no longer significant. The burning of the
national capital by the British only furthered the divide between war hawks and doves, and the mere
presence of the enemy facilitated disturbing rumors about their intentions. One writer suspected
the British of trying to steal Washington’s body and transport it to Westminster Abbey. This gossip
also imagined that the British might construct “a magnificent monument that would announce to
future ages that ‘There lay the remains of the Founder of Independence of a nation that had neither
valor to defend his ashes, nor gratitude to afford them a Tomb.’” These stories illuminate the
perceived power of Washington’s body, and how politicians linked American morale and the
protection of his remains with the defense of the nation.13
After the war, the rebuilding of the Capitol and the nation resurrected the 1799 resolution to
exhume Washington’s body. The Virginian House of Delegates, however, petitioned Bushrod
Washington for his uncle’s remains, hoping to inter it beneath a monument in Richmond. The
Richmond Enquirer announced these plans and quipped, “If Congress have failed in doing their duty,
it is time for Virginia to do her’s.” A writer for the Daily National Intelligencer in Washington, D.C.
argued that Congress had received earlier consent from Martha Washington, and that “It should be
ascertained…that Congress decline the charge [of reburial], before it be taken from their hands.”
Benjamin Huger, a South Carolinian representative, brought up the Virginian resolutions during a
Congressional session. Referencing Martha’s letter, he believed that “the remains of Washington
were pledged to the nation.” Huger maintained that he meant Virginia no disrespect, and even
considered that state his “second alma-mater.” His home state of South Carolina was “not less dear
to him, nor could he forget her claims on the present occasion. She formed a portion of the great
American nation. As such, she had her full interest in the pledge possessed, to the mortal remains of
our father and chief.” Huger had been a member of Congress in 1799 and had voted in favor of
claiming Washington for the nation. American nationalists, both North and South, began to
contemplate the possibility of losing Washington to his native state of Virginia. 14
While these resolutions created political discussion of the possession of Washington’s
remains, the tomb and its contents still belonged to Mount Vernon’s proprietor, Bushrod
Washington. One columnist hoped that Bushrod would decline both requests and “never suffer the
sanctity of the tomb of Mount Vernon to be violated, either by the state, or the United States.”

Savage, Monument Wars: Washington D.C., the National Mall, and the Transformation of the Memorial
Landscape, (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 2009), 38-44; The National Intelligencer, 29 December
1799; sites of memory, or lieux de mémoire, is the work of Pierra Nora, who reasoned that sites of memory
were constructed and maintained with symbolic, material, and functional efforts. See Pierra Nora, “Between
History and Memory: Les Lieux de Mémoire,” Representations, No. 26 (Spring, 1989), 14-21. See also
Catherine Albanese, Sons of the Fathers: The Civil Religion of the American Revolution (Philadelphia, PA:
Temple University Press, 1976), 169.
13
The Pittsfield Sun, 28 July 1814; Evening Post, 15 March 1815; Paul Wilstach, Washington’s Home and the
Nation’s Shrine (Indianapolis, IN: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1916), 243-4.
14
Daily National Intelligencer, 16 February 1816; Daily National Intelligencer, 21 February 1816; The Albany
Argus, 23 February 1816; Poulson’s American Daily Advertiser, 23 February 1816; Richmond Enquirer, 24
February 1816.
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Bushrod was touched by the Virginian resolution to honor “her beloved son,” but reasoned that
“obligations more sacred than anything…command me to retain the mortal remains of my venerated
uncle.” These obligations were listed in Washington’s will, which also called for the construction of a
new family vault and that his “remains, with those of his deceased relations…be entombed there.”
Bushrod’s refusal silenced both federal and state claims, but it also opened him up to criticism from
pilgrims. Their observations of the deteriorating tomb directly disputed his proclaimed commitment
to his uncle’s will.15
Bushrod’s decision to decline Virginia’s application provided some hope to American
nationalists, but it also encouraged other solutions to the possession problem. One columnist asked,
“If the memory of Washington is so dear, what should prevent congress from purchasing Mount
Vernon, so that it may remain to future ages, the property of the nation…He should be in death what
he always was in public life, the property of the nation.” The author concluded, “Let us remember
that he was not a Virginian, a Carolinian, a Georgian; but that he was indeed and in truth, an
American.” The editor of the Baltimore Federal Republican suggested a similar plan, calling upon
Congress to purchase Mount Vernon and erect a monument over the tomb of Washington.
Advocating that Washington’s ashes “should be the property of the nation,” he argued that “as he
devoted his life from his cradle to his grave to the service of his country, that country ought to guard
his consecrated remains.” Nationalists found a new way to avoid challenging the authority of the
state of Virginia or the Washington family. By offering to purchase the estate and tomb, the federal
government could “nationalize” the property and Washington’s body, and cement their own
construction of Washington’s legacy as the ideal American citizen. Again, political rivalries and
factions failed to reach a consensus that would make this transformation possible.16
Civic commemorations of the early Republic celebrated the constructed public memory of
Washington and the Revolution. These days were orchestrated by nationalist individuals and
organizations, but as American politics became more divisive, so did political parties’ attempts to
contest the meanings of these days. With the public memory in flux, both the federal and Virginia
state governments attempted to acquire the body of George Washington. In order to fuse the public
symbol with the body, these legislative assemblies recognized the importance of the civic relic to
their respective national and state identities, and aspired to obtain it for its discursive political and
cultural power. These efforts fell short, and without a federal or state designated site of
remembrance, Americans and foreigners invented their own site of memory through pilgrimages to
his tomb. While some were certainly influenced by the public memory of Washington, the journey
to a private site without monuments or markers allowed pilgrims to commemorate different
elements of his character that resonated within their own local, regional, or national identities.

15

The Albany Daily Advertiser, 22 February 1816; Bushrod Washington to Governor Wilson Cary Nicholas,
March 18 1816, Calendar of Virginia State Papers and Other Manuscripts, ed. H.W. Flournoy, (Richmond:
Kraus Reprint Corporation, 1968), 436-7; Alexandria Herald, 18 March 1816; Daily National Intelligencer, 29
May 1815; American Mercury, 27 February 1800; Jean Lee, “Historical Memory, Sectional Strife, and the
American Mecca,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 109 (September 2001): 264-8.
16
“The Remains of General Washington” The National Register, 30 March 1816; New York Daily Advertiser, 11
November 1817; American Beacon, 14 November 1817; Massachusetts Spy, 19 November 1817; Vermont
Intelligencer, 24 November 1817; Robert Hay, “George Washington, American Moses,” American Quarterly 21
(1969) 780-91.
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Pilgrimages to Mount Vernon: The Personal Memory of Washington
In his groundbreaking work on relic thefts, medieval historian Patrick Geary reasoned that relics,
removed from the realms of religion and culture, possessed no real value. A relic lacked any type of
fixed code or text, and unless some type of marker, document, or tradition transmitted a specific
type of significance to pilgrims, its meaning would continue to change over time. This was certainly
the case with Washington’s tomb. Without any type of physical marker, monument, or tombstone,
pilgrims remembered Washington as they pleased. They reconstructed Washington to shifting local,
regional, and national identities, and they envisioned a Washington that resembled their own
interests and ideas. Geary also argued that the veneration of the relic was a “reflection of the values
assigned by the society that honored it.” As different conceptualizations of the Revolution and the
nation began to develop, so did efforts to attribute differing values and meaning to Washington’s
body the civic relic.17
Pilgrims from across the country converged on Mount Vernon to feel the aura of America’s
first national hero. Visitors frequently called upon the owner of the estate, Bushrod Washington, for
both tours and anecdotes about the general’s service, achievements, and daily activities. If the
judge was available, he entertained “respectable” pilgrims with stories, offering his own
interpretation of his uncle’s greatness. After hearing these tales, pilgrims were directed to the
family vault to pay their respects through prayer, reflection, and moments of silence. Many pilgrims,
overwhelmed with emotion, wept in the presence of his remains. Others, however, became
disenchanted at the sight of Washington’s tomb. Composed of basic red brick and built into an
earthen mound, the vault had an old wooden door, and was described by an aged Revolutionary
veteran as “a hole, in which, by the God of Heaven, I would not even bury my faithful dog.” The
weathered tomb appeared completely inadequate for the country’s greatest citizen, and these
stories amplified demands for a national tomb or monument. The condition of the vault, however,
did not stop pilgrims from visiting the site.18
Thomas Pim Cope, a Federalist merchant and Pennsylvania Assembly member from
Philadelphia, made the pilgrimage in the spring of 1802. In his travel diary, Cope detailed the
furniture, paintings, and relics of the mansion, including the Key to the Bastille, a gift from the
Marquis de Lafayette. He walked down to the family tomb and described his companions’ reactions.
“One [man] placed himself on the green turf and mused, with his head resting on his arms. Another
stood alone among the thicket with folded arms and downcast eyes. A third reclined against a tree
and wept…there was nothing artificial in this, nothing premeditated.” Cope believed that it was the
“effect of the nature and the offspring of the moment” that stirred such patriotic, emotional
responses, and that the trip brought “melancholy satisfaction” knowing that “these very grounds
17

Patrick Geary, Furta Sacra: Thefts of Relics in the Central Middle Ages (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1978), 5-8; Catherine Albanese, Sons of the Fathers: The Civil Religion of the American Revolution
(Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1976), 168; Carlton J.H. Hayes, Nationalism: A Religion (New York,
NY: Macmillian Co., 1960), 164-7. Hayes argued that nationalism has religious appeal, and warns
contemporaries to avoid judging the superstitions of the past as absurd in comparison to modern worship of
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[Washington] trod ten thousand times before me, and that it still contained the cold remains of that
matchless man.”19
While Cope did not take anything from the vault, he did notice an unfinished poem on the
bricks left by another pilgrim. Cope observed that there were “a few bricks crumbling into ruin…on
which these lines are written with a pencil.” A past pilgrim had inscribed four stanzas on the bricks:
Columbia groans beneath the dreadful wound,
And Europe echoes to the mournful sound.
The sons of freedom shudder at the stroke,
And universal virtue feels the shock.
These lines were from a Philadelphia Gazette obituary of Washington’s death in December, 1799,
and their presence on the tomb demonstrates a past pilgrim’s efforts to mark the tomb in a more
personal manner with nationalistic overtones. Cope took it upon himself to add the following lines
from Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard:
The pomp of heraldry, the boast of power.
And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave,
Await alike the inevitable hour;
The paths of glory lead but to the grave.20
Published in 1751, this English poem described the beauty of a rural cemetery, the peacefulness of
repose, and the narrator’s preoccupation with the inevitability of death. More specifically, these
lines emphasized that regardless of status, power, or wealth, all of us will die. While it is difficult to
know exactly what Cope’s intentions were with his contribution to the tomb, at the very least it
served as a reminder to pilgrims that they will meet their maker just as Washington did, assuming
they understood its meaning. Cope was a highly educated man, and his message would have surely
spoken to wealthier, educated pilgrims. This was not the only instance of pilgrims embedding their
own experience onto the tomb. A later pilgrim noted that others had carved their names on the
oaken door of the vault, and “one of the stones in the top of the vault has been misplaced.” These
stories suggest that the tomb had different levels of sacredness for different people, and for some it
was important to leave some distinguishing mark of status and for others it was acceptable to alter
the tomb in remembrance of the journey. Either way, these pilgrims were imposing their physical
presence and personal memories onto the tomb of Washington.21
Veterans of the American Revolution, many of whom also fought in the War of 1812,
connected the most to Washington through the pilgrimage. These pilgrims shared fraternal
memories of war and independence with the man who led them against the British, and found the
tomb completely unacceptable for their commander. One man, writing under the pseudonym
19
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“Spirit of Seventy Six,” expected “to behold his country’s gratitude portrayed in towering brass or
marble,” and instead he asked the question, “If it is here, that my countrymen have buried my
General, where, in the name of God, would they bury me?” A few years later, Major John Reid
visited Mount Vernon, “a spot rendered sacred to every American bosom,” and he was appalled to
find the tomb in such disrepair. He described the tomb as “Ill constructed and overgrown with
shrubbery,” and that Washington’s sacred remains “have been permitted to molder in the dark
narrow cell where they were at first deposited.” Reid believed that Washington’s family was
offended by government inaction, and that “When Washington is forgotten, who of thy Sons can
ever hope to be remembered!” “Spirit” and Reid’s sentiments reflected both the country’s poor
treatment of veterans and, that the country, citizens, and representatives had failed to perform their
civic duty to memorialize their greatest citizen-solider.22
Foreigners also journeyed to the tomb, and their experiences amplified calls for proper
commemoration. An English traveler portrayed the site of repose as “A low, obscure, ice house
looking brick vault,” which “testifies how well a Nation’s gratitude repays the soldier’s toils, the
statesman’s labors, the patriot’s virtue, and the father’s cares.” It was “not the house, the garden,
the oak, the mound” that made him breathless but the presence of the “Chief, the Warrior, the
Patriot…these are the feelings of an Englishman—what should I feel were I an American?” One
French visitor criticized Americans and their unwillingness to embrace the bodies of their national
heroes. “Americans pay less attention generally to the depositories of their dead than almost any
other nation: they seem to be no sooner laid in the earth than they are forgotten.” The Frenchman
continued, “Mount Vernon has become, like Jerusalem and Mecca, the resort of the travelers of all
nations who come within its vicinity; veneration and respect…lead all who have heard his name, to
make a pilgrimage to the shrine of patriotism and public worth, and to stroll over the ground which
has been hallowed by the ashes of heroism and virtue.” He also mentioned that pilgrims were
taking objects from the site, noting that “A twig, a flower, or even a stone becomes interesting when
taken from the sport where Washington lived and died and no man quits it without bearing with him
some memento to exhibit to his family and his friends.” The removal of relics from around the tomb
allowed pilgrims to imbue their own sacredness, share their personal memory with others, and
possess a tangible link to the great Washington.23
The taking of relics was quickly incorporated in the pilgrim’s ritual for both Americans and
foreigners. One American gentleman took “from the surface of the tomb a flower” and reminisced
that “it was emblematical of the man.” He also noted that he “never will forget the sensation it
occasioned.” Nathaniel Carter, editor of the New York Statesman, took “a branch or two of cedar,
growing on the summit of the mound, which with a sprig of mountain laurel, a few flowers
presented by the gardener…[these] will be carried home with me as relics.” On one excursion to
Mount Vernon, the Russian Minister, mimicking the American pilgrims, took a branch from a tree
growing over the tomb, and planned to give it to Russian Emperor Alexander I. A pilgrim in 1824
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observed that “the cedars are nearly stripped of their green boughs by the great number of visitors,
who pluck them and carry them away as mementos.” This ritual allowed pilgrims to share their
individual experiences with others by infusing the relics with their personal memories of Washington.
The growing community of believers transformed these otherwise ordinary pieces of nature into
tangible pieces of Washington’s memory.24
The dilapidated appearance of the tomb disturbed many pilgrims, and they called upon the
federal government for some type of monument construction. Federal representatives advocated
for a “monument over the remains of the late General Washington, where they now lie.” This
solution, proposed by Senator Charles Goldsborough of Maryland, recognized the territorial
sovereignty of Virginia, respected the wishes of the Washington family, and was much more cost
effective that purchasing the entire estate. A monument over his entombed body would have given
the federal government control over Washington’s memory, and nationalists would have certainly
highlighted his nationalist characteristics and contributions to the American nation. While the
federal government would not have had direct possession of the civic relic, nationalists in Congress
would ultimately have had the power to reconstruct his tomb specifically as a site of “American”
memory and reinforce his legacy as the ideal American citizen.25
While many Americans emphasized the shared emotional and patriotic experience of the
pilgrimage, the site also attracted unwelcomed guests. These individuals, eager to commemorate
Washington in their own way, became a major source of agitation for Bushrod Washington. The
constant influx of strangers to his estate had forced Bushrod and his family to abandon the lower
rooms of Mount Vernon and live only in the upper chambers. “What was still more insufferable,”
recalled Bushrod, “parties of pleasure accompanied by musicians, were in the habit of making
Mount Vernon a resort for amusements and scenes of dissipation.” During his visit in 1822, Charles
Ruggles noted, “The fame of General Washington is the property of the nation, and individuals
appear to consider the mansion and lands which formerly belonged to him, so far public property as
to entitle them to run through them and round them without regard.” One opinion piece
acknowledged that “Mount Vernon is a favorite place for American pilgrims to resort…what would
be our surprise, while full of such hallowed feelings…find it to be the repository of thieves and
pickpockets.” Bushrod eventually gave public notice that he forbade “eating, drinking and dancing
parties” on the grounds and even threatened steam boat captains with lawsuits for their poor
regulation of passengers. These words and actions suggest that while elites initially dominated the
pilgrimages, the ritual eventually reached beyond class boundaries, drawing non-elite pilgrims who
choose to remember Washington within the bounds of their own traditions.26

24

Poulson’s American Daily Advertiser, 14 January 1820; Agricultural Intelligencer, 24 March 1820; Providence
Gazette, 10 August 1820; Essex Register, 18 January 1823; North Star, 20 February 1823; City of Washington
Gazette, 28 July 1819; The National Recorder, 7 August 1819; Salem Gazette, 21 September 1824.
25
American Beacon, 28 November 1818; Poulson’s American Daily Advertiser, 4 December 1818; Alexandria
Gazette, 15 February 1819; Boston Commercial Gazette, 18 February 1818.
26
Essex Register, 18 January 1283; Charles H. Ruggles to Sarah C. Ruggles, 28 April 1822, Mount Vernon Ladies’
Association Collection, exert featured in Experiencing Mount Vernon: Eyewitness Accounts, 1784-1865, ed.
Jean B. Lee (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2006), 116-7; Charles also took a “branch of cedar”
and sent it with the letter to Sarah; Providence Gazette, 5 March 1823; Kathleen Conzen, “Ethnicity as Festive
Culture: Nineteenth-Century German America on Parade,” The Invention of Ethnicity, ed. Werner Sollors (New
York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1989), 52-3. While Conzen acknowledges that class played into American
culture, she argues that the middle class and working class rarely mixed before the 1830s. In terms of my
research, it appears that there was definitely a mixture of all classes taking the pilgrimage.

11

Journal of History and Cultures (4) 2014

ISSN 2051-221X

While Bushrod expressed a desire to preserve the pilgrimage for more respectable pilgrims,
Americans had historically treated the private grounds more like public property. If Washington’s
family was not home, or simply did not want to engage with visitors, pilgrims sought out slaves and
immigrant workers for information and directions. Reflecting on the walk to the tomb, one English
traveler noted, “The oak, that bank, the winding path and verdant mound are common objects.
Why then,” he reasoned, “do we feel a breathless emotion in listening to the description of them
from the artless tongue of a slave?” British Lieutenant Francis Hall remembered his guide as an “old
German gardener” who directed him earnestly towards Washington’s tomb. Another gardener, who
had “long been in [Bushrod’s] service,” guided Nathaniel Carter through the grounds, even pointing
out “the chamber in which Washington died.” Not all guides performed their obligations so dutifully.
One gardener, an “Englishman,” understood the economic potential of Washington’s body and
unsuccessfully attempted to steal it “for the purpose of carrying the body of the General to England
as a show.” These references suggest that while the pilgrimage gave individuals more freedom to
remember Washington as they wished, immigrant laborers and slaves understood the power of
Washington’s body and actively shaped the experiences of pilgrims and their personal memories.27
Bushrod’s efforts to shape and restrict the pilgrimage continued in 1823. He permitted only
a “respectable party of citizens” to celebrate the Fourth of July at Mount Vernon. The occasion
featured elderly soldiers of the Revolution, a party of ladies, a full band from the Marine Corps,
French Legation, clergymen, distinguished strangers, and American citizens. The day consisted of
prayer, orations, and Charles Goldsborough’s reading of Washington’s Farewell Address, but the
highlight of the evening was the trip to the vault. Attendees slowly walked in a mock funeral
procession. After they arrived, they gathered around the tomb and starred down in silence. “The
hearts of all were melted,” wrote one witness, “when, they saw a venerable survivor of [JeanBapiste Donatien de Vimeur, comte de] Rochambeau’s army mingling his tears with those of
American patriotism.” This combination of the Fourth of July holiday, American and French veterans
of the Revolution, and the reading of Washington’s sage advice all reflected the public memory of
Washington. The pilgrimage, reframed by class and American nationalism, was an incredibly
powerful instrument of unification, but as long as Washington’s body remained at Mount Vernon,
the civic relic was remembered freely the rest of the year. The tomb lacked any national symbols or
markers, and visitors, present even on the Sabbath, continued to remember Washington on their
own terms. So long as the Washington family owned the property and tomb, federal and state
governments could not possess the civic relic or shape the pilgrimage to their own
conceptualizations of Washington. The visit of the Marquis de Lafayette, however, offered
nationalists the opportunity to transform the pilgrimage into a purely American ritual.28
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The Living Relic and the Civic Relic: Fusing the Personal with the Public
The relationship between George Washington and the Marquis de Lafayette was one of resounding
respect and mutual affection. The two leaders were integral to British General Charles Cornwallis’
defeat at Yorktown in 1781. After the American Revolution, Lafayette returned to his native France,
but visited Washington just two years later in 1783. Washington never had his own son, and in
many ways he came to see Lafayette as his child. This paternal warmth convinced the Marquis to
name his son Georges Washington de Lafayette, who as a child would also spend time at Mount
Vernon. In his last received letter to Washington, Lafayette wrote, “Adieu, my dear general, the
adoptive father of the whole family, with every sentiment of affection and respect I shall to the last
moment of my life be your filial friend.” Washington replied, “I shall now only add what you knew
well before, that with the most sincere friendship, and affectionate regard—I am always Yours.”
This was the last letter between the American Revolution’s father and son, as Washington passed
away less than a year later.29
In the early Republic, there were few events that created as much widespread nationalist
cohesion and interest as Washington’s death and the period of national mourning. The visit of the
Marquis de Lafayette in 1824, however, rivaled it both in terms of participation and duration.
Lafayette, billed as the “nation’s guest,” arrived in New York City on August 15, 1824. President
James Monroe, who observed Lafayette’s interactions with the American people firsthand, noted
that “[LaFayette] is respected and beloved by all for his devotion to republican principles.” His
presence electrified the country, and thousands of spectators turned out to see the French general.
Lafayette participated in parades, oversaw military demonstrations, and visited Revolutionary battle
sites. Andrew Jackson assured the Marquis that “the gratitude of ten millions of freedmen…is
echoed from every bosom, and from none with more pure fervor that from the Patriotic citizens of
Tennessee.” Senator Henry Clay recognized Lafayette’s massive popularity among the people and
even acknowledged “that a feeling is prevailing in some of the Atlantic Cities to make the Marquis
LaFayette V. President.” While an outlandish idea in hindsight, Clay’s observation demonstrates the
appeal of Lafayette as a national icon and, uncorrupted by American sectional politics, the purest
living relic of the American Revolution.30
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The pinnacle of Lafayette’s tour came on October 17, 1824, when the Marquis embarked
from Washington, D.C. on his pilgrimage to Mount Vernon. Traveling with his son Georges
Washington de Lafayette and his personal secretary Auguste Levasseur, the Marquis and his party
arrived Sunday morning and were greeted by the Washington family on the shores of the Potomac.
After conversing in the house for some time, the group proceeded to Washington’s tomb. Upon
their arrival, George Washington Parke Custis turned to the Marquis and addressed him directly:
“Last of the Generals of the Army of Independence! At this awful and impressive moment…The child
of Mount Vernon presents you with this token, containing the hair of him, who, while living, you
loved.” Custis handed this golden ring to Lafayette and continued, “The ring has ever been the
emblem of the union of hearts…this will unite the affections of all the Americans, to the person and
posterity of Lafayette now and hereafter.” Pressing the ring to his chest, the Marquis replied, “I can
only thank you, my dear Custis, for your precious gift, and pay a silent homage to the tomb of the
greatest and best of men, my paternal friend.” The men embraced for a few silent moments. After
they released each other, Lafayette continued his pilgrimage down into the tomb.31
With tears in the furrows of his cheeks, Lafayette pushed open the vault door, “descended
the steps and kissed the leaden cells which contained the ashes of the Great Chief and his venerable
consort.” Lafayette emerged from the tomb and took the hands of Levasseur and Georges, leading
them down into the vault. He pointed out Washington’s coffin, and all three men “knelt
reverentially near his coffin, which [they] respectfully saluted with [their] lips.” Overcome with grief,
they “threw [them]selves into the arms of Lafayette, and mingled [their] tears with his.” After
completing the ritual, Lafayette and his company returned to the house for refreshments. “Georges
assured us” wrote Levasseur, “that everything in the house was as he saw it twenty-eight years ago.
He found everything in place where Washington himself had left it,” including “the principal key of
the Bastille.” After about an hour of admiring the objects and house, the three men silently headed
back to the boat, each bearing a “branch of cypress, cut from over the tomb of Washington.”
Levasseur noted, “We resembled a bereaved family, who had entombed a beloved father, recently
dead.” Considering their relationship, Lafayette’s reaction was expected, but his acceptance and
taking of the relics through the pilgrimage fostered the bond of an adopted son to the memory of his
father.32
These were not the only Washington relics given to the Marquis; during his visit to the Navy
Yard a few days earlier, Commodore David Porter gave the nation’s guest a cane “which was
cut…from a tree that grew at the tomb of Washington.” These two relics, the cane and the ring,
were very much symbols of power. While the cane was considered a sign of status, in this instance it
appears more to be a memento and a thoughtful gift to a 67 year-old war veteran. Nonetheless, the
relic was graciously accepted by Lafayette and in a strange way allowed Washington to guide
Lafayette during his tour of the United States. The ring, however, had deep political and cultural
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wealth. While the ring lacked a coat of arms, it was inscribed with the phrase, “Lafayette. 1777 Pro
novis orbis libertate decertabat Juvenis. Invenit. 1824,” meaning “Lafayette. In 1777 this young
man was fighting for liberty on behalf of a new world. He discovered it. 1824.” Filled with the hair
of Washington, the ring represented a link between Washington and Lafayette, America and France,
and the dead and the living heroes of the American Revolution. One columnist hoped that “the Ring
will descend in the family of LaFayette, a token of the affection which subsisted between the Father
and Son of American Liberty.” Reprinted accounts of Lafayette’s experience concluded, “The pilgrim
who now repairs to the tomb of the Father of his Country will find its laurels moistened by the tears
of La Fayette.” His pilgrimage consecrated the tomb as a national site of remembrance by reuniting
the greatest heroes of the nation and the American Revolution.33
American nationalists quickly incorporated Lafayette’s pilgrimage into American nationalist
myth by weaving together the constructed public memory with the private experience. According to
one account, Lafayette was accompanied by an eagle, which followed him to Mount Vernon and
flew over the tomb of Washington. After the French general “fulfilled his pious devotions,” the bird,
“representing the gratitude of the nation and emblematically the spirit of Washington, took its final
departure from that spot which contains the relics of Lafayette’s dear companion. There is no
doubt,” the author concluded, “of the fact which we communicate above. We could give the
testimony of hundreds of the most respectable names of its correctness.” While the columnist’s
statement appeared so definitive, he even suggested that the word of “respectable” witnesses could
verify this nationalist myth. Secretary of War and future Vice-President John C. Calhoun
accompanied Lafayette to Mount Vernon on the steam boat, and he made no reference to the
majestic eagle that blessed Lafayette’s pilgrimage. This lack of confirmation suggests that either
Calhoun somehow missed the eagle or this was an invented story filled with national symbols and
elements of the public memory of Washington. This myth attempted to redefine the pilgrimage and
disseminate it as an American tradition.34
These types of efforts to symbolically connect Washington, Lafayette, and the American
nation were not enough for some nationalists. Colonel William Lewis asked the French General to
“Stay with us…and when it shall please the God of universal nature to call you to himself…we will
then with holy devotion bury your bones by the side of your adopted and immortal father.” One
columnist was relieved to learn that “Congress may perform some act of National munificence
towards this war-torn veteran and philanthropist, calculated to induce him to spend his remaining
days near the tomb of his revered friend, at Mount Vernon.” The popular reactions to Lafayette
during his tour convinced nationalists that the nation’s guest possessed the power to unite the
country and remind American citizens of their nationalistic, Revolutionary legacy. His presence
seemed to represent the living Washington, and in order to fully transform him from French noble to
American hero, the federal government needed to persuade the Marquis to stay in America. Here,
his burial next to Washington would redefine the space and their bodies as the Father and Son of
American independence.35
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After attending the anniversary celebration of the surrender of Yorktown, Lafayette
returned to Washington, D.C., and joined Congress for its December session. Two weeks later, the
Senate floor opened for debate on a resolution of gratitude for the French General. Some Senators
argued for monetary or stock payments; others advocated for land, “partly from a hope that it might
induce the settlement of the beloved family in our country.” Senator Robert Hayne of South
Carolina informed his fellow representatives that “By bringing Lafayette to the United States, we
place him in a new and extraordinary situation in society. We have connected him with our
history…Lafayette will be a connecting link between the old world and the new.” Congress
eventually passed an amended resolution that gave Lafayette $200,000 and 24,000 acres of land for
his contributions to American independence. Lafayette was embarrassed by the donation, and
initially considered declining it, but eventually decided that “he could not refuse it without offending
the American nation.” Despite these generous gifts, the Marquis de Lafayette returned to France in
1825, but these conversations illuminate the efforts of nationalist politicians to convince the
Revolution’s greatest living relic to stay in America.36
Conclusion
The stories of American and foreign pilgrims and the relics they took, and the efforts of state and
federal governments to obtain the civic relic, highlight the importance of Washington’s body to
public and personal expressions of early American political culture. Death and commemoration
were critically important for the construction of nationhood and the forging of a national identity
after the Revolution. Washington’s passing evoked widespread mourning and grief, but it also
allowed contemporaries the opportunity to facilitate national sentiment by seizing Washington and
his image. The 1799 Congressional resolution intended to secure the future possession of
Washington’s body in hopes that it might serve as a source of political legitimacy for the federal
government, reaffirm Washington’s centrality to the American nation, and encourage Americans to
emulate him as the ideal citizen.
After the national Capitol building was completed and it was decided that Washington would
not be disinterred, more and more pilgrims journeyed to Mount Vernon to experience Washington’s
tomb and revere him through personal acts of devotion. These pilgrimages illuminate how
individuals interacted with Washington privately, and while some were certainly influenced by the
public memory, others choose to remember him as they wished. The lack of any type of monument,
tombstone, or statue permitted pilgrims to create the sacredness of this site of memory within their
confines of their own identities. Their experiences were also shaped by immigrant laborers and
slaves, who reminisced with pilgrims by sharing their own memories of Washington. Visitors took
relics from the site as tangible reminders of their journey, but the meaning of these objects varied
greatly. For many, these were items imbued with Washington’s greatness. For others, they served
36
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as reminders of how Americans should aspire to be more like Washington the ideal citizen. Some
identified these objects simply as souvenirs, indicating that the tomb had not only many different
meanings but also levels of sacredness. The pilgrimage, and the taking of relics, allowed individuals
more freedom to define and redefine Washington and his legacy in their own terms.
Travelers to Mount Vernon shared their experiences with the wider reading public and
consistently reframed their journey with distinctly religious language. The words pilgrim, relic, and
pilgrimage seem to suggest that these visits and objects had quasi-sacred meanings to visitors during
the nineteenth century. While it cannot be known for sure, there is something to be said about the
pursuit and possession of these objects, and their importance to memory practices and rituals.
These small mementos---flowers, sticks, tree branches, stones, etc., were tangible objects linked to
the memory of George Washington. They embodied the pilgrim’s remembered experiences at
Mount Vernon, and served as a powerful reminder of the man whom they deliberately sought out
for last respects. Some pilgrims even fantasized that Washington himself planted these trees,
flowers, or moved the stones by hand; while there is no proof that he did (or did not), these
recollections attempted to transform these souvenirs from pieces of nature to authentic artifacts of
American history.
While this was happening on a personal level through the pilgrimage, public officials were
engaging Washington’s body in a similar fashion, vying for the opportunity to claim his remains as
their own. The elevation of Washington as a national symbol transformed his body into an artifact
of the nation, spurring competition to obtain Washington in order to ultimately define him. As
differing interpretations of American nationhood polarized the political arena, Washington’s body
became a tangible link to the Revolution and the future of the nation. While other physical objects,
such as the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution were considered historically national,
these were documents with text that could be interpreted differently. Washington’s memory had a
similar malleability, in that it contained so many identities: American, general, slaveholder,
President, Virginian, Southerner, and aristocrat. These all played into the universal appeal for
Washington and why he was unanimously picked to serve as America’s first President. After his
death, the greater question in regard to his memory became which identity was the right one? The
possession of the body therefore became a public way to answer such a complex personal riddle.
As political animosity and sectional rivalries evolved, so did competing local, regional, and
national interpretations of Washington, and this eventual collision of memories made his body all
the more valuable. Both American and foreign pilgrims were appalled to find the family vault in such
poor condition, and their criticisms of both Bushrod Washington and the government produced
discourse over how to properly commemorate Washington. As more and more pilgrims voyaged to
Mount Vernon, the estate was overrun by Americans, foreigners, and respectable citizens. The
constant influx of visitors irritated Bushrod and harassed his family so much that they even tried to
restrict the pilgrimage to respectable pilgrims only.
During the visit of the Marquis de Lafayette in 1824, nationalists hoped that his pilgrimage
might fuse the public and personal memory into an American tradition, and redefine Washington’s
body purely as a national, American relic. Lafayette made the pilgrimage to pay his respects, and the
massive diffusion of press coverage ensured that Americans experienced it with him as well. The
populace’s outpouring of reverence towards Lafayette convinced American nationalist politicians
that he could reunite the nation through the memory of Washington and the American Revolution.
They attempted to entice Lafayette to stay, and even suggested that he could be buried alongside
his adopted father. While these efforts failed, this transnational visit between Lafayette and
17
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Washington integrated the public memory of Washington with the private experience of the
pilgrimage. Lafayette’s journey to Washington’s tomb reinvigorated the memory of the Revolution
and sanctified Washington’s body as the civic relic of the nation. Since his contemporaries
successfully transformed Washington into a symbol for America, it came as no surprise that his
memory was disputed by so many, as competing visions of America came to dominate the political
and cultural landscape of nineteenth-century America. As sectionalism unraveled the threads of
American nationalism, Americans began to envision the nation and Washington along local, regional,
and sectional lines. Federal and state authorities would again clash over Washington’s body in 1832,
and these groups fought for control of the civic relic because it meant possessing the tangible pieces
of Washington’s memory and the Revolution’s greatest hero.
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In Quest of Neptune’s Empire:
Subaquatic Representations of Political Power in Renaissance and Baroque Europe
Dénes Harai
University Paris 1*

It is often repeated that Leonardo da Vinci’s genius was ahead of its time. This statement is
particularly and spectacularly true concerning the works of the inventor in the field of aeronautics.
While the Italian master had been working on flight engines, most of his contemporaries and several
generations of early modern Europeans could only imagine angels in the sky. Nevertheless, some of
these people were as inventive as Leonardo when it came to imagining the subaquatic presence of
man. This presence has been first studied through the lenses of science and technology as it appears
in maps.1 There is also a second approach, one which is nuanced and primarily explores the
subaquatic dimension in literature.2 This ‘poetic history of the oceans’ describes the symbolic
conquest of the ‘deep sea’s floor’ which represented ‘the impossible fantasy of knowing the
unknowable, reaching the bottom of a bottomless place’.3
This ‘impossible fantasy’ was perhaps one of the most cherished and most challenging
ambitions of Renaissance and Baroque Europe inhabited by fearless adventurers, curious scientists
and mighty monarchs. This article reveals that they intended to symbolically conquer the depth of
Neptune’s empire – the underwater world and its surface – by domesticating aquatic animals or by
transforming themselves into one of them. These processes produced numerous texts and images
which belong to two different, but interdependent, spheres of human power: the fields of military
and science. Their multiple connections will appear through the combined analysis of various
sources from various countries (engravings, paintings, sculptures, poems and narrations) which are
examined side by side for the first time in order to highlight the European dimension of the
phenomenon.
Considering the length of the chosen time period and the vast geographical scope of the
European continent, our investigation focuses first on the kingdom of England and then on that of
France in the 16th and 17th centuries and points out that subaquatic representations were subtly
involved in the glorification of strong monarchs, such as Elizabeth I and James I in England, Henri IV
and Louis XIV in France. All of them intentionally published and thereby perpetuated their victories
in gripping images, many of which are linked to Neptune’s empire but were little studied by
*
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historians of political representations. In order to fully understand these elements, the third part of
this article examines the world of cabinets of curiosities – through two examples located on the
Italian peninsula (the cabinet of Ferrante Imperato in Naples and that of Manfredo Settala in Milan)
– the spatial organisation of which supplied early modern and contemporary architects with ideas
and ornamental elements. Thus, the following study of Renaissance and Baroque Europe
demonstrates that, long before the 19th century, ‘the discovery of the deep ocean was as cultural as
it was political and scientific’.4
The ‘ship-isle’ of Elizabeth I and of James I
Matthew Baker, the famous English shipwright of Queen Elizabeth I, gives an insight into the art of
shipbuilding of his time in his Fragments of Ancient English Shipwrightry (1582). This manuscript
contains, among other notable elements, a well-known drawing in which ‘the shipwright has linked
the underwater shape’ of a ‘galleon’s hull to a fish’.5 An experienced sailor prior to becoming a
shipwright,6 Baker used this natural model in order to create a vessel which could be as fast and
manoeuvrable in water as the sea-creature. The great victory of the English fleet over the Spanish
Armada (9 August 1588) can be interpreted as the victory not only of seamen who knew how to sail
but whose ships also ‘knew’ how to ‘swim’. This special feature of the navy was all the more valuable
in the stormy weather which contributed to the defeat of the so-called Invincible Armada, so well
described by James Aske in his Elizabetha Triumphans:
Thy servant Haward through thy mightie power
(The Generall thereof, but too-too bold
In forwardnesse to finish dangerous actes,)
With those his Ships (with them but Fisher-boates)
Be battered the thicke bombasted sides
Of their most strong and tall at fighting Ships,
As most of them did carry messengers
Unto King Neptune ruler of the Seas.
The smaller part which made the grater haste,
Did Triton meete, his thundering Trumpetter,
Who bids them welcome towards his King’s Court,
And asketh them where all their fellows are.7
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These said ‘fellows’ were soon bombarded and ‘a thousand balles of wild-fire’ ordered by
Charles Howard, Lord High Admiral of England, sent a ‘great store of Spanish Ships / to follow those
that were to Neptune gone’.8 The fact that the better part of the invading fleet sank to the bottom
of the sea before being able to react illustrates the superiority of the English navy. This superiority
can be explained symbolically by the special nature of English vessels: the fleet of Elizabeth I was
composed of ‘fish-like’ ships which would not be ‘swallowed up’ by the sea unlike the ‘bulky’ ships of
the Spanish Armada.9 The primary and decisive difference between the nature of English and
Spanish vessels was illustrated several times in images. In the so-called Armada Portrait of Elizabeth I,
two windows of the queen’s palace open to a view of the two fleets which are depicted at sea in the
background. The English ships appear under a sunny sky on the right-hand side of the queen and the
Spanish ships are destroyed under a cloudy sky by a thunder storm on the opposite side. The right
side (dexter in Latin) was seen not only as a divine side but also as the side with which dexterity is
associated. On the other hand, the left side (sinister in Latin) was renowned as a cursed one. This
duality is highlighted by the sharply contrasting tones: the English side is bright but the Spanish one
is dark; England is blessed while Spain is damned by God.
The victory of the English navy was not only full of heroism but it was also said to be perfectly
complete. Thomas Deloney sums up his country’s triumph, writing: ‘not a Ship of ours [was] lost’.10
This miracle is depicted in the background of the so-called Armada Portrait of Elizabeth I in which
the queen is represented at the hull of the greatest vessel of her time: the country of England. The
expression of ‘ship-isle’ appearing in the description of the 1591 ‘entertainment’ that Sir Edward
Seymour, earl of Hertford, organized for the queen at Elvetham, in Hampshire, shows that this kind
of metaphor had already been used at the end of the 16th century.11 The English ‘ship-isle’ was just
as unsinkable as the ships of the Royal Navy and would prevail over any menacing foreign fleet. The
fact that the naval confrontation of 1588 is depicted behind the ‘ship-isle’ of Elizabeth suggests that
the Captain-Queen is sailing forward on the sea of History with the certainty of her invincibility, the
key to world domination symbolized by the globe that she holds in her right hand on the bright side
of the portrait. Thus, Elizabeth I was acclaimed in 1591 as ‘a sea-borne Queene, worthy to governe
Kings’.12
The ornamented frame of a poem published by Thomas Deloney in 1588 illustrates superiority
of the queen’s navy over the Spanish fleet in a more symbolic way than the Armada Portrait.13 A
Spanish galley, situated on the left side of the small engraving, is bombarded by an English galleon
sailing on the right side. In other words, Deloney opposes the dexterous English to the clumsy,
sinister Spanish. The two vessels are separated by an ornament which is composed of two
8
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The Honorable Entertainement gieven to the Queenes Majestie in Progresse, at Elvetham in Hampshire, by
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symmetrically jumping dolphins. Considered as the ‘king of fish’ since Antiquity, the dolphin
represented England in 1588 and proclaimed the victory of Elizabeth I over Philip II, king of Spain.
The renowned sea mammal appeared occasionally in the role of the animal which guaranteed
the success of the English fleet. The best example is perhaps that of the galleon named the Dolphin
of London. This English merchant ship was attacked by five Turkish vessels on the Mediterranean Sea
in January 1616. A poem figuring at the beginning of the second account of the adventure says that
‘thirty-five men and two boyes in fight / [A]gainst fifteen hundred were sixe houres opposed’.14 The
first published account dramatizes the heroic resistance of the Dolphin of London by describing it in
the middle of a raging sea. Not only was the ship ‘fired [upon], and in great danger to bee lost and
cast away’ but also the ‘wind began to blow a strong gale, and by little and little, grewe to a tirible
tempest’ at the end of which the Dolphin of London was ‘rent and torn in foure severall places, one
in the gun-roome, another betweene the deckes, the third in the skereridge, and the fourth in the
maister’s round-house’.15 Despite all of these damages, the ship was not sunk and it was able to
return safely to England after some repairs.
The text does not mention an actual dolphin when it explains how the Dolphin of London
remained intact despite the ‘extremity of the weather’ but the emblematic sea mammal appears
between two engravings placed at the end of the booklet (Fig. 1). The first image shows the English
ship sailing effortlessly on the sea. In the second image, the crew has to struggle to keep the vessel
upright in the water in the middle of gigantic waves. The transition between these two contradictory
representations is a dolphin appearing in the bottom right corner of the first engraving. The animal
holds on its belly a miniature of the Dolphin of London and indicates to the spectator that the safety
of the ship is ensured because the dolphin’s body protects the hull of the vessel against the
menacing waves. This protection was interpreted as divine and the miraculous preservation of the
ship during the fight and the tempest is illustrated in the two accounts’ titles as either the ‘noble
Worth and brave Resolution’ or the ‘honour of the ‘English Nation’. The same kind of protection
linked to the dolphin’s presence can be observed at the same time on the French side of the Channel
where the sea mammal was used more widely and more frequently in royal propaganda.
Royal dolphins and fish-solders in 17th century France
Sculpted in limestone, a relief representing the coat of arms of the city of Nantes was installed in
1619 at the entry of the Champ-Fleuri cemetery (Fig. 2). Only the central part of the composition
remains today and can be seen at the Museum of History of Nantes, in the castle of the dukes of
Brittany. The relief shows a three-mast vessel navigating on the turbulent sea of History. The ship

14

J. Taylor, A Toothlesse Satire upon him that made, or rather mard the former Booke in Edward Nichols, The
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on the 12. of January 1616. set upon by 6. Men of Warre of the Turkes having at least 1500. Men in Them, who
fought with them 5. houres and a half yet to the glory of God and the honor of our English Nation, both Shippe
and goods safely brought up the River of Thames and delivered. Truly set forth by the appointment of
M. Edward Nichols, being Maister of the said Ship. With the names of all those that were slaine on the English
part, the maner how, and how many were maimed, and what they are that survive (London: Henry Gosson,
1617).
15
A Fight at Sea, Famously fought by the Dolphin of London against five of the Turkes Men of Warre, and a
Satty the 12. of January last 1616. being all Vessells of great Burthen, and strongly mand. Wherein is shewed
the noble Worth and brave Resolution of our English Nation. Written and set forth by one of the same Voyage,
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(representing the city) and its crew (the city’s inhabitants) are placed under the protection of a
dolphin, whose presence is clearly evident in the midst of the waves. One could be tempted to dub
this ship the Dolphin of Nantes as it has so much in common with the Dolphin of London.
The dolphin appearing in the coat of arms of Nantes was a royal one given the recent history
of the city. It was in Nantes that Henri IV, King of France and of Navarre, signed the edict which
ended the French Wars of Religion (1562-1598) and is referred to as the Edict of Nantes. Signing of
this document in Nantes was symbolically important as this city was the last great bastion of the
Catholic League, also known as the Saint Union. The League had opposed the recently crowned
Bourbon king who was represented as a dolphin at a key moment of the French wars of religion.
Jean Godard wrote in 1594 that ‘the Dolphin is the crowning glory of the fish in the sea’ (le
Dauphin dans la mer est l’honneur des poissons) and Henri, ‘due to his immortal deeds, is the glory
and the honor / of the Princes and the Kings who are on Earth’ (par ses faits immortels est la gloire
et l’honneur / des Princes et des Roys qui sont dessus la terre).16 The Parisian author made this
comparison after Henri’s army took the French capital. Long-awaited since 1588 by the royalist party,
this success signaled the beginning of the decline of the Catholic League which governed Paris and
many other towns with the moral support of the Papacy and the military support of Spain. The fall of
Paris was therefore represented in royalist propaganda as a failure for Philip II and his
intercontinental empire. This ‘immortal deed’ is why the French king could become the incarnation
of the ‘glory’ among princes and kings of the globe.
The military triumph was not the only reason for the dolphin’s presence in the propaganda
of the newly-crowned king. In monarchical France, the eldest son of the king was the heir to the
throne and held the title of Dolphin (Dauphin in French). Henri IV, who ruled as king of Navarre
under the name of Henri III of Bourbon before 1589, was not the son of the late Henri III of Valois,
king of France, but rather his cousin to the 22nd degree. Both were descendants of Louis IX, king of
France (1214-1270). According to the Salic law – established during the reign of Clovis, king of the
Franks (481-511) – which prevents the crown from being transmitted through a woman, the closest
male relative of Henri III of Valois coming from a direct male line had to succeed as King of France
because the said monarch did not have a son. The distant family connection between Henri III of
Valois and Henri III of Bourbon combined with the fact that the latter was Protestant allowed the
Catholic League to reject the King of Navarre’s claim to the throne of France. 17 In order to suppress
these pretexts of ultra-Catholic resistance backed by Spain, Henri IV found two solutions. First of all,
the king abjured his Protestant faith and became Catholic in July of 1593. Then, to underline more
convincingly the monarchical continuity between the last Valois king and the first Bourbon one, royal
propaganda depicted Henri IV as a dolphin even if he had never held the title of Dauphin and had
never obtained a naval victory comparable to that of Elizabeth I.
The figure of the dolphin used by Jean Godard in 1594 allowed the king to incarnate
monarchical continuity but also to dramatize his own emergence as a new ruler who had to
overcome many obstacles. Such symbolism could have been inspired by previous representations of
dolphins that writers or publishers used to show their loyalty to the ruler. The dolphin created by
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J. Godard, Les trophées de Henry quatriesme, tres-chrestien et tres-victorieux roy de France et de Navarre
(Lyon: Pierre Dauphin, 1594), p. 22.
17
The most radical members of the Catholic League did not even recognize Henri as King of Navarre. D. Harai,
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Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2012), p. 26-27.
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Oronce Finé (1494-1555), professor at the Collège de France, on the map of the Holy Land (1517) is a
good example which Tom Conley analyzed as follows:
‘Looking up and to the left, a crowned dolphin has broken the surface of the water.
Heralded is a signatory festina lente, the dolphin of the Dauphiné, Finé’s birthplace,
with the figure of France marked by the fleur-de-lis on the diadem perched on the
mammal’s head. The cartographer’s signature is inscribed in a rebus that visualizes both
the dauphin – the recently crowned king, Francis I – and Dauphiné, the birthplace of the
cartographer. Yet, as the mammal shoots out of the Mediterranean, the maritime
context also beckons the spectator to see and read an implied rebus of a dauphin d’eau
fine, sache that even a work “by” or “of” the author, O. Finé (d’O. Finé, Dauphiné), is a
verbal identifier of the configuration. Since wit of this kind is part of an ideological
program of the rebus that characterizes humanist literature, we see evidence of a
humanist calligraphy designed to illuminate or explode into knowledge through
combinations of aural and graphic ingenuity.’18
In 1594, Jean Godard did not sign his name in Henri IV’s dolphin, but Godard’s publisher –
Pierre Dauphin – did. Born to the Chastaing family around 1562, Pierre adopted the last name
Dauphin during his publishing career in Lyon, between 1585 and his death in 1595. In February of
1594, Lyon drove out the Catholic League and joined Henri IV. In this context, Dauphin’s decision to
publish Godard’s work about the new king who was depicted as an extraordinary dolphin
corresponds to the wish of the city to celebrate Henri IV as an outstanding and exceptional prince.19
Six years later, the monarch married Marie de Medici in Lyon and the city’s representative, Balthazar
de Villars, emphasized that the kingdom needed a Dauphin to ensure the monarchy’s continuity by
establishing a new dynasty.20 The union of Henri IV with Marie de Medici was a fruitful one
producing a Dauphin.
Henri’s son, Louis XIII, and grand-son, Louis XIV, triumphed mostly on land, but the ‘aquatic
dimension’ played a crucial role in certain of their exploits. In 1622, Louis XIII obtained his first
personal victory by defeating the rebellious Protestant army on the isle of Rié after having crossed
the Besse canal, not very far from the Atlantic Ocean, at midnight on 15 April.21 Patrick Avrillas’ well
documented book describes the crossing in detail and closely analyses its glorification which used
major historical events: the crossing of the Besse was compared to the crossing of the Red Sea by
Moses and to that of the Granicus river by Alexander the Great in 334 B.C.22 A few years later, in
1627-1628, Louis XIII was able to conquer the city of La Rochelle by building a dam to close the city’s
bay, preventing the besieged Huguenot fortress from receiving supplies from the English Navy. The
propagandists of the king and of principal minister Cardinal Richelieu represented their patrons as
18
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Argonauts, masters of Neptune or captains of the ‘ship’ of France. 23 At the crossing of the Besse and
at the siege of La Rochelle, Louis XIII and his army controlled the sea or the surface of the sea, but
they never conquered its depths. The personal reign of Louis XIV brought about change in many
areas, including that of aquatic representations.
The crossing of the Rhine at Tolhuys (12 June 1672) offered the first opportunity to celebrate
the Sun-King’s unlimited power by describing the French victory over Nature at the beginning of the
Dutch War (1672-1678). A heroic poem written by Jean Martinet, assistant to the master of
ceremonies at Louis’ court, gives great insight into the aquatic representations that were used in
connection with the crossing of the river:
LOUYS de qui la Mer, les Vents & les Tempestes,
N’auroient pas le pouvoir d’arrester les Conquestes
Passant pour le Dieu Mars parut dessus son bord,
Le Rhin saisi d’horreur fremit à son abort,
Il tonna de colere, il écuma de rage,
La presence de Mars inspirant le courage;
Son exemple, sa voix, & ses grandes leçons,
Firent que nos Guerriers devinrent des poissons;
Chacun d’eux à l’envy se monstrant intrepide
A l’abry des vertus du Maistre qui les guide,
Se fait de son Bouclier une espece de Pont
Et brave sans paslir ce nouvel Helespont.
Comme autant d’Avirons mille bras dans le Fleuve,
Mettent de mille morts, mille corps à l’épreuve.
La Nature a beau faire, elle a beau resister,
L’Honneur est ce Torrent qui doit tout emporter.
L’excez de leur Valeur (en fut-il qui l’a vaille)
Fait qu’ilz regardent l’Eau comme un Champ de Bataille.
On voit des Escadrons dans le Fleuve engagez,
Estre en aussi bel ordre, estre aussi bien rangez,
Que s’ils estoient postez sur le lieu le plus ferme,
Vaincre c’est leur objet, ou mourir, c’est leur terme.24
This risky operation is depicted as heroic because the French soldiers overcame the resistance
of the personified river and because they were able to cross the river in spite of the resistance of the
Dutch army. As often is the case with propaganda, the natural and the military obstacles were
exaggerated in order to embellish the exploit. The Rhine seems to react like a sea and this
resemblance is explicitly confirmed in another verse where Martinet – who was certainly aware of
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Louis XIII’s exploit in 162225 – writes that the waves of the river ‘imitated the waves of the sea’ (ses
vagues imitoient les vagues de la Mer).26 This comparison transforms the land combat into a virtual
confrontation at sea where the water is like a battlefield (Eau comme un Champ de Bataille). In such
an environment, French soldiers who were crossing the river became fish (nos Guerriers devinrent
des poissons) after having been motivated by the ‘example’, ‘the voice’, and the ‘great instructions’
of the King (Son exemple, sa voix, & ses grandes leçons). Louis XIV appears as an unnamed sea-god
whose will is carried out by aquatic creatures. The originality of the quoted verses is the link which is
made between the depth and the surface of the water. These fish-solders are not only good
swimmers but also good sailors, given the fact that their ‘thousand arms’ are described as ‘a
thousand oars’ (Comme autant d’Avirons mille bras dans le Fleuve). This evocation of a galley
metaphorically illustrates the combined effort of the whole French army (Mettent de mille morts,
mille corps à l’épreuve). The symbolic fusion between the figure of the fish and the figure of the ship
is at its apex. From that moment, the most fantastical plans could be conceived. When the crossing
of the Rhine by Louis XIV is compared to the crossing of the Hellespont by Alexander the Great (334
B.C.), the message of Martinet is clear: the year 1672 is the beginning of a new intercontinental
empire.
Such an exploit could not be accomplished without casualties. Was it possible to represent the
death of a ‘fish-soldier’ during the crossing of a river? The answer is to be found in the Histoire
panégyrique de Louis XIV written in 1673 by La Motte Le Noble, lawyer at the parlement of
Normandy:
‘It was during this Passage that the Count of Nogent desired to go under water to look
for the enemies, and see if there were not any Dutch hidden, while the army crossed to
attack them in their trenches on the banks of the Rhine, but he went so far under water,
and he dove in so hastily that he lost his breath and died’.27
The deceased nobleman is described as a diver who helped to defeat the enemies under the
surface of the water. However, the description of the count’s death does not conform to Martinet’s
narration of the glorious crossing. By including the drowning of a ‘fish-soldier’ in his text, La Motte
Le Noble implies that the other fish-soldiers were vulnerable as well, not only on, but also under the
surface of the water. Therefore, the hull and the oars of the French vessel were also exposed to
danger and could easily have been damaged during the crossing and the success of Louis XIV could
be attributed much more to luck than to the army’s mastery of the waters. Surprisingly, the author
found a way to avoid being charged for undermining the king’s glorification: La Motte Le Noble
called upon the mythic origins of the French monarchy in order to justify the crossing of the river
and the conquest of Holland. According to him, Louis XIV was the descendant of Pharamond, the
legendary king who originally came to France with his people from the other side of the Rhine. The
25
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Bourbon king was expected to enter the water just as it was the local custom at the time of
Pharamond to plunge a newly-born child into the river. Thus, Louis XIV’s crossing of the Rhine is
presented as the heroic birth of a warrior-king returning to his ancestral fief.28 La Motte Le Noble
contributed in this way to glorifying Louis XIV as Neptune on horseback.
A little bit earlier and in a much lesser distributed volume than that of La Motte Le Noble,
other talented propagandists presented the king as a dolphin. Between 1664 and 1668, the copyist
Nicolas Jarry (ca. 1615-1666) and the illuminator Jacques Bailly (1629-1679) collected mottos to the
glory of Louis XIV in a bound, illustrated manuscript intended to inspire royal tapestries. A motto
describing the bravery of the King crests the image of a giant dolphin (Fig. 3). The mammal is
swimming on the surface of a wavy sea facing the reader under a cloudy sky. The text that Nicolas
Jarry wrote above this composition explains the comparison:
‘A Dolphin, with these words HUNC ET MONSTRA TIMENT. This Fish is the legitimate
Master of the Sea, and even if there are bigger fishes than him, the Naturalists ensure
that there are none so frightening that he can not fight and overcome them. The same
could be said of his Majesty who frightens every great and monstrous power which
could possibly exist.’29
Six verses by Charles Perrault, ‘eternal herald of the regime’,30 are included below the emblem
in order to reiterate the same message of the omnipresence of the royal dolphin in his realm. The
representation of Louis XIV as a dolphin in the 1660s reminds us of that of Henri IV in 1594. In both
cases, the use of the dolphin in its natural environment symbolizes the recently installed king’s
power.
The sea-shells constituting the frame of the emblem dedicated to the bravery of Louis XIV are
especially noteworthy. This frame integrates two dolphins – one on each side – supporting two
water-spitting dragons which seem to be alive. They are filling up a basin which is also receiving
water from a third source just below the emblem, suggesting continuity between the picture and the
fountain. The juxtaposition of painted and sculpted dolphins, the organized display of sea-shells, the
presence of small dragons and the link between the idea and the materiality of the sea-world
indicates how cabinets of curiosities impacted the representation of power.
The cabinet of curiosities as inspiration for architecture
In the 16th and 17th centuries, the cabinet of curiosities was a room in the home of a wealthy noble
or bourgeois family where exotic articles, including preserved taxidermies, animal bones, plants,
minerals and human artefacts were displayed. Such a collection represented the variety of Creation
and allowed not only the proprietor of the house but also his guests to admire, contemplate, and
study uncommon items of the known world.31 Inventories of certain cabinets were published along
28
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with an engraving showing the general aspect of the collection. This allowed a greater public to “visit”
the cabinet and to be amazed by the incredible spectacle wherein human power symbolically took
control of Neptune’s empire. Two collections of the Italian peninsula provide particularly good
illustrations of this phenomenon.
Manfredo Settala (1600-1680), canon of Santa Maria della Pace, probably possessed one of
the finest and largest cabinets of his time in Milan.32 An engraving published in 1666 shows his
impressive collection which is well-organized and symmetrical from the ground to the ceiling
(Fig. 4).33 The latter catches the spectator’s eye due to the great number of stuffed aquatic animals,
among which we can easily distinguish several sharks and crocodiles. Ferrante Imperato (1550-1625)
furnished a smaller cabinet of curiosities in Naples where he similarly displayed mostly aquatic
animals on the ceiling and on the walls. This gave visitors the impression that they were walking
underwater as they observed from below the spectacle of animals seemingly traipsing across the sky
(Fig. 5).34
This inverted presentation of creatures can perhaps be explained by practical considerations:
the owners of the cabinets of curiosities practiced economy of space, using every available square
inch to organize their collections. Displaying aquatic animals on the ceiling had the added benefit of
coinciding with astronomical representations in the sky. During antiquity, more than one
constellation was named after an aquatic animal, including the dolphin, the whale and the fish.35 In
Imperato’s cabinet of curiosities, the impression of being under a watery sky was reinforced by the
window and the series of birds which decorated the walls near the ceiling. These normally air-borne
animals emphasized the curious effect of an upside-down world, situated as they were below the
ceiling, where aquatic animals seemed to fly.
The connection between aquatic animals and the sky that Imperato’s cabinet of curiosities
most perfectly expresses perhaps was not completely new in architecture and can be found, for
example, at the castle of Blois. The so-called Louis XII wing of this French royal residence, built
between 1498 and 1508 during the first decade of Louis XII’s reign (1498-1515), possesses dormers –
projecting vertical openings on the slope of the roof used to illuminate the attic – which are
surmounted by ornamental gables, a decorative triangular-shaped architectural element. In its
lapidary, the museum of the castle of Blois displays three ornamental dormer gables which belonged
to the forecourt façade: the first is decorated with the initial of Louis XII, the second is decorated
with angels bearing the coat of arms of France and the third is decorated with two dolphins, one on
each side of the triangle above the window (Fig. 6).
The symmetrical layout of these dolphins reminds us of that of the dolphins encountered in
the ornament of the poem that Thomas Deloney published in 1588 after the visit of Elizabeth I at
Tilbury. However, their function is different because they unite spaces instead of separating them:
just like the angels on the other dormer gable, they are mediators between Heaven and Earth,
between God and the king who ruled ‘by the grace of God’ (Dei gratia). Louis XII decided to put
32
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these dolphins on the dormer gables of his castle at the beginning of the 16th century in order to
obtain from God the birth of a Dauphin, an heir to the throne of France, after a series of
unsuccessful pregnancies and stillborn children. Even if the sculpted dolphins did not bring about the
long-desired royal birth, they were at the highest point of the façade and the visitors of the castle of
Blois could admire that the junction between the earth and the sky was marked by the figure of an
aquatic animal which seemed to swim in the air above their heads.
The architecture of certain contemporary aquariums is – consciously or unconsciously –
influenced by the spatial display and decoration used in Milan, Naples, and Blois. The aquariums
imagined inside early modern cabinets of curiosities remained dry until 1985 when sea-adventurer
Kelly Tarlton opened an aquarium in Orakei, Auckland, New Zealand. The establishment which is
now called Kelly Tarlton’s Antarctic Encounter and Underwater World was the first in the world to
use a transparent acrylic tunnel. Kelly Tarlton imported ‘flat sheets of acrylic from Germany’ which
were ‘formed into the correct dimensions and then the one ton sheets were oven heated and curved
to the required tunnel shape.’ Then, the sections of the 110 meter long tunnel ‘were carefully
lowered into the site in special order, through a hole in the footpath of Auckland’s waterfront.’ This
was a ‘world first’ because of the ‘transparent, underwater tunnel from which the public could be
face to face with Sharks, Stingrays and other marine creatures’.36 Kelly Tarlton’s use of acrylic tunnel
‘is now copied by aquariums around the world’.37 Many of them are located in the United States of
America where they consciously or unconsciously play the role of modern cabinets of curiosities. A
very good example of this phenomenon can be found at the Oregon Coast Aquarium in Newport,
Oregon, USA. Opened to the public in 1992, this aquatic and marine educational facility has a
spacious lobby, featuring models of sharks and smaller fish suspended from the ceiling (Fig. 7). They
seem to fly through the air just as easily as their stuffed relatives did on the ceiling of the Italian
cabinet of curiosities, centuries before them. These animals are not part of the exhibit but rather
decorations which introduce and lead the way to the exhibits. In other words, this decoration gives
the visitor the impression that he or she is walking in an imaginary tunnel before entering the real
one, featured in the exhibit entitled Passages of the Deep. The web site of the aquarium presents
this exhibit as follows:
‘In an underwater adventure, visitors are immersed in Keiko’s former home through
acrylic tunnels surrounded by several feet of sea water. […] As though they were taking
a walk into the open ocean, visitors are able to come face to face with large sharks,
rockfish and bat rays swimming above and below. Waves surging against the tunnel give
visitors the impression they are beneath the ocean. And the Oregon shipwreck resting
on the bottom increases the feeling of being early undersea explorers.’38
Here, the goal of the visit is more than simple observation: the tunnel allows visitors to have
the impression of entering the environment of the animals. Such a promise considerably increases
the appeal of the aquarium, providing an altogether different experience from that of the dry sea
36
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ceiling of the cabinets of curiosities. Indeed, the visitor to a cabinet of curiosities and the visitor to an
aquarium enjoy two different spectacles. Whilst the first observes dead, stuffed and immobile
creatures, the second observes real living aquatic animals almost in their natural environment
(Fig. 8). Nevertheless, both visitors are exposed to adventure and discovery. The gestures of visitors
in the engraving show the same amazement and questions that modern-day visitors express when
visiting Passages of the Deep. Thus, the aquarium equipped with an acrylic tunnel can be considered
as a special kind of modern cabinet of curiosities, thereby fulfilling one of the most ambitious
Renaissance dreams: the conquest of the subaquatic world by human spirit and power.
Conclusion: the recurrence of efficacious nomenclature
Neptune’s empire was effectively conquered in the 19th and 20th centuries after many different
experiments. The conquest of the deep was accomplished almost simultaneously in Europe and in
the United States of America. Benoît Rouquayrol and Auguste Denayrouze, French engineers
working for Napoleon III’s navy, copyrighted the first modern diving gear in 1864. Their work
obtained the gold medal of the World’s Fair organized in Paris in 1867 and inspired Jules Verne in
one of his most famous novels, 20,000 Leagues under the Sea (Vingt mille lieues sous les mers),
published in 1870. Almost at the same time, between 1861 and 1864, the Union and the
Confederacy built and operated the first efficient submarines during the American Civil War. Since
then, divers and submariners have been able to accomplish missions that the fish-like boats of the
Elizabethan era and the ‘fish-soldiers’ of Louis XIV could accomplish only symbolically.
Nevertheless, the symbols that we have encountered in 16th and 17th centuries reappeared
during the mapping of the ocean: the first trans-Atlantic deep-sea sounding survey was carried out in
1852 by the USS Dolphin!39 The ship’s name was perfectly adapted to such an important mission
which also paved the way for the installation of the Atlantic submarine telegraph cable. In a day
when most other United States Ships were named after locations or persons, and few were named
after animals, perhaps it was no accident that the famous oceanographer Matthew Fontaine Maury
(1806-1873) chose this brig for his mission. What could be better than a dolphin to help explore the
ocean’s tides and currents?
Even in the middle of the 19th century, this association was profoundly early modern. It
reminds us of Renaissance and Baroque representations that we have examined in this study and
which served a political purpose in England and in France under the reign of powerful monarchs. In
England, the ships of Queen Elizabeth and King James were designed and sometimes even named
after the model of sea-animals like fish or dolphins, in order to be able to control the sea and build
an empire. In France, Henri IV and Louis XIV were depicted as dolphins in order to assert control over
the coasts and waterways of France. Thus, sea-creatures and their environments provided many
symbols for political representations.
Renaissance and Baroque naturalists and their cabinets of curiosities inspired the royal
propaganda and gave ideas of spatial organization and decoration to architects whose work was
intended to send different messages. The dolphin on the dormer gable of the castle of Blois was
destined to reach God or his angels to send an heir to the throne while the sea-animals suspended
from the ceiling of the Oregon Coast Aquarium are destined to attract visitors and lead them to the

39

H. M. Rozwadowski, Fathoming the Ocean, pp. 23-24. The USS Dolphin was a brig which served between
1836 and 1860.

35

Journal of History and Cultures (4) 2014

ISSN 2051-221X

Passages of the Deep. In both cases, the underwater world has been transposed to the air,
transforming the sky into a watery ceiling and the land into the floor of Neptune’s empire in order to
fulfil ‘the impossible fantasy of knowing the unknowable, reaching the bottom of a bottomless place.’
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Figures

Figure 1 : The Dolphin of London navigates on calm and stormy waters, 1617. A Fight at Sea…, f°16.
© British Library, London, 9135 aaa 31.
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Figure 2: The central part of the coat of arms of the city of Nantes (1619), h: 97.5cm, l: 84cm, d:
36cm. © Château des ducs de Bretagnes – Musée d’histoire de Nantes, Alain Guillard.
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Figure 3 : Jacques Bailly and Nicolas Jarry, Devises pour les tapisseries du roi (1664-1668),
Bibliothèque nationale de France (BnF), Manuscrit Français, 7819, fol. 17. © Bibliothèque nationale
de France, Paris, France.
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Figure 4: Manfredo Settala’s cabinet of curiosities in Milan (detail). Museo o galleria… (Tortona:
Eliseo Viola, 1666), © Biblioteca Pública del Estado en Córdoba / Biblioteca Virtual del Patrimonio
Bibliográfico. Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte: Subdirección General de Coordinación
Bibliotecaria, Spain.
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Figure 5: Ferrante Imperato’s cabinet of curiosities in Naples. Gio. Maria Ferro, Historia naturale…,
Venice: Combi e La Noù, 1672. © Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris, France.
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Figure 6: Decorated dormer gables (the gable decorated with dolphins is in the foreground) from the
16th century, Château royal de Blois, Musée des Beaux-Arts, Lapidary. Photo: © Claire Harai, used
with permission.
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Figure 7: The lobby of Oregon Coast Aquarium (OCA), Newport, Oregon, USA, August 19, 2010.
Photo: © Dénes Harai.

Figure 8: The exhibit ‘Passages of the Deep’, OCA, Newport, Oregon, USA, August 19, 2010.
Photo: © Claire Harai, used with permission.
43

Journal of History and Cultures (4) 2014

ISSN 2051-221X

Bibliography
_______________________

Pamphlets
A Fight at Sea, Famously fought by the Dolphin of London against five of the Turkes Men of Warre,
and a Satty the 12. of January last 1616. being all Vessells of great Burthen, and strongly
mand. Wherein is shewed the noble Worth and brave Resolution of our English Nation.
Written and set forth by one of the same Voyage, that was then present and an eye witnes to
all the proceedings (London: Henry Gosson, 1617).
Aske, James, Elizabetha Triumphans Conteyning the Damned practizes, that the divelish Popes of
Rome have used ever sithence her Highnesse first coming to the Crowne, by moving her
wicked and traiterous subjects to Rebellion and conspiracies, thereby to bereave her Majestie
both of her lawfull seate, and happy life. With a declaration of the manner how her
excellency was entertained by her Souldyers into her Campe Royall at Tilbery in Essex: and of
the overthrow had against the Spanish Fleete: briefly, truly, and effectually set foorth,
declared and handled by I. A. (London: printed by Thomas Orwin for Thomas Gubbin and
Thomas Newman, 1588).
Deloney, Thomas, The Queenes visiting of the Campe at Tilburie with her entertainement there
(London: printed by John Wolf for Edward White, 1588).
Deloney, Thomas, A joyful new Ballad, declaring the happie obtaining of the great Galleazzo, wherein
Don Pietro de Valdez was the chiefe, through the mightie power and providence of God,
being a speciall token of his gracious and fatherly goodness towards us, to the great
encouragement of all those that willingly fight in the defence of his gospel and our good
Queene of England (London: printed by John Wolfe for Edward White, 1588).
Ferro, Gio. Maria, Historia naturale di Ferrante Imperato (Venice: Combi e La Noù, 1672).
Godard, Jean, Les trophées de Henry quatriesme, tres-chrestien et tres-victorieux roy de France et de
Navarre (Lyon: Pierre Dauphin, 1594).
Huguetan, Jean, Voyage d’Italie curieux et nouveau, enrichi de deux listes, l’une de tous les curieux et
de toutes les principales curiositez de Rome, et l’autre de la pluspart des Sçavans, Curieux, et
Ouvriers excellens de toute l’Italie à present vivants (Lyon: Thomas Amaulry, 1681).
La Motte Le Noble, Histoire panégyrique de Louis XIV, roi de France, sous le Nom de Héros
Incomparable (Rouen: Antoine Maurry, 1673).
Martinet, Jean, Passage du Rhin à Louis Le Grand, par le Sieur Martinet, Ayde des Ceremonies de Sa
Majesté (Paris: Claude Barbin, 1672).
Museo o galeria adunata dal sapere, e dallo studio del sig. canonico Manfredo Settala nobile
milanese. descritta in latino dal sig. dott. fis. coll. Paolo Maria Terzago et hora in italiano dal
sig. Pietro Francesco Scarabelli. Dott. fis. di Voghera. E dal medemo accresciuta (Tortona,
Eliseo Viola, 1666).

44

Dénes Harai: In Quest of Neptune’s Empire: Subaquatic Representations of Political Power in
Renaissance and Baroque Europe
Taylor, John, A Toothlesse Satire upon him that made, or rather mard the former Booke in
Edward Nichols, The Dolphins danger and Deliverance. Being a Ship of 220. Tunne having in
her but 36. Men and 2. Boyes, who were on the 12. of January 1616. set upon by 6. Men of
Warre of the Turkes having at least 1500. Men in Them, who fought with them 5. houres and
a half yet to the glory of God and the honor of our English Nation, both Shippe and goods
safely brought up the River of Thames and delivered. Truly set forth by the appointment of
M. Edward Nichols, being Maister of the said Ship. With the names of all those that were
slaine on the English part, the maner how, and how many were maimed, and what they are
that survive (London: Henry Gosson, 1617).
The Honorable Entertainement gieven to the Queenes Majestie in Progresse, at Elvetham in
Hampshire, by the right Honorable the Earle of Hertford (London: John Wolfe, 1591).

Books and articles
Ash, E. H., Power, Knowledge, and Expertise in Elizabethan England (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2004).
Avrillas, P., Louis XIII et la bataille de l’isle de Rié. 1622, les armes victorieuses de la monarchie
absolue (La Crèche: Geste éditions, 2013).
Biet, Ch., Les miroirs du Soleil. Le roi Louis XIV et ses artistes (Paris: Gallimard, 2000).
Conley, T., The self-made map. Cartographic Writing in Early Modern France (Minnesota: University
of Minnesota Press, 1996).
Harai, D., Grands serviteurs de petits États: Les conseillers de Navarre et de Transylvanie, XVIe-XVIIe
siècles, (Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2012).
Harai, D., ‘Du radeau des âmes à la nef de l’État: Une lecture symbolique de l’ascension de Richelieu
(1608-1642),’ in Françoise Hildesheimer and Laurent Avezou (ed.), Richelieu, de l’évêque au
ministre, special issue of Recherches vendéennes, (La Roche-sur-Yon, Société d’émulation de
la Vendée et Centre vendéen de recherches historiques, 2009), pp. 229-271.
Findlen, P., Possessing Nature: Museums, Collecting, and Scientific Culture in Early Modern Italy,
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994).
Konstam, A., Tudor Warships (2): Elizabeth I’s Navy (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2008).
Le Bœuffle, A., Les Noms latins d’astres et de constellations (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2010, first
edition: 1977).
Lignereux, Y., Lyon et le roi. De la ‘bonne ville’ à l’absolutisme municipal (1594-1654), (Seyssel:
Champ Vallon, 2003).
Mentz, S., At the Bottom of Shakespeare’s Ocean (London: Continuum, 2009).
Rozwadowski, Helen M., Fathoming the Ocean: The Discovery and Exploration of the Deep Sea
(Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005).
Unger, R. W., Ships on Maps. Pictures of Power in Renaissance Europe (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2010).
45

Journal of History and Cultures (4) 2014

ISSN 2051-221X

Racisms: From the Crusades to the Twentieth Century by Francisco Bethencourt. Princeton
University Press, 2013, 444 pages. ISBN: 978-0-691-15526-5, Hardback, $39.50/£27.95.
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‘Race, racism, and racists have been with us since the dawn of time.’ Thus began a paper which this
reviewer once received from an undergraduate student. While such a statement proves grossly
incorrect from either a scientific or a biblical understanding of the universe, it does bespeak a sense
of futility many people across the world experience when meditating upon the subject of racial
animosity—the firm belief that tribalism occupies a fundamental section of the human psyche, not
to be overcome with public diversity initiatives. Indeed, human beings do seem to possess a
cognitive architecture that facilitates the formation of racial and ethnic categories; the political
scientist Henry E. Hale described the concept of ethnicity as a psychological mechanism for reducing
uncertainty in the social world by the production of easy group stereotypes1. So are the fatalists
therefore correct that, even if racism did not emerge from the dawn of time, we might be dealing
with it until the end of history?
Francisco Bethencourt would argue such cognitive mechanisms cannot entirely explain the
human behavior known as racism, for ‘throughout history, racism as prejudice concerning ethnic
descent coupled with discriminatory action has been motivated by political projects’ (p.1). In other
words, the desire for political or economic dominance dictates the shape of racist ideology,
depending upon the ideas in currency—which is why racial classifications have proven so fluid and
variable through history. Bethencourt’s book Racisms works to remove the ‘essence’ so regularly
attributed to ideas of race and replace that with a focus upon the political goals that have historically
underlain the implementation of racist ideologies. Specifically, this book focuses upon the European
experience in the world at large, from the Crusades through the colonial experience in the Americas,
Asia, and Africa, and down to the twentieth-century disaster of ethnic nationalism.
After briefly surveying Classical Greek, Roman, and Muslim attitudes regarding difference in
human phenotypes, Bethencourt delves into the Crusades, a colonial experience in which Latin
Christians confronted an array of ethnic and religious ‘others,’ from Jews and Muslims to Orthodox
Christians. The relative integration or segregation of conquered communities in European-controlled
areas largely depended upon the relative immediacy of any Muslim military threat, while the general
encounter with so many communities led to the development of criteria for identifying various
ethnicities, based not only upon descent but also customs (especially manner of dress), language,
religion, and law. European oceanic exploration and the establishment of European colonies across
the world led not only to a personification of the continents and their inhabitants but also to a
production of exoticism, which ‘was an inherent element in European expansion’ by ‘downgrading
other cultures and justifying political dominion wherever it was established’ (p.76). Moreover, where
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medieval Christian universalism had made potential converts and subjects of all peoples, the
implementation of the slave trade in Africa, and tropes of cannibalism and idolatry in the Americas,
for example, when combined with recurrent suspicion of religious backsliding among converts,
helped give rise to a hardening of racial and ethnic classification that undermined previous
universalism. In Iberia, ‘purity of blood’ statutes helped to limit economic and political competition
from Jewish and Muslim converts by ‘relegating these people to the bottom of society, even though
in some cases their financial resources would have put them well above this level’ (p.150).
Colonial society ‘functioned as laboratory for the classification of human beings and their
development through interracial pairing,’ and though these classifications initially remained locally
defined, such hierarchies—increasingly dominated by phenotype features—were ‘later expanded to
a world scale’ (p.171). Bethencourt surveys the various models of racial identification around the
world, from the strict black/white dichotomy of the United States (dependent upon ongoing slavery)
to the more multi-form structures established elsewhere, as well as how these models informed
patterns of spatial segregation, civil rights laws, and the abolitionist movement. The author has a
keen eye for significant details, such as how ethnic mixing in Dutch operations in India may have
resulted from the non-aristocratic social origins of Dutch governors and captains, or how the weak
urbanization of British colonies in North America served to preserve ethnic homogeneity and keep
slaves under control. The last 120 pages cover the emergence of scientific racialism and
nationalism—well-trod ground, to be sure, though Bethencourt quite pithily captures the absurdity
of racial scapegoating, observing that, in Nazi Germany, Jews, for example, were described
alternately as ‘liberals but also Marxists, capitalists yet at the same time socialists, exploiters of the
working class and organizers of trade unions’ (p.324). A final chapter touches in brief upon post–
World War II developments, as well as practices of identity-based discrimination in Asia, such as the
Indian caste system or the Japanese Burakumin communities, thereby giving a nod to non-European
practices of classification that many scholars include under the rubric of race.
Bethencourt has done an admirable job sifting through history to produce this broad survey
of the evolution of racial thought, always tying each development back to the political projects it was
meant to facilitate and thereby illustrating the emptiness of race as an ontological category. Racisms
not only pulls regularly from primary sources, such as travel narratives or scientific reports, but it is
also richly peppered with images that bring to life the shifting perception of race through the
centuries; from the depiction of Asians and Africans in Renaissance art to eighteenth-century
Mexican ‘castas’ paintings. The persistence of racism is no mystery, no stain lying at the heart of
humankind, but rather a mechanism whereby some groups achieve or maintain political power.
Recognizing that is the first step in undoing this terrible legacy, especially in this era when racist
ideologies refuse to remain as dead as so many well-meaning people have declared them.
Bethencourt’s sophisticated survey of racism’s past is needed in order to confront its present and
future manifestations.
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As Harold Macmillan will forever be remembered for the quote “events, dear boy, events”, Gill
Bennett would surely have us remember her latest book by “people, dear boy, people”. Her study of
six key foreign policy crises concentrates very much on the people making decisions in each crisis;
for Bennett this means the Cabinet. She contends early on that one golden rule of government is
that “government policy is made by government ministers, not by officials, special advisers, Brussels
or Washington” (p. 4). Whilst students of bureaucratic government, proponents of the CNN effect,
or conspiracy theorists may disagree, this belief in the primacy of the Cabinet shapes the remainder
of the book.
The crises Bennett chooses for analysis are the decision to send troops to Korea, the Suez
crisis, application for membership of the EEC in 1961, the withdrawal of British troops from east of
Suez, the expulsion of 105 KGB agents from the UK in 1971 and the decision to send a task force to
the Falklands. In each case Bennett concentrates on a particular Cabinet meeting to illustrate how
and why each decision was made and the role of individual Cabinet ministers in each case. She
draws on various sources, including the official minutes of Cabinet meetings, notebooks of the
various Cabinet Secretaries, published diaries, biographies and autobiographies. Given Bennett’s
previous role as Chief Historian to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, I have to say I was hoping
for more insider revelations – perhaps a “through the keyhole” of Number 10. However, whilst
Bennett’s interpretation of events is clearly shaped by her insider status at the FCO, her sources are
all publicly available and thus there is very little in the book that could be described as salacious
gossip or the spilling of state secrets.
In terms of the events covered, it cannot be denied that each is a significant crisis in the Cold
War era. Unquestionably, we could all name other incidents that we would like to have seen
covered – the Berlin blockade, Zimbabwean independence, German reunification or Vietnam – but
the six crises taken together do cover the key themes and issues affecting British foreign policy in the
period. Sadly though, given the dependency upon official documents, and therefore the restrictions
of the thirty year rule, the book makes no commentary on contemporary issues. Certainly, given
Bennett’s conclusion that British foreign policy is shaped – but not led – by Washington,
consideration of the 2003 invasion of Iraq or the intervention in Afghanistan would have certainly
added to the book. Maybe in a second edition at some time in the future Bennett can address these
more contemporary events and describe her own role in advising ministers.
One criticism of the book is that the conclusion is woefully short. Bennett does too little to
draw the six crises together and identify themes, lessons and continuities. There are however a
number that are evident across the six crises. First is the sheer scale of government and the
demands placed on Cabinet ministers. As Bennett makes clear, no decision is made in a vacuum. At
any one time ministers are dealing with a myriad of events and issues and must bear in mind
considerations other than the crisis at hand, whether that be constituency matters, budgetary
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concerns, or in some cases their personal health. Whilst as historians, we may like to focus on one
particular subject with laser intensity Bennett warns us that this generally is not how Cabinet
ministers operate. Secondly, ever present through all six crises is consideration of the American
position. Bennett emphasises throughout that Cabinet decision makers were always conscious of
the view in Washington; the likely response from the US, and particularly from the White House,
seems to have been a question considered in all six crises. The third consistent theme is of a country
struggling with its identity and position in the world. Certainly the first five studies paint the picture
of a former great power wrestling with decline. The sixth crisis, the recapturing of the Falklands,
might for many be the turning point when Britain regained its international self-confidence.
However, by only covering the decision to send the task force to the South Atlantic, Bennett does
not show us or comment on this turnaround. The final continuity is the habit of ministers to draw on
previous experience in their decision making. For example, during the Suez Crisis Eden looked back
at his experiences in the 1930s and then some thirty years later ministers drew on lessons from Suez
when discussing the Falklands. Bennett concludes with a justification of diplomatic history and of
the role of FCO historian, “there is no doubt that in the realm of foreign policy making, history can
be a constructive tool” (p. 175).
There are obvious weaknesses in the book – it ignores the arguments of opponents; it does
not provide any fundamentally new interpretation of events; by concentrating on one meeting in
each case it fails to fully explore the development of decision making (particularly relevant to the
example of entry into the EEC); and it is completely devoid of theory. However, Bennett makes no
claim that this is what her book is for. Instead this is a book about decision making in the real world
from one perspective and in that regard it delivers what it promises. In terms of an exploration of
Cabinet decision making, Bennett has given us an enjoyable and informative read.
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Invisible Agents investigates the relationship between spiritual beliefs and political agency. The book
considers the implications of ‘the invisible world’ on various moments of social and political
upheaval in nineteenth and twentieth-century central Africa. Its author, David M. Gordon, sets out
‘not to present Africans steeped in irrational, exotic, or traditional beliefs, but to describe how rich
products of human imagination inform identities and actions’ (p.3). By putting the spiritual discourse
of the ChiBemba speakers of Northern Zambia on the stage of world history, he ‘makes visible the
rich, complex, and dynamic worlds that [missionaries, colonial administrators, and anthropologists]
ignored, repressed, or rendered invisible’ (p. 22). In doing so this unique script offers a sophisticated
analysis of ‘historical agency in a world populated with spirits’ (p.3).
The narrative is chronological and divided in eight chapters. Its style is expository and
didactic, accessible to a broad readership of both specialists and non-specialists. The introduction is
a synthesis of debates in – mainly Anglophone - African Studies and Zambian historiography.
Durkheim’s notion of ‘collective consciousness’ is employed to configure the Central African
‘spiritual agency’ as a source of political action. It shows that political action is not isomorphic with
the social structure, but an agency that ‘morphs’ itself into historical landscapes (p. 7).
The author argues that it is important to write African history in the wake of a postnationalist and post-modernist historiography (p. 22). The first chapter thus considers how the
control of the spiritual realm served to ensure fertility and protection against evil in pre-colonial
ChiBemba speakers’ political imagination. It contests that spirits are the ultimate source of agency
and their capricious nature needs to be controlled through a double act of intervention: from the
realm of the living into the realm of the spirits, and from the realm of the spirits into the realm of
the living.
The following chapters trace the changing and conflicting notions of this spiritual realm over
a hundred years, from the 1890s to the 1990s. They explore how moral being is affected by the
discourses and actions of leaders – both chiefs and those heading popular movements, religious and
nationalist. For example, in the 1930s, the Bamuchape’s anti-witchcraft movement used Christian
concepts to eradicate a witchcraft that missionaries sought to ‘hide’ by denying its existence
(Chapter 2). In the 1940s, the Watchtower millenarian cult became a powerful mobilising force for
political action among the miners on the Copperbelt for its promise to eradicate Satan from the
world. After 1945, it endured as a powerful popular symbol despite its legal ban and the rise of a
secular African nationalist elite (Chapter 3). In the 1950s, there emerged a popular religious
movement led by a woman from the Bemba ruling lineage. Alice Lenshina’s prophetic church
proposed a synthesis of Bemba religion and Christianity to remove the evil influence of ancestors
through mediation by more powerful Christian spirits (Chapter 4). In the 1950s and 1960s, popular
nationalism became a competing moral discourse that equated evil with colonialism (Chapter 5).
Although the nationalist movement was no less religious than Watch Tower or Alice Lenshina’s
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church, its neglect of the ‘spiritual realm’ as a source of legitimacy produced a rift between the
moral communities these movements claimed to build. Thus, in addition to the violent conflict
between these movements and the colonial administration, there was also a violent opposition
between the constituencies of prophetic and nationalist movements (Chapter 6). After
independence, Zambia’s first president Kenneth Kaunda sought to institutionalise the principles of a
secular humanism, but its coincidence with a growing influence of Cold War ideology caused distress
among those who could not conceive (in) a world without ‘spirits’ (Chapter 7). In the 1990s, the
‘spiritual realm’ became again central to the political discourse as Pentecostal churches replaced the
bankrupt state as service providers. But their emphasis on the individual and his personal contract
with a global Holy Spirit served to foster new forms of patrimonialism and inter-generational malaise
rather than participatory democracy (Chapter 8).
Overall, Gordon successfully argues against a purely secular historiography. He convincingly
demonstrates that the ‘spiritual realm’ of power is not an inadequate belief in how the modern
world functions, but a visceral way of engaging with it. Durkheim’s theory on the other hand feels
like a Procrustes’ bed. For instance, the object of study is constructed by explicitly amputating the
break-downs in spiritual beliefs across nations, ethnicities and communities from this ‘central African
story’, thus making it ‘[fall] roughly within northern Zambia’ (p. 8-9). Gordon’s emphasis on the
continuity and shared nature of belief provokes questions about the boundaries created by
representations that are ‘collective’.
The anthropology of photography for instance makes Durkheim stand on his head. It
foregrounds religious boundaries as sites of an often radical differentiation in the nexus between
individual and society. These are representations that both connect and divide at the same time. If
this differentiation and its historicity continue to be an under-theorised domain in social
anthropology, this may be an effect of Durkheim’s sacredness within the discipline. A different
theory may show that breakdowns in spiritual beliefs have also been an important source of power
in Zambian history and are constitutive of Zambian nationality. This reader’s observation
notwithstanding, Gordon’s book makes a valuable contribution to the literature on the cultural
history of Africa.
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Long overdue is a collection of critical essays plotting local German histories against the quasi-global
but really provincially-French export of Foucauldian historiography. While such progressive thinking
with (and beyond) the interaction of Theory and History has already penetrated deep into the
curricula of North American and Asian academies, the Anglophone production of Germanic histories
within and without that of sexuality awaits a serious reassessment, which is especially urgent given
its current teleological epistemology as instantly evident from the line-up of the contents in this
compilation. In addition to its topical weight tending towards the mostly urban populace of the
nineteenth and twentieth-centuries, Foucault’s magna opus is oftentimes relegated to discursive
heterotopias amidst the micro-histories. Otherwise, the organisation of this anthology is systematic
and rigorous. Framed by an introduction and a postscript by Scott Spector and Dagmar Herzog
respectively, the chapters are divided into three parts on the periodisation of history, the agencies of
subjectivity and the politics of ethics. The three editors introduce their respective parts succinctly in
a couple of pages each and footnotes are provided at the end of each chapter before an integrated
bibliography and index.
Diving directly into the challenges Foucault’s intervention has imposed upon historians of
Germanic sexualities, Spector lays out a swift exposition on the origins of the term ‘homosexual’ and
explains the current multifarious perspectives with and against Foucault’s methodology.
Subsequently, Helmut Puff provides a global summary of similar incongruence between and among
scholars and scholarship of sexualities. He manipulates an extensive repository of sexual events and
identities against categorical binaries – ontological, temporal, geographical, and material – to prove
that social relations, gender differences and periodic divisions can be deliberated with more
contingency. Merry Wiesner-Hanks investigates the differences in temporal conceptions of
Frühneuzeit or ‘early modern’ vis-à-vis the interpersonal exchange of ideas and actions.
Unexpectedly, this chapter and those that follow are pitched as cursory literature reviews of the
implications perpetuated by Anglophone research on Anglo-American and Mediterranean
understanding of sexuality with respect to the social, conjugal and religious nexus within the
Germanic history of sexuality.
While Ulinka Rublack discusses the Protestant regulation of mostly female sexuality between
the fifteenth- and seventeenth-centuries, Robert Deam Tobin traces an intricate genealogy of the
literary genesis in an early nineteenth-century text by a Swiss proto-‘PFLAG’ entrepreneur on samesex inclinations. Yet, their trajectories overlap rather uncannily with substantial portions devoted to
the perceived self-righteousness of the Germanic people, the persecution of witchery and the
pervasive anti-Semitism throughout Europe. While Tobin is meticulous in clarifying that the stratified
narratives is a result of differing notions of Sexualität used by post-Enlightenment Romantics,
Rublack adopts a heteronormative presupposition towards gender and the conservatism of sexual
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mores, which is representative of New Historicist revisionism. Drawing on similarly aristocratic
material, Andreas Krass’s Queer comparison of two medieval song lyrics reveals categorical tensions
between the clericalism of Christology and the eroticism of courtships. Yet, his imagination of
expressive travesty could be more convincing with either historical or musical support.
Part two of the volume explicates the public lives of diverse identities, who were involved
with the invention of homosexuality as law and order in the first third of the twentieth-century. If
the Urninde had been a subject of resistance for Anna Rüling’s 1904 presentation to the Scientific
Humanitarian Committee, then this sexual inversion has likewise become a similar subject for Kirsten
Leng, who suggests that the third sex as a tactical model at the fin-de-siècle has returned to contest
the ‘monovalent’ limit of Foucault’s method. Based on stories and diaries by visiting dignitaries and
tourists, Robert Beachy furnishes the historiography with a cultural geography of the Berliner
entertainment circuit and its affiliated crimes. With the creative panopticon of the Police
Department of Blackmailers and Homosexuals, this chapter is a good historical supplement to the
1919 film Different from the Others (Anders als die Andern), which is otherwise not mentioned at all.
Jeffrey Schneider frames soldier prostitution as a Žižekian fantasy of ‘defenceless’ soldiers
succumbing to the aggressive attacks of homosexual solicitors. Correspondingly, Julia Roos argues
for how registered female prostitutes have internalized the ‘regulationist discourse’ as a political
form of subjective resistance and activist organising. In both cases, the subaltern gains selfautonomy and reverses the power hierarchy. Likewise, as akin to the renunciation and reversal of a
Foucauldian repressive hypothesis, Marti M. Lybeck reads the post-Romantic intensification of
affects in short stories and essays in women periodicals and directs shame as a dispositif that
generates pleasure. How Philipp Sarasin then complements Lybeck is by providing readers’
perspectives albeit from a sexual advice column in a Swiss tabloid published half a century later. He
shows how such a Foucauldian technology makes discursive the transsexual subject position, which
has erstwhile been ‘symbolised’ by a gendered Lacanian Law that is non-corporeal and apathetic.
The final part centres on the politics of sexual ethics and the concise translations of three
essays from the original German by William Seth Howes and Erik Huneke deserve a mention. That
said, this group of essays appears to be the least coherent of the three. For one, Tracie Matysik’s
portrayal of the ‘sexual emancipationist’ Helene Stöcker and her advocacy for a practical freedom of
sexual reproduction meanders from Foucault to traces of Nietzsche, Schleiermacher and Freud
before losing momentum in the last five pages. For another, Andreas Pretzel’s quasi-Gramscian
account of the political-religious attitudes towards homosexuality and other sexual ethics in the
1930s is interpreted anachronistically as a ‘homophobic modernisation of hegemonic masculinity’.
Better are the next two essays that investigate the biopolitical intersections between the personal
and the political. While Florian G. Mildenberger charts the fifty-year research and reception of the
endocrinologist Günter Dörner as a Socialist interventionist who alters the sexuality of animals and
human beings via eugenics, Erik Huneke exposes the varying levels of trust and loyalty among the
staff and patrons of the marital, family and sexual counselling centres in the German Democratic
Republic.
Attempting a Germanic Julian Bourg via underground print media, Massimo Perinelli creates
an assemblage on how different West German youths in the years after the 1968 revolution were
influenced by Freudo-Marxist ideology in subsuming leftist politics as sexual reforms. Rounding up
the collective, Dagmar Herzog compares the coeval status of sex with other European polities and
temporalities. If she proclaims that German culture today like that of a century ago is the most
liberal and ‘sex-positive’, then the same is true for this book as representative of Germany today for
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being the most “race-negative”. As testified in the recent work by Jinthana Haritaworn and Fatima
El-Tayeb, the ‘Aryanised’ tropes of shame and perversity have once again been inflicted upon
Germans of colour. In the spirit of Herzog’s optimism for sexuality, maybe tomorrow Germany will
be good again.
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