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ABSTRACT 

 This thesis reinterprets the career of the eighteenth-century Italian neoclassical sculptor 

Giuseppe Ceracchi (1751–1801) and his attempt to secure a Congressional commission for a 

monument to the American Revolution. Building on the foundational work of Ulysse Desportes, 

Karin Wolfe, and others, but moving beyond the prevailing characterization of Ceracchi as a 

naive flatterer, this study argues that he was a sophisticated professional artist whose established 

European court strategies proved fundamentally incompatible with American republican 

governance. His failure in America is best understood not as personal miscalculation or artistic 

inadequacy, but as the predictable result of transplanting a court patronage model into a republic 

that lacked the institutional and ideological conditions to receive it. The same proposals, gifts, 

and coalition-building tactics that had secured commissions at Vienna and Amsterdam carried 

fundamentally different meanings in Philadelphia. Through analysis of his European career in 

Rome, London, Vienna, and Amsterdam, his two American campaigns (1791–1792 and 1794–

1795), and the marble and terracotta portrait busts of George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, 

Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, John Jay, and George Clinton, the thesis traces what is 

termed a "semiotic mismatch" between European court patronage practices and American 

republican interpretive frameworks. Drawing on comparative analysis with Jean-Antoine 

Houdon's successful Virginia commission and on theoretical frameworks from Caroline 

Winterer, Gordon Wood, and Kirk Savage, the thesis demonstrates that Ceracchi's failure was not 

artistic but structural, the outcome of a republican patronage system that could neither receive his 

European vocabulary nor authorize the kind of monumental commission his career had been 

built to deliver. The portrait busts that survive these failed campaigns achieved autonomous 

significance as art objects precisely because the patronage system rejected their instrumental 

purpose, and they remain among the most important visual records of the Founding generation.
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INTRODUCTION 

In January 1816, North Carolina Senator Nathaniel Macon wrote to Thomas Jefferson inquiring 

about an artist who could produce a full-length, larger-than-life statue of George Washington, for 

which the state legislature had appropriated funds, to be placed in the state capital building.1 

Noting the lack of sculptors and marble quarries in America, Jefferson suggested “Old Canove of 

Rome,” referring to the sculptor Antonio Canova, who was well established in Europe as one of 

the preeminent Italian sculptors. Macon also asked which depictions of Washington were favored 

and whether Jefferson could suggest the best models of the first President. This request prompted 

the retired statesman to recommend “Ceracchi’s Plaster bust of Washington…formed on the fine 

models of antiquity in Italy…which was universally considered the best effigy of him ever 

executed.”2 

Jefferson’s suggestion of Ceracchi’s bust is initially puzzling. The plaster bust is one of thirty-six 

such busts that the somewhat obscure Italian artist Giuseppe Ceracchi completed in 1791-92 

during his visit to the United States. Only a few surviving examples remain, in terracotta and 

marble. Ceracchi is known only to a small number of American researchers studying this period. 

Jefferson’s praise for this artist’s work suggests that his oeuvre was significant enough to merit 

recommendation. 

Scholarship on this sculptor is limited to biographies, a few articles on reconstructing his agency 

during the Age of Revolution, and his attempts to access a monumental equestrian commission in 

the United States in 1791-95. Two main studies, one by Ulysse Desportes and the other by Karin 

 
1 Thomas Jefferson to Nathaniel Macon, January 1816, Founders Online, National Archives. 
2 Jefferson to Macon, January 1816, Founders Online. 
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Wolfe, focus on archival documents from his early professional career.3 In Ulysse Desportes’s 

1963 article on George Washington, he only researched Ceracchi’s identified busts, since most 

were unlocated.4 Most of these busts from his time in Europe and America are documented in 

auction and museum catalogs, but remain unidentified. At the time of Desportes’ thesis work and 

subsequent journal articles in the 1960s, very little was known about Ceracchi. Desportes’ 

archival work in both Amsterdam and Rome helped establish a timeline for Ceracchi’s 

professional career. More recently, Karin Wolfe’s work at the American Academy in Rome 

(2023) identified Ceracchi’s work in London, where he was part of artistic circles affiliated with 

the Royal Academy.5 Wolfe has begun researching his sculptural presence in London during the 

1780s. She has identified Ceracchi’s completed work under Robert Adam, the Neoclassical 

architect who is so well known and studied. Perhaps most intriguing, she suggests that he almost 

certainly supported himself financially through extra work as a restorer of antique sculptures, as 

many archaeological sites around Rome were producing objects that needed restoration and were 

being restored and sold. Her work helps illustrate that, though his work fell short of official 

acceptance by the Royal Academy, he was operating in what was a rapidly expanding market for 

the architectural projects built by Adam and others during this period.6 

What is missing from this scholarship is a focus on the prominent role Ceracchi attempted to, 

and to some degree did, play in helping the Founders establish the form and iconography of their 

 
3 Ulysse Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America and his Busts of George Washington,” Art Quarterly 26 (1963). 

144-177 
4 Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America.” See footnotes 1 and 5, 174. 
5 Karin Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: The Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” in 

American Latium: American Artists and Travelers in and around Rome in the Age of the Grand Tour, ed. 

Christopher M.S. Johns, Tommaso Manfredi, and Karin Wolfe, Atti dell’Accademia Nazionale di San Luca 2017–

2018 (Rome: Accademia Nazionale di San Luca, 2023), 195-214. 
6 Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: The Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” 196-198. 
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new Republic. This thesis examines Ceracchi’s work in the United States, focusing on the 

evolving styles of his portrait busts and the unique ways they were deployed to secure patronage. 

It also explores, more broadly, the challenges faced by European artists, specifically sculptors, 

who sought to enter the American art market. To better understand Ceracchi’s reception in these 

centers of political power, I attempt to recontextualize several key art objects within the 

historical and social contexts for which they were created. Rather than focusing on the areas of 

research that Desportes and Wolfe have examined, this thesis sheds light on a much less studied 

set of busts from Vienna and Munich that he sculpted between 1781-83. By situating these busts 

within the social and political-military climate of Central Europe during Ceracchi’s Habsburg 

portrait commissions, a more potent comparative analysis with the American busts created a 

decade later can be undertaken, one that departs from previous approaches to Ceracchi 

scholarship. 

I. The American Context for Sculptural Patronage 

The scarcity of skilled sculptors in the United States is readily explained by limited access to 

durable stone in the colonies and the absence of an established academy of the arts are among the 

main reasons for this scarcity. During the revolutionary era, art production in America embraced 

painting, prints, and cabinetry, which evolved from the trade work of limners. Broader 

examinations of visual culture produced by craftsmen and limners from this era argue for 

industrialism, federalism, and, specifically, consumerism as critical components of the art 

patronage market. Private homes and clubs, churches, stores, ships, and courthouses are 

examples of spaces where an emerging culture of genteel sensibility and proud republicanism 

took physical form. Rigal’s work clearly articulates the daily reality of late eighteenth-century 
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American visual culture, in which collectors, inventors, and printers assembled a world of visual 

things distinct from their European counterparts because of the lack of academic institutions 

capable of training skilled artists through rigorous curricula.7 

What is so interesting about Ceracchi, then, is that he was the first sculptor to introduce a 

powerful academic style to America. His works were displayed in the homes of the most elite 

politicians in Washington’s administration as well as in the House of Congress in Philadelphia. 

These busts were manifestations of Ceracchi’s stringent Neoclassical style, developed in Rome 

and London. 

II. Structural Incompatibility and Semiotic Mismatch 

This thesis argues that Giuseppe Ceracchi was not the naive flatterer that previous scholarship 

has characterized him as, but rather a sophisticated professional artist whose established 

European court strategies were fundamentally incompatible with American republican 

governance. Ceracchi’s “failure” in America was not the result of artistic incompetence or naive 

presumption, but rather the consequence of attempting to transplant a patronage model designed 

for European courts into a republican context in which the same visual vocabulary and gift-

giving practices carried profoundly different meanings. 

The central insight of this thesis concerns what might be termed a “semiotic mismatch” between 

European and American interpretive frameworks. Ceracchi’s neoclassical visual vocabulary, 

consisting of classical costume, imperial portraiture conventions, and monumental allegorical 

 
7 Laura Rigal, The American Manufactory: Art, Labor, and the World of Things in the Early Republic (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1998). 
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content, had proven successful at courts from Vienna to Amsterdam, precisely as I will show, 

because these formal elements communicated legitimacy and cultural sophistication. In 

republican America, however, this same vocabulary became dangerously ambiguous. Classical 

imagery could signal either republican virtue (the Cincinnatus ideal) or monarchical pretension 

(Caesarian, Augustan autocracy), and American viewers were acutely sensitive to this distinction 

in ways European court audiences were not.8 

When Ceracchi gifted portrait busts to Washington and others in 1791-95, he was using the same 

strategy that had secured him access to Marshal von Lacy’s patronage network at Vienna in 

1780-83, where his success with several busts given as gifts led to his attempts to gain 

monumental patronage in Munich under Elector Palatine Charles Theodore and to the Joan van 

der Capellen monument commission in Amsterdam. In America, however, these gifts could not 

create the reciprocal obligations that European court culture would have recognized. Part of the 

problem with Ceracchi’s approach was that the new federal government was difficult to navigate, 

with its system of committees that adhered to the checks-and-balances system outlined in the 

federal documents that legitimized the government. The Emoluments Clause, for example, first 

drafted in 1781, ensured that “the country’s leaders would not be improperly influenced, even 

unconsciously, through gift giving”—a practice that had been essential to Ceracchi’s European 

success but became legally and politically problematic in the American context. The strategy he 

employed to attempt to secure the 1783 equestrian commission was potentially limiting, given 

 
8 Winterer, The Culture of Classicism, 1-15, 44-72, on the double valence of classical imagery in early American 

political culture and the Gibbon-inflected republican anxiety about Augustan precedent; Wood, The Radicalism of 

the American Revolution, 95-109, on the revolutionary generation’s sensitivity to imagery that could encode 

Caesarian ambition. For the specific instability of Ceracchi’s monument design as legible through both registers, see 

Gardner, “Fragment of a Lost Monument,” 192-194.  
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his interactions with politicians at the Tuesday levees at the Presidential mansion and his gifting 

of marble busts and statues, which were read as subversive to the Republican virtues cherished 

by the political and gentry elite. Another crucial pattern in Ceracchi’s career, overlooked in 

previous scholarship, is his consistent strategy of uniting disparate parties or factions within 

governments to secure his commissions, specifically in proximity to military and political 

subjects. This coalition-building approach, which proved successful in European contexts, 

encountered fundamental obstacles in America’s emerging party system. 

III. Materials, Methods, and Source Criticism 

For visual analysis of the portrait busts themselves, I rely on the methodology articulated by 

Sheldon Nodelman in “How to Read a Roman Portrait,” and Richard Brilliant’s Portraiture.9 

Nodelman’s approach treats each portrait as an “ideogram of public meanings,” in which formal 

elements (costume, hairstyle, facial expression, gesture) work together to convey specific 

messages within historically contingent interpretive systems.10 This semiotic approach is 

particularly appropriate for understanding Ceracchi’s work, which deliberately invoked Roman 

imperial portraiture conventions while adapting them for contemporary political contexts. 

Richard Brilliant’s Portraiture, a comprehensive theoretical study of the genre, provides an 

important complement to Nodelman’s semiotic approach by centering the relational dynamic 

among subject, artist, and beholder as the defining condition of all portraiture. For Brilliant, a 

portrait is fundamentally a social artifact rather than a transparent likeness, a “visible identity 

 
9 Sheldon Nodelman, “How to Read a Roman Portrait,” Art in America, 63, (1975), 26-33, and Richard Brilliant, 

Portraiture, Essays in Art and Culture (London: Reaktion Books, 1991), 7–8. 
10 Nodelman, “How to Read a Roman Portrait,” 11. 
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sign” constructed to make someone knowable within the conventions their society deems 

appropriate for public appearance. The formality and evident seriousness that characterize so 

many portraits, he argues, are not expressions of individual personality so much as instruments 

of self-fashioning designed to conform to what society expects of its respectable members when 

they appear before an audience. This framework illuminates a specific tension in Ceracchi’s 

American portrait campaign: his Roman-costumed busts of Hamilton, Jefferson, and Clinton 

executed precisely the kind of publicly legible identity construction that Brilliant describes, yet 

the conventions they drew upon, including the coiffure, the military paludamentum, and the 

imperial gravitas, belonged to a European court vocabulary of public selfhood that American 

republican society had not authorized for its leaders. Brilliant further emphasizes that portraits 

hold the potential for an unlimited number of new appraisals long after their making, since only 

the audience is undefined at the moment of a portrait’s creation. This observation speaks directly 

to the autonomous afterlife of Ceracchi’s busts: objects that failed as political instruments in 

1792 and 1795 were later reappraised as valued documents of the Founding generation’s 

physiognomy, confirming Jefferson’s 1816 endorsement and the busts’ ongoing presence in 

major American collections. 

Caroline Winterer’s The Culture of Classicism addresses the specific problem of semantic 

instability in classical imagery in American contexts.11 Winterer demonstrates that classical 

references were “deliberately made to represent republicanism” rather than carrying inherent 

political meanings. The same formal vocabulary could signal either virtuous republican 

 
11 Caroline Winterer, The Culture of Classicism: Ancient Greece and Rome in American Intellectual Life, 1780-1910 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002). 
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simplicity or dangerous monarchical pretension, depending on the interpretive context. This 

insight is essential for understanding why Ceracchi’s neoclassical visual language, which had 

succeeded at European courts, became problematic in America. 

Maurie McInnis’s scholarship on Houdon’s Washington statue, particularly “Revisiting 

Cincinnatus: Houdon’s George Washington,” offers an essential comparative case for 

understanding Ceracchi’s stylistic choices and their reception. McInnis shows that Houdon’s 

decision to depict Washington in contemporary military dress rather than classical costume 

reflected careful negotiation with American preferences—preferences that Ceracchi’s severely 

Roman approach challenged. The contrast between Houdon’s successfully negotiated 

commission and Ceracchi’s failed proposals highlights how identical artistic capability could 

yield radically different outcomes, depending on the artist’s sensitivity to American interpretive 

frameworks.  

Yet it is Kirk Savage’s Monument Wars that provides the essential long-view framework for 

situating Ceracchi’s campaigns within a broader pattern of institutional failure. Savage’s opening 

chapter, “A Monument to a Deceased Project,” traces the fate of the very 1783 Congressional 

resolution that prompted Ceracchi’s American ambitions, demonstrating that the authorization’s 

failure to produce a monument was characteristic of how a republic memorializes itself. The 

republican culture Savage documents was constitutionally and ideologically hostile to 

monumental imagery on several converging grounds: such imagery carried associations of 

monarchical self-aggrandizement, of Federalist arguments for centralized authority, and of the 

European court culture the Revolution had repudiated. This hostility had real institutional force, 

and Savage traces it from its articulation by figures like Congressman Nathaniel Macon, who 
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argued from the House floor in 1800 that an enlightened democracy had no use for lavish public 

commemoration, that civic memory belonged in the hearts and minds of citizens rather than in 

expensive piles of stone. John Quincy Adams, reflecting thirty years later on why Congress had 

still not established a national monument to George Washington, concluded that democracy was, 

by its very nature, iconoclastic. The iconoclasm these men described was not mere rhetoric: it 

was a structural disposition that Savage shows consistently defeated congressional authorization 

through the mid-nineteenth century.12 Before proceeding to the chapters that follow, the term 

likeness requires a brief definition, since it carries substantially more weight in late eighteenth-

century usage than in modern art-historical writing. For Ceracchi's contemporaries, a likeness 

was not simply a faithful reproduction of features. It was understood to be a composite 

construction in which the configuration of the face, the carriage of the head, the expression of the 

mouth and eyes, and the underlying physiognomic structure together disclosed the moral and 

intellectual character of the sitter. The painter John Trumbull and the historian William Dunlap, 

both of whom knew Washington personally, judged Ceracchi's marble bust a more accurate 

likeness than Houdon's celebrated Richmond statue, with Dunlap writing in his History that 

Houdon's Washington was "not so good a likeness as Ceracchi's bust in marble the size of life."13 

The Massachusetts Washington Monument Association's John Lowell, writing of Sir Francis 

 
12 Kirk Savage, Monument Wars: Washington, D.C., the National Mall, and the Transformation of the Memorial 

Landscape (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009), 1-4, 25-26. For Macon’s 1800 speech, see Annals of 

Congress, House of Representatives, 6th Cong., 2nd sess., December 5, 1800, 803, cited in Savage, Monument 

Wars, 1. For Adams’s observation, see John Quincy Adams, Memoirs of John Quincy Adams, ed. Charles Francis 

Adams (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1874), 8:433, cited in Savage, Monument Wars, 1. 
13 Albert Ten Eyck Gardner, "A Fragment of a Lost Monument," Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 7, no. 7 

(1949): 194, quoting William Dunlap, History of the Rise and Progress of the Arts of Design in the United States 

(1834). Trumbull's exhibition note for Ceracchi's colossal plaster bust at the American Academy of Fine Arts, also 

preserved by Gardner, defends the likeness against viewers who claimed it did not resemble Washington despite 

never having seen him in person. 
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Chantrey's later Washington statue, articulated the eighteenth-century distinction with unusual 

clarity: it was not "sufficient that the statue should be an ideal representation of his character, it 

should resemble his person." Lowell then conceded that "there is no point in which men differ so 

much as in their opinions of resemblances," acknowledging that likeness was understood to 

operate on two levels at once, the outward physical and the inward characterological, and that 

competent judges might disagree about which features carried which kinds of evidence.14 This 

double register, in which the surface of the face was read as a transcript of inner character, 

derived from the physiognomic theory codified in Johann Caspar Lavater's Essays on 

Physiognomy, first published in German in the 1770s and translated into English by Thomas 

Holcroft in 1789, with an abridged American edition appearing in 1794. As Brandon Brame 

Fortune has shown in her study of Charles Willson Peale's portrait gallery, Lavater's framework 

saturated American thinking about portraiture during precisely the years of Ceracchi's American 

campaigns.15 Peale owned Lavater's Aphorisms on Man and annotated it; he described his 

portrait of John Page in explicitly Lavaterian terms, as expressing "firmness and stability"; and 

Fortune demonstrates that Peale subtly shaped his museum portraits to bring out features Lavater 

associated with virtue: a firm mouth, a clearly arched brow, a full receding forehead as a mark of 

great intellect, a faint smile read as benevolence and rational concern for the public good.16 This 

 
14 Ralph E. Lieberman, "Sir Francis Chantrey's Monument to George Washington in the Boston State House," Art 

Bulletin 71, no. 2 (1989): 266, quoting John Lowell's letter in the Boston Daily Advertiser. Lowell's distinction 

between "ideal representation of his character" and resemblance to "his person" articulates the two-level structure of 

eighteenth-century likeness with unusual self-consciousness. 
15 Brandon Brame Fortune, "Charles Willson Peale's Portrait Gallery: Persuasion and the Plain Style," Word & 

Image 6, no. 4 (1990): 318–320. On Lavater's reception in America, including the New Haven Gazette extract of 

1786, the Columbian Magazine engravings of Washington and Franklin from Lavater (March 1788), and the 

abridged American edition of 1794, see Fortune, 319 
16 Fortune, "Peale's Portrait Gallery," 319–320. Peale's portrait of John Page, his diary references to Lavaterian 

readings of his son-in-law Alexander Robinson and of Indian sitters whose features he sent to Jefferson in 1806, and 

the recurring physiognomic features (firm mouth, clearly arched brow, receding forehead, faint benevolent smile) 
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Lavaterian framework supplies the missing piece between Nodelman's Roman vocabulary and 

Brilliant's relational dynamic: it identifies the specific eighteenth-century interpretive register in 

which American observers read the faces of their leaders. Dunlap's praise of Ceracchi's likeness 

is not, on this account, an aesthetic preference for one sculptor over another. It is a judgment that 

Ceracchi's bust disclosed Washington's character through the configuration of the lower face and 

the expression of the mouth, the very features Lavater identified as bearing the firmest evidence 

of moral disposition. The semiotic mismatch this thesis traces is therefore not a mismatch about 

likeness in the narrow sense of resemblance. Ceracchi could and did produce likenesses his 

American sitters and their friends praised. The mismatch concerned the surrounding visual 

rhetoric, the costume, the format, the medium, and the iconographic apparatus, in which those 

likenesses were embedded. 

IV. Chapter Overview 

In chapter one, I establish Ceracchi’s early artistic output, first during his initial training in 

Rome, then in London, and finally in more professional settings across various European courts. 

I trace his successes through certain busts in Vienna and Munich, and through the lost busts from 

Amsterdam that led to the van der Capellen monument, to lay the groundwork for demonstrating 

that his American strategies were rational extensions of proven professional practice. I consider 

the training he received under lesser-known artists. I examine earlier sculptures by Agostino 

Carlini, specifically, and then turn to a comparative analysis of both artists’ work created in 

London during the 1780s to better establish and partly redefine Ceracchi’s classical style. 

 
Fortune identifies in the museum portraits of Page, Jefferson, and John Quincy Adams establish the framework as an 

active interpretive practice rather than a theoretical commitment. 
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In chapter two, I reconstruct the narrative of Ceracchi’s first American trip, examining his 

strategy for his Congressional proposal and the accompanying portrait busts. I analyze his 

interactions with Washington at the Tuesday evening levees, his modeling sessions with the 

President, and his presentation of the equestrian monument design to Congress. Special attention 

is given to the debate over costume choice, the preference for modern versus antique dress in 

public portraiture, and how Ceracchi’s severely Roman style created friction with emerging 

American aesthetic preferences, as exemplified by Houdon’s success with contemporary dress. I 

examine Ceracchi’s second American trip, during which he returned with his family and shifted 

from Congressional appropriations to a subscription-based funding model, drawing on precedent 

in Amsterdam. I analyze the subscription circular, responses from various Founders, and the 

strategy’s ultimate failure. 

In chapter three, I examine the portrait busts as autonomous art objects. I argue that these busts 

served multiple functions—as strategic gifts, as subscription incentives, as liquidated assets, and 

ultimately as autonomous works of art that continue to shape our understanding of the Founding 

generation. The busts’ survival and continued significance demonstrate that Ceracchi’s artistic 

achievement transcended the patronage system that rejected his monumental ambitions. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

EUROPEAN TRAINING AND 

COURT SUCCESS 

(1751–1790) 

To establish Ceracchi’s situation and artistic capacity at the time of his arrival in the American 

States, this chapter will lay the groundwork for his attempts to secure commissions there by 

tracing the development of his classical style, which first emerged in London in the 1770s, and 

by examining his subsequent continental successes in Vienna and Amsterdam in the 1780s. 

Understanding Ceracchi’s European career is essential for appreciating the sophistication of his 

American strategies and for recognizing that his ultimate “failure” in America cannot be 

attributed to artistic incompetence or naive presumption. 

I. Roman Formation (1751-1773) 

Born in Rome in 1751, Ceracchi was the son of a goldsmith, and it was his father propelled his 

initial training in the fine arts. His father apparently recognized his talent and apprenticed him to 

the sculptor Tommaso Righi, who instructed Ceracchi to create small models of the most 

important sculptures in Rome, both ancient and modern.17 This practice enabled a sculptor to 

transition from small-scale models to larger, more monumental works. It also instilled in 

Ceracchi a sensibility for the Renaissance and Baroque masters. Righi’s most prominent 

commission, the marble and stucco funerary monument to Carlo Pio Balestra at the Church of 

 
17 Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: The Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” 195-196. 



14 

 

Santi Luca e Martina in the Roman Forum (Figure 1), exemplifies the late Baroque tradition of 

combining portraiture with allegorical figures in a unified monumental program, precisely the 

compositional logic that Ceracchi would later pursue. That Ceracchi’s earliest training consisted 

of copying the most important sculptures in Rome under Righi’s direction meant that his eye was 

focused initially on antique and Renaissance models before he was introduced to contemporary 

styles, producing a sculptor whose formal instincts were rooted in the expressive physicality of 

older traditions even as his mature style adopted the controlled poses of the neoclassical idiom. A 

letter to his friend and intellectual Abate Giovanni Cristoforo Amaduzzi underscores this point, 

as Amaduzzi notes that Ceracchi singled out the drapery of Gian Lorenzo Bernini’s figure of 

Carità in his Urban VIII (Figure 2) tomb at St. Peter’s for its insight into his artistic foundations 

and aesthetic ideals.18 

To understand the significance of this preference, it is worth considering Bernini’s Carità, carved 

in white Carrara marble. She is a standing figure actively wrestling with two infants, her drapery 

pulled taut across the torso and cascading in deeply undercut, dramatically billowing folds that 

create strong contrasts of light and shadow across the surface. For a young sculptor to single out 

this element as excellent reveals that Ceracchi may have understood drapery not as merely 

ornament but as a conveyor of emotional intensity. This sensibility would later manifest directly 

in the animated togas and paludamenta of his portraiture. 

With his family’s financial support, Ceracchi was able to attend the prestigious Accademia del 

Nudo, which was then part of the Accademia di San Luca. The longstanding president of the 

 
18 Matteo Borchia. “Gli Epistolari Come Fonti per Lo Studio Delle Arti Nel Settecento: Le Lettere Di Giuseppe 

Ceracchi a Giovanni Cristofano AMaduzi.” 2011. Studi Sul Settecento Romano, 231-43. 
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Accademia, Andrea Bergondi, took an interest in Ceracchi and tutored him while he was there. 

Working entirely in the Baroque idiom, Bergondi is most known for sculpting specific figures of 

the Trevi Fountain (Figure 3). This training may have helped develop the young artist’s Baroque 

flourishes, which Ceracchi would later incorporate into his neoclassical work.19 Bergondi’s 

contribution to the Trevi Fountain, a bas-relief depicting the legendary maiden guiding Roman 

soldiers to the source of the Acqua Vergine, demonstrates the late Baroque practice of embedding 

historical and allegorical narrative into public sculptural programs through composition.20 

Training under Bergondi while he was actively completing this program in the 1760s would have 

given the young Ceracchi direct exposure to the practical conventions of large-scale allegorical 

public sculpture, informing the structured symbolic vocabulary he later deployed in his proposed 

Washington monument, with its four colossal groups of Mars, Apollo, Nature, and Minerva 

arranged in precisely this kind of civic allegorical program. Though Ceracchi is consistently 

identified as a neoclassicist, his formative years in Rome instilled in his style a Baroque bravura 

that defined his later works, especially in his ability to portray his sitters with lifelike facial 

expressions.21 

Ceracchi concluded his time at the school by winning a competition prize for his sculptural work 

in 1771, which enabled him to tour Italian cities, including Milan and Florence. In Florence, the 

Albani family commissioned him to model likenesses, documented but now lost, and where he 

met Horace Mann, who may have helped Ceracchi establish himself in London.22 

 
19 Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: The Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” 196. 
20 Hereward Lester Cooke. “The Documents Relating to the Fountain of Trevi.” The Art Bulletin 38, no. 3 (1956): 

149–73. 
21 Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: The Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” 195-196. 
22 Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 142. Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: The Roman Sculptor Giuseppe 

Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” 196. 
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II. The London Period (1773-1779) 

By 1773, Ceracchi had established his residence in the British capital, where he twice attempted 

to gain admission to the Royal Academy but was unsuccessful.23 Despite exhibiting at the Royal 

Academy from 1776 to 1779 and producing Sir Joshua Reynolds’s only life-portrait bust, 

Ceracchi received only four votes when nominated for Associate membership and failed on two 

successive attempts.24 The same year as his second rejection, he also failed to win the 

commission for a proposed monument to William Pitt the Elder. One possible explanation for his 

rejections is structural: the Royal Academy was founded in part to elevate British art and artists, 

and a foreign-born sculptor working in a severely Roman idiom may have occupied an 

uncomfortable position in an institution whose identity was bound up with Georgian nationalism, 

despite its international membership. That his Italian mentor and founding Academician 

Agostino Carlini could not secure him enough votes to pass even the Associate threshold 

indicates that Ceracchi’s style and temperament placed him outside the Academy. 

However, he ultimately established himself as a skilled sculptor and secured significant 

commissions. He was employed at various times by Lord Shelburne and Lord Temple, as well as 

by the brothers Robert and James Adams and by William Chambers. Most significantly, he began 

lodging with and apprenticing under Agostino Carlini, an Italian expatriate first recorded as a 

sculptor in London in 1762, who later joined the Royal Academy as a founding member. This 

relationship with Carlini helped Ceracchi develop a distinct style, formulated through the 

 
23 Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: The Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” 196-198. 
24 J.T. Smith, Nollekens and His Times, vol. 2 (London: Henry Colburn, 1828), 116-121; Wolfe, “Championing 

Liberty: The Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” 199-200. Smith records that Ceracchi 

received only four votes on two successive nominations for Associate membership. 
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aesthetics he had learned in Rome and adapted temporarily to the demands of Georgian 

neoclassicism.25 

To better understand the stylistic attributes Ceracchi absorbed from Carlini, we must first 

examine Carlini’s work. One scholar has recently written about and identified several of Carlini’s 

surviving sculptures26. Among these works, the most relevant to this argument are a monument 

to the well-known physician Joshua Ward (Figure 4), a plaster model of George III housed at the 

Royal Academy (Figure 5), a marble bust of George III (Figure 6), and a memorial to Lady 

Bingley in the Bramham Park Chapel. The life-sized, full-length portrait of Joshua Ward depicts 

the doctor in contrapposto, with his weight on his right foot and his left leg extended. Elements 

such as the wig, the lace cuffs, and the facial features are broadly carved rather than executed in 

fine detail, suggesting that it is large enough to be seen from a distance. The bust of George III is 

slightly larger than life-sized and shows the king in loose classical drapery, looking slightly 

upward to his left. Completed in 1773, both works exemplify certain details (loose curls, a heavy 

jaw, and a muscular neck) that are delicately rendered and demonstrate Carlini’s skill in carving 

marble. His funerary monument to Lady Bingley (Figure 7), completed in 1776, exemplifies the 

sculptor’s skill in depicting the female form, seen also in the personification of Fame (Figure 8). 

Fame is a slender female figure draped in loose drapery, holding a laurel wreath. Her hair is 

tightly coiled and seemingly pinned atop her head, in contrast to the loose ringlets that twist 

down the nape of her neck and drape gracefully over her shoulder. These sculptures, completed 

during Ceracchi’s time under Carlini’s tutelage, serve as valuable examples that likely informed 

 
25 Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: The Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” 198-199. 
26 Marjorie Trusted, “A Man of Talent: Agostino Carlini,” Part II, Burlington Magazine 135, no. 1080 (March 1993): 

190-201. 
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Ceracchi’s later style. Ceracchi, who would have seen these commissions at various stages of 

completion, absorbed stylistic elements that would characterize his mature work: the careful 

handling of drapery and the classical treatment of his subjects’ physiognomy. Ceracchi also saw 

how Carlini had success with different styles depending on the commission—neoclassical 

elements successfully defined his depictions of George III at the Royal Academy, and the Joshua 

Ward monument exemplifies the baroque tendency to depict sitters in an animated manner. 

Two works by Ceracchi from this period demonstrate his debt to Carlini’s style: a bust of Sir 

Joshua Reynolds (Figure 9) and a full-length sculptural portrait of Anne Seymour Damer as the 

Muse of Sculpture (Figure 10). A comparison of Carlini’s George III and Ceracchi’s Sir Joshua 

Reynolds bust reveals similarities in the drapery, hair, general form, and the arrangement of the 

upturned head and mouth. A similar comparison of hair, drapery, and general form can be made 

between Ceracchi’s Anne Seymour Damer and Carlini’s Lady Bingley and Fame. 

The time he spent living with and studying under Carlini led directly to Ceracchi’s 1778 

contribution of two figures, Valor and Moderation, carved in Portland stone for the Strand façade 

of Sir William Chambers’ Somerset House (Figure 11, Figure 12, Figure 13), one of the most 

significant public building projects in Georgian London.27 Carlini, who was occupied with the 

broader sculptural program and had doubtless recommended his younger colleague, carved the 

companion pair, Justice and Prudence (Figure 14, 15), the two inner figures, for the same façade. 

This placed Ceracchi in a collaborative program that also included Joseph Nollekens, John 

Bacon, and John Flaxman, a roster of sculptors who represented the premier tier of British 

 
27 Trusted, “A Man of Talent: Agostino Carlini,” Part II, 198. Trusted confirms that Ceracchi (1751-1802) lodged 

with Carlini and almost certainly obtained the Somerset House commission through him; Treasury accounts show 

both were paid in 1778. 
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neoclassical practice. The commission is significant not only because it confirms Ceracchi’s 

practical standing in the London art world despite his Royal Academy rejections, but also 

because it gave him direct experience producing sculptures for a civic, government-facing 

architectural context, a format he would later attempt to incorporating with his Washington 

monument proposal. 

Ceracchi’s London years proved lucrative in ways beyond artistic training. The Royal Academy 

circles introduced him to a network of artists, diplomats, and aristocrats that would provide 

crucial connections for his subsequent European and American ventures. His work on the 

Somerset House façade with Carlini demonstrated his capacity for monumental architectural 

decoration. His encounters with Americans in London, including possibly Copley, West, and 

members of the diplomatic community, may have planted the seeds of his later transatlantic 

ambitions. His departure in 1779, although rather sudden, provided new opportunities for 

patronage elsewhere in Europe.28 

III. Vienna and the Von Lacy Bust (1779-1784) 

After his time in England, Ceracchi quickly secured patronage in Habsburg Vienna, where he 

met his future wife, Thérèse Schliesshan. To understand Ceracchi’s successful strategy to gain 

new commissions, it is important to note the specific historical and political context he 

encountered in Vienna. 

 
28 Wolfe, “Championing Libety: The Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” ; Desportes, 

“Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 141, records that Ceracchi’s London departure was precipitated by debt and that 

he had arrived in Vienna by around 1779. 
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The War of the Bavarian Succession (1778–1779) was the defining military and diplomatic 

episode of Ceracchi’s stay in Vienna. When Maximilian Joseph, the last Wittelsbach ruler of 

Bavaria, died without an heir in December 1777, Emperor Joseph II sought to annex the territory, 

triggering a Prussian-Saxon alliance determined to block Habsburg expansion. The conflict was 

resolved inconclusively by the Treaty of Teschen in May 1779, under which Maria Theresa 

returned most of Bavaria to Karl Theodore, while Austria retained a small strip of land called the 

Innviertel. This left Karl Theodore as Elector of a unified Palatinate-Bavaria, and the broader 

question of German territorial consolidation remained unresolved but was momentarily stable.29 

During his Vienna years, Ceracchi moved within a remarkably tight circle of figures, including 

several of the principal architects of Habsburg policy during the War of the Bavarian Succession. 

He lodged in the townhouse of Prince Wenzel-Anton von Kaunitz-Rietberg, the Imperial 

Chancellor who had orchestrated Habsburg foreign policy for decades and managed the 

diplomatic maneuvering surrounding the Bavarian crisis alongside Joseph II.30 The Emperor 

himself allegedly sat for Ceracchi, though the bust is now lost.31 Ceracchi also produced the 

busts of two men Joseph had appointed to command his armies in the field: Franz Moritz von 

Lacy, the president of the Court War Council and a politically indispensable figure in Vienna, 

trusted by both Joseph and Maria Theresa at a moment of dynastic estrangement; and Ernst 

Gideon von Laudon, the veteran field marshal whose aggressive battlefield reputation made him 

 
29 For the War of the Bavarian Succession and the Treaty of Teschen (1779), see Karl Otmar von Aretin, Heiliges 

Römisches Reich 1776-1806 (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1967); and H.M. Scott, The Birth of a Great Power System 1740-

1815 (Harlow: Pearson, 2006), 157-162. For Lacy and Laudon’s roles in the campaign, see Oskar Regele, 

Feldmarschall Loudon: Sein Leben und Wirken (Vienna: Herold, 1958). 
30 Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 143. 
31 Jonathan Singerton, “All in His Hands,” Botstiber Institute for Austrian-American Studies (blog), February 25, 

2019, https://botstiberbiaas.org/all-in-his-hands/. 
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the natural counterweight to Lacy’s more cautious strategic instincts. That Ceracchi secured 

portrait commissions from the Chancellor, the Emperor, and both commanding generals of the 

Bavarian campaign was not accidental; it reflects a sculptor who adeptly navigated patronage 

networks, particularly when in proximity to military men and national heroes. His success with 

classically minded busts of Marshal Lacy (Figure 16) and Field Marshal Laudon (Figure 17) 

further established Ceracchi within the Habsburg network. 

The Marshal Lacy bust differs from his previous work, particularly in the costume, which 

provides his sitter with articulated armor rather than a simple drape. The choice of hairstyle, a 

closely cropped cut that is relatively flat in appearance, perhaps reflecting the sitter’s actual hair, 

is less dynamic and more classically calm than in his London work. Still, the most prominent 

difference is the shift from a simple toga to a complex costume incorporating a breastplate, 

braided sleeves, and a cape. This indicates that Ceracchi was carefully attuned to antiquarian and 

archaeological references and drew on his firsthand knowledge of Rome’s vast collections of 

armor and busts. The von Lacy bust presents a heavily articulated Habsburg military costume 

with a decorated breastplate depicting a serpent motif and braided sleeves visible beneath the 

layered cape. The surface is animated with details that projects the ceremonial identity of a court 

officer. In comparison, the Laudon bust retreats to a far simpler arrangement of a plain 

paludament draped across the shoulder and chest. Ceracchi was apparently able to shift between 

modes of representation, depending on the needs of the needs. The success of these busts led to 
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the commission of two replicas and likely prompted the Marshal to assist Ceracchi in gaining 

future patrons.32 

In April 1783, Count von Lacy prompted Dr. Jan Igenhousz, an intellectual and friend of 

Benjamin Franklin, to write a letter to Franklin on Ceracchi’s behalf, inquiring if Franklin would 

help the sculptor to find work sculpting monuments in the new republic.33 Franklin politely 

responded that, broadly speaking, America did not have the financial means at present to fund 

large public works.34 The timing is striking. Three months after Franklin's reply, Congress passed 

its August 7, 1783 resolution authorizing an equestrian statue of Washington to be erected "at the 

place where the residence of Congress shall be established," to be executed "by the best artist in 

Europe, under the superintendence of the Minister of the United States at the Court of 

Versailles," with funds "to defray the expense of the same" to "be furnished from the treasury of 

the United States."35 The resolution was specific about iconography, prescribing the bronze 

figure, the Roman dress, the truncheon and laurel wreath, the marble pedestal with bas-reliefs of 

five named battles, and the dedicatory inscription, but its operational provisions named no sum, 

fixed no appropriation, and identified no disbursing officer; the funding was sourced in the 

abstract and the supervisory authority assigned to a diplomatic post that would dissolve when 

Jefferson left France in 1789. Franklin's caution to Igenhousz was, in this sense, vindicated by 

the very resolution that Ceracchi would later treat as an open commission. This letter marks the 

culmination of Ceracchi's success in Vienna and the beginning of his transatlantic network-

 
32 Montanari, Della Vita e delle Opere di Giuseppe Ceracchi, 13-14; Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 

141-142. 
33 Igenhousz to Benjamin Franklin, April 29, 1783, Founders online. 
34 Benjamin Franklin to Jan Igenhousz, May 16, 1783, Founders online. 
35 Journals of the Continental Congress, 1774–1789, ed. Gaillard Hunt (Washington: GPO, 1922), 24:494–95, 

https://archive.org/details/journals-of-the-continental-congress-1774-1789-vol-24-jan-1-aug-29-1783. 
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building as his sights turned toward the emerging government in America, a process that 

demonstrates an early strategic sophistication. 

IV. The Amsterdam Monument and Subscription Model (1784-

1789) 

By late 1784, Ceracchi was in Amsterdam, energetically pursuing commissions, perhaps with 

introductions from Dr. Jan Ingenhousz, a close friend of Marshal Lacy.36 Here, he secured his 

first monumental work, a large statuary group dedicated to the recently deceased Baron Joan 

Derk van der Capellen tot den Pol (Figure 18). Capellen was an ardent revolutionary who 

fervently supported the American cause from the Netherlands. The political situation in 

Amsterdam was tense during the 1780s. The Dutch Patriot movement, a coalition of reformist 

republicans of which Capellen was one, rose against the hereditary authority of Stadtholder 

William V of Orange, briefly seizing power before being crushed in 1787 when Prussian troops 

intervened to restore William, sending the Patriot leadership into exile in France. Though 

Capellen was not in charge during the movement’s peak, he was one of the movement’s key 

ideological founders, particularly through his 1781 pamphlet Aan het Volk van Nederland (“To 

the People of the Netherlands”), which is essentially the Dutch equivalent of Thomas Paine’s 

Common Sense.37 

 
36 Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 141-142; the Ingenhousz-Lacy connection is established Desportes 

article as well, which identifies Ignaz Born and Jan Ingenhousz apart of the Masonic network linking Ceracchi’s 

Viennese circle to Franklin and the Dutch Patriots. 
37 Lina Weber. “The Problem of National Debt in Dutch Republican Thought: Joan Derk van Der Capellen and Elie 

Luzac.” In Discourses of Decline: Essays on Republicanism in Honor of Wyger R.E. Velema, edited by Joris 

Oddens, Mart Rutjes, and Arthur Weststeijn. Brill, 2022. For a comparison to Common Sense, see Jeremy Popkin, 

“Dutch Patriots, French Philosophes, and the Origins of the Batavian Republic,” in The Age of Revolution in Europe 

and the Atlantic World, ed. J.W. Schulte Nordholt (Leiden: Brill, 1992). 
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By the spring of 1785, Ceracchi signed a contract that drew subscriptions from several 

committees across the Dutch Republic. This was Ceracchi’s first known commission for a large-

scale work, and the subscription model he used would become the template for his later 

American efforts. To fund the project, Ceracchi initially orchestrated a successful subscription 

campaign by building coalitions, modeling busts of prominent men in Amsterdam, and securing 

their long-term financial support. The strategy was rational and professionally sophisticated: 

portrait busts served as demonstrations of artistic capability, relationship-building tools, and 

incentives for subscription investment. It mirrored how other sculptors, such as Jean-Antoine 

Houdon, operated—cultivating relationships in Paris with philosophes and Enlightenment figures 

through portrait sittings before being recommended for major commissions. These portrait 

sessions provided an opportunity to showcase talent rather than merely supplementing a business 

transaction.38 

With a contract signed by Capellen’s supporters, Ceracchi returned to Rome and worked from his 

studio. The Capellen monument, now housed at the Borghese Gardens, adheres to the 

neoclassical style and yet shows the unavoidable markers of his Baroque exuberances. The 

sculptor depicted Capellen in an energetic Roman toga carved with fluid lines that animate the 

figure’s stable pose. From its intended placement high above the viewer, the figures imposing 

gaze would dominate the monument. By August 1789, he had received a considerable portion of 

the agreed price and wrote to the contract managers about the project’s completion. At that point, 

however, the project failed, though not through any fault of Ceracchi’s. The deteriorating 

 
38 McInnis, “Revisiting Cincinnatus,” on Houdon’s cultivation of networks through portrait sittings before receiving 

major commissions; see Ulysse Desportes, “Ceracchi’s Design for a Monument,” Art Quarterly 26 (1963): 475–488. 

for the Amsterdam subscription as a direct precedent for Ceracchi’s American strategy. 
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political situation among Capellen’s supporters forced them to flee to France, leaving them 

unable or unwilling to collect the sculptures.39 This failure was instructive in ways Ceracchi may 

not have fully appreciated at the time. The Amsterdam project demonstrated both the potential 

and the vulnerability of the subscription model: he could fund monumental work without 

government appropriation, but his success depended on the continued stability and solvency of 

subscribers, a dependency that would prove equally problematic in the American context. Still, 

Ceracchi received the full stipulated price of 30,000 florins agreed to in the contract despite the 

Capellen supporter’s inability to collect the finished monument. 

After his time in Amsterdam, Ceracchi unsuccessfully sought commissions from the Elector 

Palatine, Prince Karl Theodore, in Munich, a connection he likely cultivated during his earlier 

stay in Vienna. During the late 1770s and early 1780s, Karl Theodore’s government maintained 

active diplomatic relations with Joseph II and the Habsburg court in Vienna, where Ceracchi had 

been living under the patronage of von Kaunitz-Rietberg. The sculptor modeled the Elector’s 

portrait in wax during his return from Amsterdam to Rome after his unsuccessful pursuit of 

Dutch subscribers. Once back in Rome, he created a marble bust (Figure 19) based on the 

original and sent it to the Elector, along with a small, now-lost model of a proposed monument 

commemorating the unification of the Bavarian and Palatine States. Whether this was 

unprompted or stipulated before his departure from Munich remains unknown. 

Ceracchi sculpted the Elector’s bust with a stylized coiffure that departs from the Imperial style 

of his Capellen statue and returns to the calmer, more reserved style of Marshal Lacy, perhaps 

reflecting a preference for the sitter’s natural hairstyle, as is supposed of the Lacy bust. The plain 

 
39 Desportes, “Ceracchi’s Design for a Monument,” 485. 
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Roman cuirass, covered with an energetically carved toga, seems to have served as the model for 

the costume Ceracchi would use in subsequent marble busts. Unfortunately, the monument 

model was destroyed in transit. However, the bust was intact, and whatever its reception, it 

prompted a friend in the Elector’s court to write a letter in reply, informing Ceracchi that Karl 

Theodore needed “more cannons than columns, more regiments than statues.”40 

  

 
40 Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 144-147. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE FIRST AMERICAN CAMPAIGN (1791–1792), 

EUROPEAN INTERLUDE (1793), AND THE 

SECOND AMERICAN CAMPAIGN (1794–1795) 

Frustrated by his meager commissions in Europe and aware of the Congressional resolution 

authorizing a monument to George Washington, Ceracchi departed for America in March 1791. 

This chapter traces his first American campaign, examining his strategy for Congressional 

proposals, his access to Washington through the Tuesday evening levees, and the portrait-bust 

campaign that accompanied his monumental ambitions. Understanding this period requires 

attention to both Ceracchi’s strategic sophistication and the structural obstacles he encountered, 

obstacles that were not necessarily tied to artistic competence. This chapter also examines both 

series of terracotta portraits that Ceracchi shipped back to Europe and the subsequent marble 

objects carved on their likenesses. These are argued to be understood both as part of and as 

separate from the artist’s attempts to secure significant public commissions in the United States. 

I. Arrival and Initial Strategy Access to Washington: The Tuesday 

Evening Levees 

Upon arriving in Philadelphia, Ceracchi somehow managed to arrange meetings with President 

Washington, hoping to ingratiate himself with the administration’s members and secure 

commissions. The longer he lived in Philadelphia, the more determined he became to secure 

these commissions and the more astute he grew at devising strategies to fund his projects. He 

waged a campaign to secure support through interactions with powerful men, including 
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Alexander Hamilton, John Jay, George Clinton, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and George 

Washington. The relationship that developed between Ceracchi and these politicians sheds light 

on the evolving rules of engagement for an artist seeking a federal commission from officials in 

the United States. 

On July 29, 1791, Ceracchi wrote to Thomas Jefferson, describing the honor he felt in designing 

the “glorious subject” of his soon-to-be-proposed monument, and stating that he would not 

reproach himself for “the time, nor the sums I use for this effect because my comfortable 

circumstances can easily make up for one, and for the other.” The “comfortable circumstances” 

Ceracchi referred to were most likely secured by the initial payments from the aborted Joan Derk 

van der Capellen commission.41 

Ceracchi’s plan to gain favor with influential people culminated in what was undoubtedly the 

pinnacle of his first American trip. In two letters dated July 31 and August 12, 1791, Ceracchi 

informs his Roman contact, Amaduzzi, of his progress and of the sculptor’s growing influence.42 

He had established himself well enough with the political elite in Philadelphia to be invited “on 

Tuesday evenings” to a club of ministers and distinguished people. 

President Washington’s Tuesday levees were a carefully structured institution of the new 

republican government, designed to balance accessibility with executive dignity. During his 

presidency, Washington hosted levees for men only on Tuesday afternoons between 3:00 and 

4:00, receiving guests with a formal bow rather than a handshake, dressed in a black velvet suit, 

 
41 Ceracchi to Jefferson, July 29, 1791. Founders.gov https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-20-02-

0348. 
42 Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” 203. 
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yellow gloves, and a ceremonial hat.43 These gatherings served as a controlled point of access for 

the administration to diplomats, foreign dignitaries, members of Congress, and persons of note, 

such as artists. Senator William Maclay, who personally disliked the levees, nonetheless 

acknowledged that members of Congress and others conducted genuine political business on 

these occasions. This made attendance less a social pleasure than a professional necessity for 

anyone seeking influence in Philadelphia.44 The levees were already a source of political 

controversy: the National Gazette, the leading voice of the Democratic-Republican opposition, 

criticized Washington’s levees as uncomfortably reminiscent of European royal courts, an 

accusation that would resonate with the suspicions Ceracchi’s own gift-giving strategy, and 

stylistic tendencies, would later provoke. It was into this charged ceremonial space that Ceracchi 

gained the access that would culminate in his securing Washington’s agreement to sit for three 

consecutive nights while Ceracchi modeled his physiognomy in terracotta.45 

How Ceracchi specifically convinced George Washington to sit for him remains a mystery. 

Washington's willingness to sit for Ceracchi was, by 1791, neither unusual nor reluctant. Six 

years earlier, writing to Francis Hopkinson regarding sittings for Robert Edge Pine, Washington 

described his own evolution from initial impatience to settled compliance: at first "as restive 

under the operation, as a Colt is of the Saddle," then submitting with "less flouncing," and finally 

yielding so readily that "no dray moves more readily to the Thill, than I do to the Painters 

 
43 Simon P Newman. “Principles or Men? George Washington and the Political Culture of National Leadership, 

1776-1801.” Journal of the Early Republic 12, no. 4 (1992): 477–507. 
44 Newman, “Principles or Men? George Washington and the Political Culture of National Leadership,” 486-487. 
45 Ceracchi’s attendance is inferred from his letters to Amaduzzi of July 31 and August 12, 1791 (cited in Desportes, 

“Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 144-145), in which he describes access to “a club of ministers and distinguished 

people” who met “on Tuesday evenings.” No direct record of a formal invitation to the presidential levees survives, 

but the description suggests that the levees are what Ceracchi referenced in his letters. 
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Chair."46 He attributed this transformation to "what habit & custom can effect." By the time 

Ceracchi arrived in Philadelphia, Washington had been a practiced sitter for at least six years, 

and the three sittings he granted the sculptor reflected an established personal accommodation 

rather than any special endorsement of the monument project. Other artists navigated this 

through careful social maneuvering: Gilbert Stuart built his way up through influential 

intermediaries, painting John Jay in 1794 and receiving a personal letter of introduction from Jay 

to Washington, before being introduced to the President at one of Martha Washington’s Friday 

evening drawing rooms. Even then, the actual sitting did not occur until the following autumn. 

Charles Willson Peale leveraged a long-standing relationship, having painted Washington from 

life more times than any other artist. Every successful artist obtained sittings through similar 

social infrastructure: drawing rooms, letters of introduction, and incremental access within the 

Philadelphia elite. Ceracchi operated within this system and probably used the Tuesday levees to 

approach administration officials such as Hamilton, Jay, Jefferson, and ultimately Washington 

himself. Thus, his strategy was not unusual, and perhaps with introductions from some earlier 

contact like Franklin, or John Adams, it was made possible to attend the levees.47 It followed the 

same logic, if not all the common infrastructure, as that employed by Stuart and Peale. No letters 

published to date explain how Ceracchi secured the sittings, though the levees remain the most 

likely means. 

 
46 George Washington to Francis Hopkinson, 16 May 1785, Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/04-02-02-0411. 
47 When Ceracchi sailed for the United States in October 1790, he carried a letter of introduction from Nicolaas and 

Jacob Van Staphorst and Nicolaas Hubbard, the Amsterdam bankers who managed the United States' Dutch loans, 

addressed to Vice President John Adams. See Nicolaas & Jacob Van Staphorst & Nicolaas Hubbard to John Adams, 

11 October 1790, Founders Online, National Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Adams/06-20-02-

0251.  
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The initial terracotta model is now lost, but the marble bust that Ceracchi later gifted to 

Washington survives (Figure 20). This bust closely resembles the bust of Elector Palatine Karl 

Theodore. It is an imperial-type portrait with a Caesarian coiffure, antique armor covered by a 

toga, and an upward gaze directed toward the heavens. The sculptor’s handling of the mouth and 

jaw has been widely praised, making it an essential piece of Washington iconography. The 

Roman veritas of the bust is accentuated by the upward movement of the neck and eyes. As a 

physiognomic portrait modeler, the sculptor was undoubtedly successful. This should have 

impressed Washington and those who saw the artist’s terracotta sketch, providing them with an 

early example of his skill that probably garnered further support for his monumental proposal. 

II. The Congressional Proposal 

The official notation in the House of Representatives’ records for October 31, 1791, includes the 

transcription that, under consideration, “A proposed memorial of Joseph [or Giuseppe] Ceracchi, 

A Roman sculptor, was presented to the house and read…Ordered, that the said memorial do lie 

upon the table.”48 Ceracchi’s model of the monument was presented as a written description. It 

would be centered on an equestrian statue of George Washington, cast in bronze, standing atop a 

rock at a height of sixty feet. At its base, it would be flanked by four main statuary groups 

depicting various allegorical scenes, each centered on an allegorical figure or figures, each 

fifteen feet tall.49 

 
48 Giuseppe Ceracchi to the United States Senate and House of Representatives, October 31, 1791, in The Papers of 

George Washington, Presidential Series, vol. 9, 23 September 1791–29 February 1792, ed. Mark A. Mastromarino 

(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2000), 133–135; Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-09-02-0075-0002. 
49 Ceracchi to U.S. Senate and House of Representatives, October 31, 1791, Papers of George Washington, 9:133–

135 
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Interestingly, Ceracchi’s choice of title for the proposal—A Monument Designed to Perpetuate 

the Memory of the American Revolution—provides early evidence of the artist’s attempts to 

navigate this new republican patronage system. As the name suggests, the monument was meant 

to encapsulate the entire Revolutionary saga, a program within which the Washington equestrian 

would be central.50 The first group Ceracchi describes as a reclining Mars surrounded by trophies 

of war yet restrained by an allegorical Policy, who offers him an olive branch to steer him away 

from further conflict. The second group centers on Apollo, accompanied by the muse of history, 

Clio, who records the events of the revolution and the birth of the new republic. A personification 

of America triumphant, holding both a scepter and a liberty cap, with a rattlesnake adorning her 

helmet and stars emblazoning her aegis, gazes outward over the sea from the coastline. In this 

same group, Nature emerges from a cave with one hand, “expressing from her ringlets the 

sources of rivers,” and is adorned with a crown of thirteen towers. The fourth group represents 

Minerva as patroness of the liberal arts and sciences, leaning on an Egyptian obelisk.51 

On the same day, Ceracchi wrote a letter enclosing the same description to George Washington, 

hoping to present his idea to both a “Friend and patron of the fine arts as well as to the President 

of the United States.” Ceracchi’s design for the monument was now proposed at several levels of 

government, with a written description presented to the Senate and to George Washington. He 

left a clay model of his monument, six feet high, for viewing at a local hotel. This model, or any 

description of it, does not survive.52 

 
50 See Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in Britain and in America,” 204-205, for 

an up to date discussion of the monument proposal. 
51 Ulysse Desportes, “Ceracchi’s Medallion Portrait of James Madison.” The Princeton University Library Chronicle 

24, no. 2 (1963): 108–20. 
52 Desportes, “Ceracchi’s Medallion Portrait of James Madison,” 112. 
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III. The Costume Debate and Stylistic Friction 

In his ambitious description of the monument, Ceracchi seems intent on proving his intellectual 

and artistic capability. To understand what Ceracchi presented to Congress in October 1791, it is 

necessary recount what he had absorbed over a lifetime of working in Rome’s monumental 

tradition. From his earliest training under Tommaso Righi, who instructed him to copy the most 

important sculptures of both ancient and modern Rome, Ceracchi internalized the city’s language 

of public commemoration. He had singled out the drapery of Bernini’s figure of Carità in the 

Urban VIII tomb at St. Peter’s for particular admiration, and his mentor at the Accademia di San 

Luca, Andrea Bergondi, had himself worked on the Trevi Fountain, one of the great Baroque 

architectural-sculptural ensembles in the city. The most dominant model for a multi-figure public 

monument on a Roman piazza, however, was Bernini’s Fountain of the Four Rivers in the Piazza 

Navona (Figure 21), completed in 1651: a towering obelisk rising from a rocky grotto, flanked 

by four colossal river gods emerging from caves and rocky outcroppings, each commanding a 

corner of the base with allegorical force. This formula, a central vertical element raised on a 

multi-figured base populated with allegorical personifications, rivers, and symbolic attributes, 

presaged the design Ceracchi would later employ in his Washington monument design. By the 

time Ceracchi worked alongside Carlini on the river god keystones at Somerset House in 

London, carving personifications of English rivers, the grammar of the multi-figured allegorical 

monument had become second nature to him. 

When Ceracchi presented his written proposal (Figure 22) to Congress and set a second copy for 

public viewing at a local hotel, he was not improvising in an unfamiliar idiom, he was deploying 

the most prestigious vocabulary of large-scale European public commemoration available to 
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him.53 That this vocabulary carried the unmistakable imprint of the Baroque, as one scholar has 

observed, made the design read “like a baroque theatrical machine,” a quality that was a mark of 

grandeur and ambition rather than excess, particularly within the Roman tradition Ceracchi 

inherited.54 The obelisk Minerva leans on, as well as the rivers flowing from the cave where 

Nature emerges, recall Bernini’s Fountain of the Four Rivers in the Piazza Navona. As with the 

energetic lines Ceracchi sculpted into the Capellen figure, he could not avoid the long shadow of 

the Baroque masters. In his description, he describes George Washington, at center, wearing “a 

chlamys over antique armor” to “combine elegance of taste with grandeur of conception,” and 

holding the Federal Constitution in his right hand.55 

The mythological, academic, and allegorical content he intended to convey in this large statuary 

group was characteristic of his training. Operating within the circles of elite patrons in high 

governmental positions, he also considered the antique costume intended for Washington the 

appropriate choice: a combination of elegance and grandeur. However, there was growing 

interest in deviating from this timeless costume. By the 1770s, painters such as the American 

expats Benjamin West and John Singleton Copley had begun to depict subjects in modern dress 

in their grand-manner history paintings. The same was true in sculpture, as Houdon had chosen a 

contemporary military uniform for his monument to George Washington (Figure 23), 

commissioned by the Virginia legislature. 

 
53 Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 143-147, on Ceracchi’s presentation of the terracotta model to 

Congress and display at a local Philadelphia hotel. 
54 Albert Ten Eyck Gardner, “Fragment of a Lost Monument,” Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, n.s., 6, no. 7 

(March 1948): 193. Gardner’s phrase “baroque theatrical machine” describes the monument’s design as conceived in 

the tradition of Roman Baroque spectacle rather than as a defect. 
55 Ceracchi to U.S. Senate and House of Representatives, October 31, 1791, Papers of George Washington, 9:133–

135 
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In January 1786, before Houdon began work on the Washington sculpture, Thomas Jefferson 

wrote to Washington inquiring about the “costume of the statue” and “whether there is any 

particular dress, or any particular attitude which you would rather wish to be adopted,” inviting 

Washington’s direct involvement in the final version of the statue. In reply, Washington wrote 

that owing to his “not having a sufficient knowledge in the art of sculpture” he would have 

“satisfaction with whatever may be judged decent and proper” by Houdon, but ventured to 

suggest that “a servile adherence to the garb of antiquity might not be altogether so expedient as 

some little deviation in favor of the modern custom, if I had not learnt from Colo. Humphreys 

that this was a circumstance hinted at in conversation by Mr. West to Houdon. This taste, which 

has been introduced in painting by West, I understand, is received with applause and prevails 

extensively.”56 

Washington’s preference for the “modern custom” was expressed six years before Ceracchi 

arrived in America. Yet throughout his adult life, his depictions in portraiture and history 

paintings adhered to this modern costume type, suggesting that the preference was not new. An 

iconographical friction between the Neoclassical costumes from antiquity used by Ceracchi and 

those favored by artists and patrons who preferred contemporary dress may have hindered his 

success with many prominent American politicians whom he needed to win over. This costume 

debate reveals a deeper semiotic problem: Ceracchi’s classical vocabulary. Prestigious in 

European court contexts, it carried ambiguous meanings in republican America, where classical 

imagery could signal either virtuous republicanism or dangerous monarchical pretension. It is 

 
56 George Washington to Thomas Jefferson, August 1, 1786, Founders Online. 
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certainly true that American artists in the 18th century tended not to depict their subjects in 

Roman armor and togas. 

The affirmative American alternative to Ceracchi's classical idiom was already taking shape in 

Philadelphia during the same years that Ceracchi was modeling his Washington bust. In the 

museum portrait gallery he began assembling around 1780, Charles Willson Peale was 

constructing a public commemorative project that ran parallel to Ceracchi's in scope and 

ambition, eventually housing more than two hundred likenesses of the worthies of the 

Revolution. What distinguished Peale's gallery was its deliberate stylistic register: a carefully 

cultivated plain style that signaled republican virtue precisely through its refusal of ornament, its 

compression of the format to the modest oval bust, and its insistence on veristic likeness rather 

than idealizing generalization. As Brandon Fortune has shown, Peale's plain style operated as 

both an aesthetic and a moral imperative, drawing on the same rhetorical category Hugh Blair 

theorized for republican prose and that American historians of the Revolution claimed for their 

narratives.57 The plain style signified truth through apparent stylelessness, and that signification 

of truth was what allowed Peale's portraits to perform their persuasive work as exemplars of 

republican character. Crucially, the plain style was not simple verism. It was verism inflected by 

the Lavaterian assumption that the unornamented face, faithfully transcribed, would disclose the 

inward firmness, benevolence, and intellect of the citizen depicted. Where the European great-

style portrait elevated its subject through the trappings of rank and a profusion of attributes, 

Peale's plain-style bust stripped these away and located civic identity in the legible physiognomy 

 
57 Fortune, "Charles Willson Peale's Portrait Gallery: Persuasion and the Plain Style," Word & Image 6, no. 4 (1990): 

308–309. 
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of the citizen. The format itself made an argument: by taking the bust, traditionally the modest, 

self-effacing alternative to the grand state portrait, and elevating it to the dominant format of his 

commemorative gallery, Peale produced a structurally republican visual vocabulary that worked 

within the same physiognomic assumptions Lavater had codified, but stripped of the courtly 

idiom Americans associated with monarchy.58 Ceracchi's marble busts operated in the opposite 

register on every variable that mattered. The medium was carved marble rather than oil on 

canvas, the treatment was heroic idealization rather than veristic transcription, the dress was the 

chlamys and breastplate rather than the plain coat, and the bearing was imperial gravitas rather 

than the unaffected ease of the citizen. The costume debate that surrounded Houdon's Virginia 

statue was therefore only the most visible surface of a deeper stylistic divergence. Peale's plain-

style portrait gallery was the visual rhetoric Americans were developing for themselves, and it 

operated by a logic that Ceracchi's classical idiom could not satisfy without ceasing to be itself. 

This is what makes Dunlap's praise of Ceracchi's likeness so revealing: even the American 

observers who judged the face itself a successful disclosure of Washington's character recognized 

that the surrounding apparatus, the toga, the diadem, the upturned head, was working against the 

visual register their own commemorative culture had begun to authorize. 

IV. The Portrait Bust Campaign 

Following his presentation to Congress, Ceracchi intensified his efforts through what might be 

termed a “soft diplomacy” of bust-making. This episode recalls his attempts in Europe to find 

 
58 Fortune, "Peale's Portrait Gallery," 317–319. On the inversion of the bust format from modest to dominant 

commemorative type, see especially 318: Peale "took a traditional form of portraiture that had been used in the 

eighteenth century for images of persons similar to his subjects in profession and social status, a type which was, in 

fact, more self-effacing than overtly grand, and inverted it." 



38 

 

work, especially during his 1785 Amsterdam subscription campaign, which led to the 

commission for the Capellen monument. Working in clay directly from life, he secured sittings 

with an extraordinary range of Philadelphia’s political elite. Thomas Jefferson (Figure 24), 

Alexander Hamilton (Figure 25), John Adams (Figure 26), James Madison (Figure 27), John Jay 

(Figure 28), George Clinton (Figure 29), and at least twenty other prominent men during his 

roughly eighteen-month first stay.59 The process was familiar to any sculptor trained in the 

European academic tradition: soft clay was worked directly from the sitting, built up and refined 

in one or more sessions, then fired in a kiln to produce durable terracotta forms. Once fired, the 

busts were portable, permanent records of the sitting. In this form, Ceracchi left many of them 

behind as gifts, strategically placed in the homes and offices of his most important political 

contacts. Not all of the busts were left as gifts, some were retained by Ceracchi, baked in a 

potter’s kiln, and shipped to Leghorn for forwarding to his Roman studio. In his July 1792 letter 

to Hamilton, written after his departure, Ceracchi described himself as “impatient to receive the 

clay that I had the satisfaction of forming from your witty and significant physiognomy,” a 

remark that reveals the practical reality of a sculptor who made transatlantic crossings. The fired 

terracotta busts were shipped separately back to Rome, where, between 1792 and 1794, he 

carved the marble versions that became the celebrated busts known today.60 

These portraits share much in style and detail with Ceracchi’s earlier bust of the Elector Palatine 

Karl Theodore and the Washington bust. The emphasis on accurate physiognomy, the similar 

 
59 Many examples of Ceracci’s work are unidentified or lost, including his portraits of Thomas Jefferson and John 

Adams. Included instead are busts done by prominent 18th century sculptors. 
60 Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America.” See footnotes 1 and 5, 174. Ceracchi describes himself as “impatient 

to receive the clay” of Hamilton’s physiognomy; context establishes the terracottas had been shipped separately to 

Leghorn for forwarding to his Roman studio. 
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flatness of the caesarian coiffure, the slight rightward tilt of the head, and the ancient Roman 

togas link the busts to a shared aesthetic, while the costumes differ markedly. Alexander 

Hamilton’s bust is the plainest, presented with just a leather strap across his chest; John Jay’s 

suggests a senatorial role; and Governor Clinton’s costume type grandiosely resembles that of an 

imperial military hero, like the Elector Palatine or Washington’s. 

The political utility of these busts became clear in March 1792, when Chief Justice John Jay 

wrote a letter of support (Figure 30, Figure 31), commending Ceracchi’s proposal for the 

equestrian monument to prospective subscribers in New York and attesting to both the quality of 

his work and the monument’s merit.61 Because Jay was among the most prominent voices 

associated with the Federalist faction, that he was willing to lend his name to the sculptor’s 

campaign in writing directly to one of the members of the Congressional committee deciding the 

fate of Ceracchi’s monument exemplifies the coalition-building Ceracchi had managed to 

cultivate during his months in Philadelphia. Hamilton, by then the most powerful financial 

minister in the federal government, had provided a similar letter of recommendation for New 

York, the financial capital of the country.62 Jefferson had lent his endorsement in turn writing an 

appeal directly to the Commissioners of the Federal District, the official group of men appointed 

by President Washington to “survey, define, and limit a district,” for the new federal city.63 In this 

letter, Jefferson bolsters Ceracchi’s position as the premier choice for the commission of a statue 

commemorating Washington and the American Revolution—“he is unquestionably an artist of 

the first class…it is pretty certain that the equestrian Statue of the President can never be 

 
61 John Jay to Egbert Benson, March 31, 1792, Founders Online. 
62 Alexander Hamilton to Richard Harison, March 7, 1792, Founders Online. 
63 For a detailed discussion of the commissioners, see William C. di Giacomantonio. “All the President’s Men: 

George Washington’s Federal City Commissioners.” Washington History 3, no. 1 (1991): 52–75. 
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executed, by an equal workman, who has had the equal advantages, and the question is whether a 

prudent caution will permit you to enter into any engagement now.”64 Jefferson also includes an 

alternative plan entirely with the “immediate appropriation of a number of lots to raise a sum of 

money for erecting a national monument,” and even suggests delaying any immediate payment 

for several years to alleviate the burden of funding so the proposal can more easily be agreed 

to.65 For a brief moment in early 1792, Ceracchi had assembled precisely the cross-partisan 

coalition of auspicious names that could have presaged some agreement to fund his monument. 

What he had not yet understood was that those names carried different obligations in a 

republican system than they would have at any European court: Jay’s, Jefferson’s, and 

Hamilton’s endorsements did not guarantee access to further support the way von Lacy’s 

recommendation had carried into Amsterdam, because no individual wielded direct power above 

the factions to translate endorsements into institutional action. 

Despite the bipartisan coalition that had gathered around Ceracchi, the artist’s actions in the 

public sphere drew ire. While he was navigating the social networks of Washington’s cabinet, 

Ceracchi quickly and brazenly modeled the portraits of two of the three committee members 

deciding the fate of his monument, Egbert Benson and William Smith, an act that may have 

drawn negative attention to his behavior. These models do not survive.66 He was also ridiculed 

for his written request to a notorious Congressman, Dr. Hugh Williamson. In this request, 

Ceracchi asked whether “[Congressman Williamson]…would sit for his bust, not on account of 

 
64 Thomas Jefferson to the Commissioners of the Federal District, April 9, 1792, Founders Online. 
65 Commissioners of the Federal District to Thomas Jefferson, April 11, 1792. In their response, the commissioners 

declined Jefferson’s proposal stating they were “of the opinion that in the application of the funds we ought to class 

our Work into Necessary, Useful, and Ornamental…[and] decline to go into that business [of the proposed 

Monument by Ceracchi].” 
66 Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 148-150. 
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getting [his] influence in favor of the National Monument…but merely on account of his 

distinguished character—that will produce honor to the artist, and may give to posterity the 

expressive features of the American Cato.”67 The congressman replied in a letter that “he could 

not possibly suppose that Mr. Ceracchi had offered such a compliment by way of a bribe, for the 

man in public station that could accept of a bribe, or betray his trust ought never have his 

likeness made, except from a block of wood”—suggesting that those who accept bribes while in 

public office should be decapitated.68 

The bust campaign of 1791-92 thus presents a study in contradictions. As a sculptor, Ceracchi 

demonstrated his capability: over thirty life sittings with significant figures in the new republic, 

terracottas that were praised for their physiognomic fidelity, and a Washington portrait that 

Jefferson would later call the finest likeness ever executed.69 As a political operator, however, the 

same months produced a string of miscalculations that eroded the goodwill the busts themselves 

had generated. The Williamson episode made Ceracchi appear either naive or manipulative, 

depending on who may have heard the story. Similar interpretive ambiguity plagued most of his 

campaign. Whether it was the presumptuous modeling of committee members, the language of 

the Emoluments Clause that made it difficult to accept without political cost, or the monument 

proposal that Congress tabled without debate, each misstep reinforced, to some degree, the 

impression of an artist who did not understand the rules of the system he was trying to enter. 

What the historical record obscures is that Ceracchi probably understood a version of those rules 

perfectly. They worked in Vienna, Amsterdam, and Munich. Ceracchi’s challenge was not 

 
67 David Hosack, Essays on Various Subjects of Medical Science, vol. 1 (New York: J. Seymour, 1824), 202–204, 

https://archive.org/details/essaysonvariouss01hosa/page/202/mode/2up. 
68 Hosack, Essays, 1:202–204. 
69 For a discussion of public appraisal of Ceracchi’s work, see Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 170-172. 
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ignorance, but cultural and visual misunderstanding—the same formula that built relationships in 

European court culture read as pressure, flattery, or potential bribery in republican Philadelphia. 

It was not a winning strategy. 

V. The Committee and Congressional Failure 

The institutional machinery through which Ceracchi’s proposal traveled was itself a structural 

obstacle. Earlier, on December 6, 1791, the Congress appointed a three-member committee, 

comprising Egbert Benson of New York, William Loughton Smith of South Carolina, and 

Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts, to consider means of carrying out the 1783 resolution 

authorizing a monument to Washington.70 The Senate, however, apparently never acted on the 

proposal, leaving the process dead at its second step. In the European courts to which Ceracchi 

was accustomed, a single individual could authorize or promote a commission into existence; in 

America, the same action required simultaneous consensus across two legislative chambers, an 

appropriations bill, and a presidential signature—a process with multiple veto points and no 

precedent for success. This was apparent in the response to Jefferson’s letter to the 

Commissioners as well, when attempts to circumvent these long processes were met with refusal. 

The committee’s political composition made a unified consensus almost impossible. Benson and 

Smith were both ardent Federalists, committed to Hamilton’s program of fiscal discipline and 

Revolutionary War debt management, and were deeply skeptical of lavish federal spending on 

cultural projects while the nation’s finances remained precarious. Benson, the former Attorney 

General of New York and a veteran of the Constitutional Convention, represented a segment of 

 
70 Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America.” 148-150. See also, House of Representatives records, December 6, 

1791; Annals of Congress, 2nd Congress, 1st Session. 
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the legal establishment; Smith, later Chairman of the Ways and Means Committee, was among 

the most financially conservative members of the First Congress. Neither was naturally inclined 

toward a sixty-foot monument proposed by a foreign sculptor at an unknown expense. Gerry, by 

contrast, was one of only three delegates who had refused to sign the Constitution in 1787, 

suspicious of centralized federal authority in precisely the form that federal arts patronage would 

require. The committee thus contained a Federalist majority ideologically opposed to the 

spending required and an Anti-Federalist minority ideologically opposed to the federal power 

required, and both are examples of structural deadlocks that had nothing to do necessarily with 

Ceracchi’s artistic merit.71 

The timeline that followed confirmed this. On April 17, 1792, Gerry presented the committee’s 

report to the House, which found that “at the present time it might not be expedient to go into the 

expenses which the Monument voted by Congress on the seventh day of August [1783]…would 

require, especially with the additional ornaments proposed by the artist.”72 The House agreed 

with the report. On May 7, 1792, Congress formally rejected the proposal. Gerry’s report is 

revealing because it did not dispute the monument’s principle or the sculptor’s talent, only its 

timing and expense: the 1783 authorization remained technically in effect to be funded later. The 

problem appears not to have been Ceracchi’s design but the structural inability of the republican 

appropriations process to convert an eight-year-old Congressional resolution into funded action. 

 
71 Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, 1774-2005 (Washington: Government Printing Office, 

2005), s.v. “Benson, Egbert,” “Smith, William Loughton,” and “Gerry, Elbridge”; also accessible at 

bioguide.congress.gov. 
72 See footnote 2 of “Enclosure: Giuseppe Ceracchi To The United States Senate and House of Representatives, 

October 31, 1791. https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-09-02-0075-0002. 
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The fiscal environment of early 1792 catastrophically compounded these difficulties. Even as the 

committee deliberated, Hamilton was managing the first major financial crisis of the American 

republic: a speculative bubble in bank stocks and government securities that collapsed in March 

and April 1792.73 Hamilton’s emergency interventions to stabilize credit markets consumed all 

the political oxygen in New York and further afar in Philadelphia. The notion of appropriating 

funds for a monumental sculpture became politically untenable during the weeks when the 

survival of Hamilton’s financial system was in question. Ceracchi, who had been actively 

soliciting private subscriptions in New York that same spring, was attempting to raise funds for 

an artistic monument at precisely the moment when every man of means was watching his 

investments evaporate. His departure from America in the summer of 1792 was less a defeat than 

a rational assessment of structural conditions that had made success impossible regardless of the 

quality of his proposal. 

VI. First Departure 

Considered broadly, the trajectory of Ceracchi’s first American campaign follows a clear arc 

from confident arrival to calculated withdrawal. This was not the retreat of a failed artist, but the 

strategic withdrawal of a professional who recognized structural obstacles he had not anticipated. 

The formula that had proven successful for Ceracchi in Amsterdam—a formal proposal, a 

demonstration of skill, and a series of strategic relationships—did not succeed in America like it 

 
73 Richard Sylla, Robert E. Wright, and David J. Cowen, “Alexander Hamilton, Central Banker: Crisis Management 

during the U.S. Financial Panic of 1792,” Business History Review 83, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 61–86. The crisis 

peaked in March–April 1792, precisely overlapping with Ceracchi’s New York subscription campaign. 
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did in Europe. Instead Ceracchi encountered a new republican system in which no individual 

stood above electoral politics to render a final verdict. 

The Williamson incident exemplifies this structural problem with particular force, albeit 

awkwardly. When Ceracchi wrote to the congressman requesting a sitting “not on account of 

getting [his] influence in favor of the National Monument… but merely on account of his 

distinguished character,” he was deploying the same gift-diplomacy logic that had served him in 

Vienna and Amsterdam: offer the bust as an honor, cultivate the relationship, and build goodwill 

toward the commission. Williamson’s sharp public reply that no man in public office should 

accept what resembled a bribe exposed the legal and cultural framework working against 

Ceracchi’s entire strategy. What the Emoluments Clause enshrined in constitutional law, 

Williamson articulated as a republican moral principle: in America, gifts from foreign artists to 

public officials carried the taint of corruption rather than the prestige of court patronage. In this 

new context, Ceracchi’s European vocabulary of honorific exchange was read somewhat fairly as 

an attempted transaction. The semiotic mismatch and cultural gulf was not merely aesthetic; it 

was political and ethical as well. 

When Ceracchi departed for Europe in July 1792, he did leave behind the only surviving public 

work of his in America, a clay bust of ‘Minerva as Patroness of Liberty’ (Figure 32), a colossal 

exercise of his neoclassical style that he gifted to Congress in Philadelphia sometime in 1791. 

This bust, the first of its kind to be displayed within the halls of the federal government, sat 

behind the speaker’s chair for several years before being moved offsite. Notably, the Liberty pole  
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is a republican-style deviation from typical depictions on her aegis.74 Congress’s acceptance of 

the gift, combined with its placement behind the speaker’s chair, must have suggested to 

Ceracchi that there was at least some official support of his sculpture. Writing to Jefferson from 

Amsterdam on July 16, he expressed his frustration with characteristic bluntness, noting the 

“coolness of the People of America upon personal merits” and lamenting that in ancient Greece 

and Rome, eminent men had received public acknowledgments that were “the soul of 

Emulation.”75 His disappointment was not with America’s ideals as he was certainly supportive 

of the Founder’s ideologies that emerged out of the revolution into the content of the new federal 

government.76 Instead, he was perplexed with what he perceived as their failure to honor artistic 

excellence through institutional means. 

Ceracchi did not leave empty-handed. Before his departure, he arranged for his terracotta portrait 

busts of Washington, Adams, Jefferson, Hamilton, Madison, and perhaps others to be fired in a 

potter’s kiln and shipped to Leghorn, also known as Livorno. From there, they would be 

forwarded to his Roman studio. This shipment was both logistical and strategic. The terracottas 

were the raw material for the marble campaign he was already planning: a second approach, 

reframed around a subscription model rather than Congressional appropriation. The busts of 

 
74 This description is partly borrowed from Wolfe, “Championing Liberty: Roman Sculptor Giuseppe Ceracchi in 

Britain and in America,” 205-206. The Phrygian cap atop a pole was, by the 1790s, a familiar American republican 

attribute, deployed in such Philadelphia images as Samuel Jennings's Genius of America Encouraging the 

Emancipation of the Blacks (1790–92) and traceable to Paul Revere's 1766 Boston Common obelisk celebrating the 

repeal of the Stamp Act. Yvonne Korshak, "The Liberty Cap as a Revolutionary Symbol in America and France," 

Smithsonian Studies in American Art 1, no. 2 (Autumn 1987): 52–69. For Paul Revere's 1766 Boston Common 

obelisk, see Korshak, 54; for Samuel Jennings's Genius of America Encouraging the Emancipation of the Blacks 

(1790–92, Library Company of Philadelphia), see Korshak, 62–63. 
75 Giuseppe Ceracchi to Thomas Jefferson, July 16, 1792, Founders online. The artist’s mention of reading a book, 

“the History of the American Revolution,” was most likely David Ramsay’s recently published history of the same 

title, see the footnotes section https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-24-02-0220. 
76 Giuseppe Ceracchi to Thomas Jefferson, July 16, 1792, Founders online. 
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America’s Founding Fathers were useful assets, not souvenirs to be forgotten about, the tangible 

evidence of his access to the republic’s most powerful men, and the templates from which he 

would produce the marble gifts that would enable his return. The first American campaign had 

failed on institutional grounds, not artistic ones. Ceracchi left carrying both the evidence of his 

access and the knowledge of the system’s limits, but perhaps also with the conviction that a 

different approach might yet succeed. 

VII. The European Interlude (1792-1794) 

After his first trip to America, Ceracchi returned to Italy with his terracotta models and began  

marble versions in his Roman studio. This period produced the marble busts of Washington and 

Hamilton, as well as the medallion portrait of Madison. The last of these, Madison’s alabaster 

medallion profile (Figure 33), replaced the originally planned bust because the marble block had 

“turned with spots, and collapsed.”77 In March 1794, Ceracchi wrote to Jefferson about shipping 

the bust as a present for his daughter, a gift that would arrive before Ceracchi himself and help 

prepare the ground for his triumphant return.78 

The European political landscape had shifted and deteriorated significantly since Ceracchi’s 

departure for America in 1791. Revolutionary upheaval across Europe made patronage 

opportunities scarce, and the networks that had supported his earlier work were disrupted. The 

Amsterdam subscribers who had commissioned the Capellen monument had fled to France, and 

the volatile political climate offered little prospect of new monumental commissions.79 America, 

 
77 Desportes, "Ceracchi's Medallion Portrait of James Madison," 113–14. 
78 Giuseppe Ceracchi to Thomas Jefferson, March 1794, Founders Online. 
79 Desportes, “Ceracchi’s Design for a Monument,” 485. 
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where Washington’s government represented stability and where Congress had already expressed 

formal interest in monumental sculpture, seemed to offer better prospects—if only Ceracchi 

could devise a funding mechanism that did not depend on Congressional appropriation. 

VIII. The Subscription Pivot 

Ceracchi’s ability to gather supporters was evident, but transforming written support into 

financial contribution, like with a subscription, with which he was previously successful. He 

attempted campaigns to garner subscribers both times he was in America, though the first trip’s 

subscription plan only came at the eleventh hour and is not well documented.80 It was worth 

considering subscriptions further, to see that they were a viable solution to projects that required 

large pools of funding. Subscription plans were a common way to undertake large and expensive 

projects in the eighteenth century. William Hogarth used subscriber payments to produce many 

prints of his series A Rake’s Progress as early as 1733-1735, priced at two guineas.81 John 

Trumbull, a skilled artist and contemporary of Ceracchi, established a successful subscription 

model in 1790 for his engravings of historical paintings depicting the American Revolution. 

President George Washington was an ardent supporter of Trumbull in this endeavor, agreeing to 

the artist’s request to promote a portion of his subscription plan to the French American military 

commander, the Marquis de La Fayette.82 In a letter dated November 21, 1791, the President 

wrote to La Fayette and strongly endorsed Trumbull’s artistic ability and the subscription. He 

 
80 See Alexander Hamilton to Richard Harison, March 7, 1792, Founders Online, for Hamilton’s statement that 

Ceracchi was arriving in New York with letters of recommendation in “pursuit of subscriptions towards a Monument 

of the American Revolution.” 
81 Ronald Paulson, Hogarth: His Life, Art, and Times, 2 vols. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1971), 2:11-23, 

for the subscription mechanics of A Rake’s Progress (1733-35) at two guineas per subscriber. 
82 John Trumbull, Autobiography, Reminiscences and Letters of John Trumbull from 1756 to 1841 (New Haven: 

B.L. Hamlen, 1841), 163-172. 
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believed that “[Trumbull] will do much honor to the liberal art of painting” and that the 

engravings would preserve “the great events of the American Revolution.”83 This endorsement 

shows that Washington was willing to support subscription-based artistic ventures when he 

believed in their merit. Given that Washington wrote the letter from Philadelphia while Ceracchi 

was actively campaigning for his monument, this is certainly the kind of support Ceracchi hoped 

to replicate for his own subscription, especially during his 1794-95 trip. 

Ceracchi’s “Articles of Subscription Towards Erecting a Monument to the American Revolution” 

(Figure 34), dated February 14, 1795, set the annual subscription at thirty dollars per contributor 

and provided that the work would not begin until one thousand dollars had been collected and 

paid. Funds were to be deposited in the Bank of the United States and administered by named 

managers. Washington himself made the generous pledge of ten dollars, to be paid annually. The 

managers were empowered, by majority vote, to apply subscribed monies toward the 

monument’s construction, and Article VIII specified that the finished monument “shall be erected 

or placed at the permanent seat of the government of the United States.”84 This was a 

sophisticated legal document, deliberately modeled on subscription ventures that had previously 

succeeded. Ceracchi was not improvising; he was applying the Amsterdam framework to a new 

context, with the added authority of Washington’s cabinet bolstering the campaign. 

The prospects appeared genuinely encouraging at the outset. In his old age, Madison recalled 

advising Ceracchi “to make the experiment of subscriptions with the most auspicious names 

heading the list,” recognizing that “the general influence of Washington and the particular 

 
83 George Washington to Lafayette, November 21, 1791, Founders Online. 
84 For a digital copy of the subscription circular, see https://tile.loc.gov/storage-

services/service/rbc/rbpe/rbpe22/rbpe222/22200500/22200500.pdf. 
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influence of Hamilton on the corps of speculators then suddenly enriched by the funding system” 

made the campaign plausible.85 Cabinet officers signed as certifiers of the subscription document 

with Edmund Randolph, Timothy Pickering, William Bradford, and Oliver Wolcott, appearing 

among them. Yet Ceracchi quickly discovered that signatures and genuine commitment were 

different things. In a revealing letter to Madison dated March 21, 1795, he reported that fifty 

subscription papers signed only by Wolcott “are not gone farther till now than to the Secretary of 

War Office,” and that it would require “a month more before the signatures would be done.” 

More alarming still was what he heard next: that Bradford and Elias Boudinot were actively 

speaking against the project, calling it “ridiculous and improper.” When Ceracchi confronted 

Boudinot about the contradiction between his signature and his opposition, the congressman 

replied that he had signed “merely to encourage my feeling, and to give me some credit” — not 

out of any genuine intent to support the monument. The patronizing candor of this response 

exposed the campaign’s apparent support as fundamentally hollow. 

The episode involving Boudinot and Bradford showed that the cabinet managers’ involvement 

was performative rather than substantive. In European court culture, a sovereign’s ministers’ 

patronage carried binding social obligations; their endorsement recruited other subscribers and 

signaled institutional commitment. In America’s emerging party system, the same cross-partisan 

group of cabinet signatories, Federalists and Republicans alike, had no shared interest in 

completing a monument that would require sustained fiscal coordination across factional lines. 

The subscription secured the most auspicious names, exactly as Madison recommended, but 

those names carried different weight in a republican system where officials answered to 

 
85 Desportes, “Ceracchi’s Medallion Portrait of James Madison,” 115. 
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constituents rather than to a sovereign. Ceracchi’s letter to Madison closes with a characteristic 

mixture of wounded pride and clarity: “I am ready to decline any further attempt if you think it 

prudent, upon which I desire your opinion.”86 He did not wait long for an answer. By May 1795, 

he had abandoned the subscription, presented bills to Washington, Jefferson, Hamilton, and 

Madison for the busts he had offered as gifts, and begun making arrangements to depart for 

Europe.87 

IX. The Subscriptions Failure 

The failure of Ceracchi’s subscription campaign cannot be attributed to any single cause but to 

the convergence of several obstacles. His behavior during the Congressional proposal phase had 

already damaged his credibility before the subscription even launched: the brazen modeling of 

committee members Benson and Smith, and the public exposure of the Williamson exchange had 

circulated through Philadelphia’s political circles and for some, made it apparent that Ceracchi 

was a foreigner who did not understand the distinction between European patronage customs and 

American republican norms. The Emoluments Clause framed gift-giving by foreign nationals as 

a potentially corrupting influence, but Ceracchi’s conduct had transformed an abstract legal 

concern into a legitimate political embarrassment, giving men like Bradford and Boudinot 

concrete reasons to distance themselves from the project even after signing the subscription 

circular.88 His severely Roman aesthetic added a further layer of friction: the same monument 

 
86 Desportes, "Ceracchi's Medallion Portrait of James Madison," 115-118 
87 For the best detailed analysis of Ceracchi’s drafts for payment and the founders responses prior to his final 

departure in 1795, see Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 165-169. 
88 Because of his official role as President, Washington could have been legally ridiculed or reprimanded by 

Congress for accepting potential bribes under the Emoluments Clause. As early as 1781, the U.S. Congress enacted 

an early version of the clause, ensuring that the country’s leaders would not be improperly influenced, even 

unconsciously, through gift giving. After George Washington was appointed President in 1789, and especially after 
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that might have communicated legitimate authority in Vienna or Amsterdam read differently in 

America. They saw a description or model of a sixty-foot Caesar looming over a republic that 

had just fought a war against monarchical symbolism. These factors did not operate 

independently but compounded one another. A sculptor with an identical design (but better social 

instincts) might have survived the aesthetic skepticism; a sculptor with identical social missteps 

(but a more palatable visual vocabulary) might have survived the political suspicion. Ceracchi 

presented all of these problems simultaneously, and by the time the subscription campaign 

began, the men whose names were meant to anchor it were either quietly withdrawing their 

support or, as Madison later recalled, watching the sculptor’s “genius irritabile” consume 

whatever goodwill remained.89 

  

 
Thomas Jefferson was appointed Secretary of State in 1790, the new Executive Branch made purposeful, public 

displays of distancing itself from the monarchical practices of European diplomacy. The potential for a foreign 

dignitary or representative to bribe or blackmail the Executive Office was a serious threat to the President’s 

legitimacy. Official opinion regarding the public display of gifts, such as sculpted or painted royal portraits, also 

affected the exchange of private gifts, as see in the Hugh Williamson affair. Any bribe or personal solicitation could 

be suggestive of the “improper” influence referenced in the Emoluments Clause. It may have demeaned the 

Executive Office if President Washington had officially accepted the gifts from Ceracchi. See “Historical 

Background on Foreign Emoluments Clause,” Constitution Annotated, Congress.gov, Library of Congress, 

https://constitution.congress.gov/browse/essay/artI-S9-C8-2/ALDE_00013205/. 
89 Desportes, “Ceracchi’s Medallion Portrait of James Madison,” 117; Madison to Tucker, April 30, 1830, Writings 

of James Madison, ed. Gaillard Hunt, IX, 403. Madison’s phrase “genius irritabile” (borrowed from Horace, Ars 

Poetica, l. 102) encapsulates his retrospective assessment of Ceracchi’s temperament as the proximate cause of the 

subscription’s collapse. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE PORTRAIT BUSTS AS 

AUTONOMOUS ART 

Washington and his cabinet members engaged artists to create various forms of republican 

portraiture and carefully considered how they wanted to be portrayed in public and private art. 

The precariousness of the public’s perception of the Executive branch as monarchical drove 

artists (and politicians) toward modern clothing choices, carefully imagined symbolic content, 

and a distinctly American portrait style. When Ceracchi chose to depict the politicians in a 

severely Roman style, the work was praised for its fidelity in portraying facial physiognomy, but 

not necessarily for the choice of costumes. Privately, the busts were well received and should be 

considered portraits that reflect the classical tastes and political ideals of American politicians. 

I. The Evolution of Ceracchi’s Busts 

Ceracchi’s portrait busts functioned with multiple identities across distinct phases of their 

existence. During his first American trip in 1791-92, they served as strategic gifts intended to 

create reciprocal obligations and demonstrate artistic capability—precisely the function they had 

served in Vienna and Amsterdam. In 1794-95, as the subscription failed and Ceracchi faced 

desperate financial circumstances, Hamilton’s correspondence confirms a demand for payment 

that transformed these gifts into a form of liquidated asset. From Ceracchi’s death onward, they 

achieved autonomy as art objects, divorced from their instrumental purposes and valued for their 

artistic and historical significance. 
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From a strategic gift to a subscription incentive to a liquidated asset to autonomous art, this 

trajectory illuminates the complex relationship between patronage and artistic production in the 

early Republic. The busts endure as important American art precisely because the patronage 

system rejected their instrumental purpose. Had Congress funded Ceracchi’s monument, the 

portrait busts might have remained in his studio or been dispersed as preparatory work. Instead, 

the failure of his monumental ambitions ensured that the busts achieved independent significance 

as windows into the physiognomies and classical aspirations of the Founding generation. 

II. Visual Analysis: The Washington Busts 

When comparing the first Washington bust to the other busts Ceracchi produced during his 

American campaigns, the most apparent differences lie in the hair style, diadem, and relatively 

simple adornment. The hair is vivacious yet contained, lying close to his head. Still, the 

curvaceous, energetic locks also reference the Hellenistic anastole hair style made famous by 

Alexander the Great. The eyes are set back, though not as profoundly as in the von Lacy bust, 

and the face is undoubtedly idealized in the traditional Greek mode, with smooth cheeks and a 

firm upward gaze. The toga-covered breastplate motif is a conventional type for Ceracchi at this 

late stage, combined with Greek facial features, hair, and an athletic diadem, suggesting, all at 

once, Washington’s roles as President, Commander-in-Chief, and Greek philosopher in his 

private life. 

The bust’s terse lips, tense chin, and upward gaze lend it a lasting contemplative quality, 

complemented by the marble’s brightness. As a Neoclassical portrait, the figure is well executed. 

Still, for most contemporary upper-class American viewers who may have visited Washington’s 
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residence at the Presidential Mansion, the bust would most likely have been read as Imperial. 

This reading would have linked the Executive Office to Europe’s monarchical traditions, with the 

well-established practice of courtly portraits executed in an Imperial style to legitimize their 

power. The semiotic problem Ceracchi faced was not artistic incompetence but interpretive 

instability: the same formal vocabulary that projected appropriate authority in European courts 

could project dangerous pretension in republican America. 

III. Variations Across the Series 

The terracotta models from which these busts were produced would have differed variably from 

the final marble copies, though most of the terracotta versions made from life are now lost. These 

original terracotta versions would certainly have contained the same classicizing elements as the 

finished marble versions, and thus could have been viewed by some as too Neoclassical for an 

American portrait bust, though the men who received them are known to have given them pride 

of place in their homes. 

The costume variations across the series are significant. Alexander Hamilton’s is the plainest, 

projecting a republican simplicity appropriate to a Treasury Secretary who sought to distance 

himself from accusations of federal aggrandizement. John Jay’s costume suggests a senatorial 

role, suitable for the Chief Justice whose constitutional interpretation shaped the new 

government. Governor Clinton’s costume type grandly resembles that of the imperial military 

hero, like the Elector Palatine. This choice reflects Clinton’s military service and gubernatorial 

authority but may have caused discomfort in republican contexts. These variations demonstrate 
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Ceracchi’s sensitivity to individual circumstances and his attempt to calibrate his classicizing 

vocabulary to specific political positions. 

The discomfort Ceracchi’s Roman costume choices produced in American audiences was not 

merely aesthetic squeamishness but reflected a deeper instability in how classical imagery 

functioned in a newly formed republic still working out its own visual language. As Caroline 

Winterer has demonstrated, classical references in early America were not inherently legible as 

either virtuous or tyrannical. They were deliberately made to visually or literally represent 

republicanism but remained semantically unstable, capable of signaling Cincinnatian virtue or 

Caesarian autocracy depending on the viewer’s interpretive framework.90 Gordon Wood’s work 

on the ideological foundations of the early republic illuminates why this instability carried such 

weight: the revolutionary generation was acutely, almost anxiously, alert to the historical pattern 

by which republics collapsed into tyranny, with classical imagery associated with imperial Rome, 

such as the cuirass, the Caesarian coiffure, and the toga draped over armor, carried the stigma of 

precisely that collapse.91 Washington himself understood this when he told Jefferson that “a little 

deviation in favor of the modern costume would be more expedient than a servile adherence to 

the garb of antiquity,” anticipating that classical dress would strike many Americans as self-

aggrandizing and foreign. Houdon’s success with contemporary military dress for the Richmond 

Washington was not an aesthetic accident but a carefully negotiated solution to precisely this 

problem. Ceracchi, trained in the hybrid baroque and neoclassical styles of Rome that had served 

 
90 See Caroline Winterer, The Culture of Classicism: Ancient Greece and Rome in American Intellectual Life, 1780-

1910, especially the Introduction and Chapter 1. 
91 Gordon S. Wood, The Idea of America: Reflections on the Birth of the United States (New York: Penguin Books, 

2011), 232-233, 246-247. 
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him across the courts of Europe, was either unwilling or unable to make a similar change in 

costume for his American sitters.92 

IV. Epilogue of Ceracchi and his busts 

Madison recalled in later life that Ceracchi, “being of the genus irritabile, suddenly went off in 

anger and disgust,” a characterization that, while not entirely unfair, obscures the reality of what 

had occurred.93 Ceracchi had not simply lost his temper; he had exhausted every funding 

mechanism available to him within the American system and found each one incompatible with 

the professional practices that had sustained his European career. Convinced that Federalist 

opposition had deliberately sabotaged his project, he sailed for Bordeaux in May 1795, carrying 

letters of recommendation from the French minister Citizen Fauchet to members of the 

Directory. When he reached Paris in August, the Convention had already dissolved, but Ceracchi 

adapted immediately, presenting a modified version of his American proposal as a monument to 

the French Revolution and gaining the confidence of the powerful Directory members Barras and 

Carnot.94 The monument remained unbuilt, as it had in America, but Ceracchi’s willingness to 

reframe his project for a new revolutionary government reveals, once more, not a naive idealist 

 
92 John S. Hallam, “Houdon’s Washington in Richmond: Some New Observations,” American Art Journal 10, no. 2 

(November 1978): 72-80, especially 75-78 on the costume resolution as a negotiated synthesis of American 

preferences; John S. Crawford, “The Classical Tradition in American Sculpture: Structure and Surface,” American 

Art Journal 11, no. 3 (July 1979): 38-52, at 41, which quotes Washington’s “little deviation in favour of the modern 

costume” and situates Houdon’s solution within broader tensions between neoclassical surface and American 

vernacular taste. 
93 James Madison to Henry St. George Tucker, April 30, 1830, Writings of James Madison, IX, 403. Desportes, 

“Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 166–67. 
94 Ceracchi to the Executive Directory of France, April 10, 1796, Archives Nationales, Paris, AFIII, 360, dossier 

1719, piece 8; Desportes, “Giuseppe Ceracchi in America,” 166–67. 
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but a professional who understood that monumental commissions required political alignment, 

and who moved with that alignment wherever he could find it. 

Despite the failure of Ceracchi’s monumental ambitions, his portrait busts served an essential 

democratic function that went beyond their original instrumental purpose. In the pre-

photographic era, citizens of a geographically dispersed republic had limited means to visualize 

their political leaders. When reproduced in plaster or disseminated through engravings, portrait 

busts provided visual infrastructure for republican citizenship—allowing Americans to engage 

with the physiognomies of figures they would never meet. 

The men who received the busts gave them “pride of place” in their homes. Hamilton’s bust 

became the model for John Trumbull’s official posthumous portrait of Hamilton and would 

eventually appear on currency—the ten-dollar bill. Jefferson’s 1816 recommendation of 

Ceracchi’s Washington bust demonstrates this ongoing significance. Almost twenty years after 

Ceracchi’s death, Jefferson still considered the bust “universally…the best effigy of him ever 

executed.”95 This endorsement from someone who had known Washington personally and who 

had himself sat for Ceracchi confirms the artistic success of the portraits even as it underscores 

the Ceracchi’s failure to navigate patronage networks that rejected his monumental ambitions. 

  

 
95 Thomas Jefferson to Nathaniel Macon, January 1816, Founders online. 
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CONCLUSION 

Giuseppe Ceracchi’s career has traditionally been characterized as the failure of a naive flatterer 

who presumed too much and understood too little about the American culture he sought to enter. 

This thesis has argued for a fundamental reinterpretation: Ceracchi was a sophisticated 

professional artist whose established European strategies were structurally incompatible with 

American republican governance. 

The evidence supports three major conclusions. First, Ceracchi’s European career demonstrates 

elite training, significant court patronage, and professional success. His work following the 

Marshal von Lacy bust in Vienna, his monumental commission in Amsterdam, for which he was 

paid, his associations with the Royal Academy in London, and his proximity to the ideas of 

prominent Neoclassical intellectuals and artists, such as Amaduzzi and Houdon, establish him as 

a serious artist with proven capabilities. The portrait bust campaign, the Congressional proposal, 

and the subscription pivot were rational extensions of methods that had succeeded in European 

contexts. 

Second, the American patronage system was fundamentally incompatible with European court 

models. The Emoluments Clause transformed gift-giving from a relationship-building practice 

into a legally and politically problematic act, which at a minimum would have reinforced certain 

social behaviors as potentially problematic for someone holding the new executive office. The 

preference for modern dress over classical costume created friction with Ceracchi’s neoclassical 

vocabulary. The congressional appropriation process, with its requirement for consensus and 

vulnerability to political division, could not function as European court patronage had. Congress 
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authorized the Washington Monument in 1783 but did not complete it until 1860, a seventy-

seven-year delay that validates Ceracchi’s experience of institutional paralysis.96 

Third, the portrait busts gained autonomous significance precisely because the patronage system 

rejected their instrumental purpose. Freed from their original function as strategic gifts and 

subscription incentives, the busts endured as important works of American art that continue to 

shape our understanding of the Founding generation. Jefferson’s 1816 endorsement attests to 

their ongoing value, and their presence in major American collections confirms their artistic 

merit, independent of the failed monument. 

Ceracchi’s story illuminates broader patterns in the relationship between European artistic 

traditions and American republican governance. The early Republic needed visual infrastructure. 

The repertoire for such a national identity drew on monuments, portraits, and public symbols to 

legitimate its authority and communicate its values. Yet the structures available for 

commissioning such work continued to differ fundamentally from European models. 

  

 
96 Savage, Monument Wars, 35. 
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EPILOGUE: 

BEFORE AND AFTER CERACCHI 

It is useful here, finally, to quickly recount Congress’s first adopted resolution concerning a 

public monument and the precedent it established. Jean-Jacques Caffieri, an official sculptor to 

King Louis XV who rivaled the younger Jean-Antoine Houdon, was trained in Rome and a 

contemporary of Ceracchi. Caffieri’s first American commission came from a Congressionally 

approved sculpture to the memory of General Richard Montgomery. A brigadier general in the 

Continental Army, Montgomery died on a Canadian incursion in 1775. This was the first 

monument ordered by the Continental Congress, and in early 1776, Congress chose Benjamin 

Franklin to oversee the commission. While in France that same year, Franklin chose Caffieri, 

who had modeled a bust of him (Figure 35), which was exhibited in the Salon of 1777 alongside 

a model for his Montgomery Memorial at St. Paul’s Chapel in New York that he would 

eventually complete (Figure 36). 

The correspondence between Franklin and Caffieri after this commission is the first example of a 

European sculptor writing to an American politician to secure statuary commissions from 

Congress. In a series of letters dating from May 1780, the sculptor first refers to Franklin’s 

supposed “promise to confide to [Caffieri] the execution of all the Tombs that the United 

States…should have made in the future,” suggesting the artist assumed an arrangement or 

agreement had been made between them.97 After eight more letters throughout the following 

year, and without a single response by Franklin that could be located, in late 1783, the artist 

 
97 Jean-Jacques Caffieri to Benjamin Franklin, May 1780, Founders Online. 
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again fervently requests that he be preferred to all others regarding the “Statue to Genl. 

Washington to be executed in Paris…[Franklin’s] portrait and the tomb of Montgomery 

[proving] my zeal and knowledge.”98 

Both Ceracchi and Caffieri wrongly assumed that relationships with members of the U.S. 

government, established during previous sittings for portraits, were grounds for claiming public 

commissions. At the root of all these interactions is a misunderstanding between European 

sculptors seeking official patronage in the United States and American politicians, at least partly, 

concerned with the language of the Emoluments Clause. The Continental Congress hired artists 

for public monuments by recruiting men with deep knowledge of the liberal arts and close 

relationships with successful sculptors—men like Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson. This 

was an official flow of power that went in only one direction, from Congress to the sculptor, and 

differed fundamentally from the governmental patrons of Europe. 

In June 1803, President Thomas Jefferson’s secretary responded to a request from Arnold 

Oelrichs seeking patronage for the German sculptor Gerhard George Wessel. In this letter, 

Jefferson’s secretary, Lewis Harvie, cited the President’s refusal of three boxes containing 

“original finished Venus Urabia…A bust of Mr. Moser…and a statue of Aeoleus.”99 These were 

intended to gain the President’s favor and showcase Wessel’s abilities, presumably to secure 

employment in the United States with Jefferson’s support. Pertinent to this thesis, Oelrichs’ 

 
98 Caffieri to Franklin correspondence, 1780-1783, Founders Online, and Jean-Jacques Caffieri to Benjamin 

Franklin, late 1783, Founders Online. 
99 “Arnold Oelrichs to Thomas Jefferson, 28 December 1802,” Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-39-02-0206 [Original source: The Papers of Thomas 

Jefferson, vol. 39, 13 November 1802–3 March 1803, ed. Barbara B. Oberg (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2012)]; “ Thomas Jefferson to J. P. G. Muhlenberg, 21 February 1803” Founders Online, National Archives, 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Jefferson/01-39-02-0471. 
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description of Wessel states that “[Wessel] was a Pupil of the late unfortunate Ceracchi, when he 

was in London, where he lived with him for 4 years.” Apparently, this German pupil of Ceracchi 

had done finishing work for him on the Somerset Façade, as well as on some of Ceracchi’s 

marble busts. Artists like Ceracchi, Caffieri, and Wessel continually found that strategies 

appropriate to courts could not be directly translated to the American context. The comparative 

analysis of these three cases reveals consistent structural obstacles rather than individual 

incompetence. 

The semiotic mismatch at the heart of Ceracchi’s American experience, defined here as the 

instability of the classical visual vocabulary in republican contexts, raises broader questions 

about how new political formations develop appropriate visual languages. Ceracchi’s 

neoclassical idiom, with its imperial associations and ties to European court culture, proved 

problematic in contexts acutely sensitive to monarchical pretension. The eventual development 

of a distinctly American monumental tradition would require new formal solutions to these 

semiotic problems, solutions that later generations of American artists would devise. 

Ultimately, Ceracchi’s American failure was also his American success. The monument was 

never built, yet the portrait busts survive. The patronage system rejected him, but his artistic 

legacy endures. Over the seventy-seven years between Congress’s authorization and the 

monument’s completion, Ceracchi’s busts offered Americans some of their most compelling 

images of the Founding generation. That these objects emerged from failed ambition rather than 

a fulfilled commission does not diminish their significance. Instead, it illuminates the complex 

conditions under which the creation of art did, and will, take shape in America. 
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Figure 1. Tommaso Righi, Funerary Monument to Carlo Pio Balestra, c. 1776, marble and 

stucco, Church of Santi Luca e Martina, Roman Forum, Rome. 
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Figure 2. Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Carità, detail from the Tomb of Urban VIII, 1628–1647, St. 

Peter’s Basilica, Rome. 
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Figure 3. Andrea Bergondi, Acqua Vergine bas-relief, Trevi Fountain, Rome, 1762. 

  



73 

 

 

Figure 4. Agostino Carlini, Monument to Joshua Ward, c. 1764, marble. 
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Figure 5. Agostino Carlini, George III, 1769, plaster model, Royal Academy, London. 
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Figure 6. Agostino Carlini, George III, marble bust, 1773. 
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Figure 7. Agostino Carlini, Funerary Monument to Lady Bingley, with Fame depicted below, 

1776, marble, Bramham Park Chapel. 
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Figure 8. Agostino Carlini, detail of Fame, 1776, marble. 
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Figure 9. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Sir Joshua Reynolds, 1778, marble. 
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Figure 10. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Anne Seymour Damer as the Muse of Sculpture, 1776, marble. 
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Figure 11. Sir William Chambers, Somerset House, Strand façade, London, 1776–1796.  
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Figure 12. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Valor, 1778, marble.  
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Figure 13. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Moderation, 1778, marble.   
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Figure 14. Agostino Carlini, Justice, Somerset House, Strand façade, London, 1778. 
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Figure 15. Agostino Carlini, Prudence, Somerset House, Strand façade, London, 1778. 
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Figure 16. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Franz Moritz von Lacy, marble bust, c. 1777–1779. 
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Figure 17. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Ernst Gideon von Laudon, marble bust, c. 1777–1779.  
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Figure 18. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Joan Derk van der Capellen tot den Pol, c. 1785. Large marble 

statuary group, Amsterdam. 
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“A Rock is represented, on the Summit of which is an Equestrian Statue of George 

Washington; around which are four allegorical groupes, alluding to Events, which 

have been completed; to our present Situation, and to (most probably) future 

incidents. He wears a Chlamys over antique Armour. Recourse has been had to 

Antiquity on this Occasion (as on others) in order to combine elegance of Taste 

with grandeur of Conception. The Federal Constitution is placed in his right hand. 

In one of the groupes appears the figure of Mars, reclining near his trophies, having 

been restrained by Policy from further Exertions. From her he receives an Olive 

branch, the emblem of Peace, for the grand purpose of establishing a Republican 

Government. A Genius, in the form of an Infant, clasps a Wolf, and indicates, that 

ferocity is subdued by Virtue. A female figure, expressive of Policy, attempts to 

soften the furious Spirit of the God of War. Allegorical Wings, which are veiled, are 

placed on her head, and under her Arm is a geographical Volume expressive of 

foreign Politics and internal Government. An elderly Man, clad in a consular habit, 

holding the Fasces, and trampling on a Crown, is exhibited; and the flaming Altar 

of Liberty, near which he stands, affords a competent idea of Republican 

Government. In another groupe Apollo appears celebrating the Praises of the new 

States, which are registered by Clio, on the tablets of History. A third groupe shows 

us the Triumph of America with respect to Arts, Agriculture, and Commerce. She 

sits on the Sea Coast, holding the Cap of Liberty in one hand, and in the other a 

Sceptre—A Rattle Snake is on her helmet, and Stars beam from her Aegis. 

Benevolent Nature issues from a Cavern, holding a Cornucopia in one hand, and 

with the other expressing from her ringlets the Sources of rivers. She is crowned 

with thirteen towers, and overhead four Infants, representing the Seasons, are ready 

to receive and enjoy her bounties—On the opposite side Neptune is seated between 

two Rivers exhorting Mercury to advance under his protection, American 

Commerce, and the glory of the American Flag. The fourth and last groupe 

represents Minerva, the Patroness of Arts and Sciences, sitting on a fragment of an 

Egyptian Obelisk, leaning on a figure of Osyris, and holding the Papyrus. Near her 

stands a Genius with a flambeau in one hand and in the other a Butterfly, expressive 

of the grand Principles of fire and animation. The Equestrian Statue intended to be 

cast in bronze, and the allegorical groupes to be of the finest Italian Marble—The 

height of the whole Monument to be about sixty feet, and each of the allegorical 

figures to be fifteen feet high. The sketch of this Monument is now at Oeller’s Hotel 

Chesnut Street.” 

 

Figure 19. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Monument to the American Revolution proposal, 1791. 
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Figure 20. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Karl Theodore, Elector Palatine of Bavaria, marble bust, c. 1789. 
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Figure 21. Giuseppe Ceracchi, George Washington, marble bust (gifted to Washington), c. 1794–

1795. 
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Figure 22. Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Fountain of the Four Rivers (Fontana dei Quattro Fiumi), 

Piazza Navona, Rome, 1651. 
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Figure 23. Jean-Antoine Houdon, George Washington, marble, commissioned by the Virginia 

legislature, Virginia State Capitol, Richmond, 1788. 
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Figure 24. Jean-Antoine Houdon, Thomas Jefferson, terracotta bust, 1789. Ceracchi’s bust of 

Jefferson is now lost. 
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Figure 25. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Alexander Hamilton, terracotta bust, modeled from life, 

Philadelphia, 1791–92. 
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Figure 26. Daniel Chester French, John Adams, marble bust, 1799. Ceracchi’s bust and 

medallion of Adams are now lost.  
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Figure 27. Giuseppe Ceracchi, James Madison, marble medallion portraits, modeled from life 

and completed in two versions. Philadelphia, 1794.  
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Figure 28. Giuseppe Ceracchi, John Jay, terracotta bust, modeled from life, Philadelphia, 1791–

92. 
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Figure 29. Giuseppe Ceracchi, George Clinton, terracotta bust, modeled from life, Philadelphia, 

1791–92.  
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Figure 30. Letter from John Jay to Egbert Benson, Founders online version with Jay’s markings, 

March 1792, New York.  
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Figure 31. Letter from John Jay to Egbert Benson, Founders online version with Jay’s markings, 

March 1792, New York. 
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Figure 32. Giuseppe Ceracchi, Minerva as the Patroness of Liberty, painted terracotta, 

Philadelphia, 1794. 
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Figure 33. Jean-Jacques Caffieri, Benjamin Franklin, marble bust, exhibited at the Salon of 

1777, Paris. 
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Figure 34. Articles of Subscription Towards Erecting a Monument to the American Revolution, 

manuscript document, February 14, 1795. 
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