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Preface

When one intensely researches, studies, contemplates and wor-
ries about a subject for a long period of time, as Susan Anderson has
done with the problems related to the reconstruction and interpreta-
tion of the Senate Chamber carpet, then the inanimate object be-
comes almost a living thing. That sense of aliveness was conveyed to
me in her handling of this text, which is both expository and in-
terpretive at one and the same time.

I cannot help but believe that it was so for the Senators who
comprised the upper house of the first six Congresses of the United
States, which convened in Congress Hall in Philadelphia from 1790
to 1800. The carpet’s message was implicit in its design elements; it
spoke of America’s promise, her abundance of natural resources,
and the power vested in Congress to govern the country with wis-
dom and justice. To the men who debated the ratification of Jay’s
Treaty, or deliberated upon the admission of new states into the
Union, the implications of a linked chain in the carpet’s design was a
message that could not be ignored.

Neither could its message have been lost upon either John
Adams or Thomas Jefferson as they took their respective turns
presiding over the Senate as Vice President; nor upon George
Washington as he stood to take his oath of office for a second term as
President of the United States. In point of fact, the carpet is such an
important key to our understanding of the way the Senate as a body
considered itself and its responsibilities that without it our interpre-
tation of the restored room was severely handicapped for many
years.

The carpet had to be reproduced. That sounds like a simple
enough project, but since the original carpet had long since disap-
peared and the information related to its actual appearance was
scanty or not easily had, the project became one of long duration and
staggering complexity. Serious work was begun in 1962 by the
present Chief of Museum Operations for the Park, John C. Milley.
However, because of other priorities, inadequate staffing and fund-
ing, and the Park’s Bicentennial development programs, his work
culminated with a research report embodied in the Furnishings Plan
for the Second Floor of Congress Hall. Then, in 1976, the research
was resumed and brought to completion by Susan H. Anderson, a
graduate of Cornell University and a student of Mr. Milley’s in the
American Studies Department at Temple University.

As the research drew near to completion, it became increasingly
apparent that it might be several more years before monies might be
made available for the carpet’s reproduction through normal pro-
gramming channels. As has happened before, when the Park was in
need of assistance, we turned to the Friends of Independence Na-
tional Historical Park. It was through their good offices that a grant
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was obtained from The Pew Memorial Trust of which The Glenmede
Trust Company is the trustee, not only to reproduce the carpet, but
also to bring its meaning in book form to the interested public.

The carpet was manufactured in Spain under contract with
Connoisseur Collections of Denver, Colorado. Robert T. Johnson,
president of that firm, gave his personal attentions to the effort by
close supervision of every phase of production. Edward O’Brien,
Instructor at the Philadelphia College of Art, contributed his time
and talents to the creation of a preliminary colored rendering for the
manufacturer. Volunteer assistance was also received from Alice
B. Lonsdorf, the immediate past chairman of the Friends of Inde-
pendence National Historical Park, who compiled the footnote and
bibliographical references for this publication.

The completion of this project makes me very proud, because in
it I have realized a National Park Service objective of cooperating
with charitable organizations, private industry, individual persons,
and our own employees, to the benefit of the future millions of
visitors to the restored Senate Chamber. To turn a phrase that ap-
peared in a 1791 newspaper description of the carpet, its reproduc-
tion is also ““a masterpiece of its kind.”

Hobart G. Cawood
Superintendent
Independence National Historical Park
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Introduction

The following discussion of the history, design, significance,
and stylistic composition of the Senate carpet begins with certain-
ties, only to end in the complexities of imagination and hypothesis.
From the secure documentation of the presence in the Senate
Chamber of an Axminster carpet, through recognition of the easily
identified United States seal in its center, to a declaration that its
neoclassical design and symbolism were easily read by those who
walked upon it, is a progression both orderly and logical. But some
particulars of composition are unclear, and many details of design
are totally undocumented.

In view of these problems, some obvious questions arise: If not a
shred of physical evidence of the Senate carpet remains, if only two
newspaper accounts and a few bills exist to show what this carpet
was like, why has Independence National Historical Park chosen to
reproduce it? What was so important about this one object to require
its reconstruction on the basis of conjecture, when others, perhaps
equally interesting, are left unattempted?

Although the design of the Senate carpet is imprecisely known
and many details of composition are lacking, it is in the meaning of
the details which are known that the importance of the Senate carpet
becomes obvious. The carpet which covered the plain board floor of
the upper chamber in Congress Hall was a furnishing so overwhelm-
ingly important that without a suggestion of its imposing presence
and symbolic warmth, the room in which some of the earliest busi-
ness of the United States government was discussed was a mere
shadow of its original self. It is a function of objects that they
illuminate and fill out written evidence of the minds of the persons
who looked at and used them. If there had been, along with the
political revolutions of 1776 and 1789, a stylistic revolution so impor-
tant that Jules Prown has called it “the most complete and dramatic
stylistic change in the entire history of American art,” the Senate
carpet exemplified that revolution.! Indeed it was one of those ob-
jects, taken for granted by those who used it, which, like the
stained-glass windows of Chartres, seems to sum up in itself an
entire moment in cultural history.

Although relatively unnoticed by the Senators whose room it
graced, it was, nevertheless, all the things they themselves believed
in: neoclassical to a fault, an expression of controlled and therefore
acceptable luxury, luxury which in half-remembered Puritan fash-
ion, was a sign of God’s approval, symbolic of pride in republican
virtue, peace, and prosperity which these men took so seriously.
That these Senators did not pay more literal attention to it, recording
it in their memoirs or drawing versions of it to illustrate their letters
to granddaughters, shows not indifference, but natural acceptance:
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how suitable a carpet it was, and how well it fit their intellectual state
and aesthetic mood.

As Prown has summarized so well, in the book American Art
1750-1800, ““the exuberance of rococo objects increasingly disturbed
the post-Revolutionary sensibility, suggesting reliance upon feel-
ings, instability, possible irrationality, whereas the intellectually
controlled aloofness of neoclassical objects represented the domin-
ion of the mind. They embodied the premise that as in furniture or
silver or architecture man could apply his rational powers to solve
problems of design, so too could he use his mind to create an ideal
society.”2 Thus the fact that many details of the Senate carpet repro-
duction are based wholly on conjecture becomes largely irrelevant.
The larger meaning of the carpet as symbolism and as art takes
precedence over exact form.
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Exterior view of Congress Hall

looking southwest from Chestnut Street.

Photo by James L.

FIGURE 1

1969.
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A Masterpiece for
the Senate

On September 21, 1789, Robert Morris of Pennsylvania rose
before the Senate of the United States, meeting in New York, to offer
to Congress “the use of any or all the public buildings in Philadel-
phia, the property of the State, in case Congress should, at any time,
incline to make use of that city for the temporary residence of the
Federal Government.”! So began a year-long debate, which elicited
cries of anguish from New Yorkers who wanted their Federal Hall to
remain the seat of government, and determined lobbying from
Robert Morris, who insisted on Philadelphia. Rufus King of New
York thought the effect of moving to Philadelphia would be to
“convulse the union,” and Thomas Fitzsimons, a Pennsylvanian
himself, feared stones would be thrown at him in the streets if he
were there.2 Even George Washington had second thoughts, finding
that indications of ““a spirit too imperious”” had appeared there.?

But Robert Morris prevailed, and on December 6, 1790, Con-
gress met for the first time in Philadelphia, which would, by com-
promise, remain the temporary seat of government until the perma-
nent Capitol in Washington, D.C., was made ready. Philadelphia
did not accept lightly the task of making the Senators and Repre-
sentatives comfortable in the city. After some consideration, the City
and County Commissioners settled on the County Courthouse, (now
known as Congress Hall), one of the newest public buildings in
Philadelphia. Constructed between 1787 and 1789 in the Georgian
style, it was balanced in 1790-91 by the building of a new City Hall at
Fifth and Chestnut Streets, with the Pennsylvania State House (In-
dependence Hall) situated between them. Thus all levels of govern-
ment were located in one city block, fulfilling Andrew Hamilton’s
ideas for a unified government center.

There was no question that the new Capitol would have tasteful
furnishings, in simple classical form, as current fashion prescribed.
The rooms themselves were rather plain, with white walls, pine
floors, and fireplaces faced with marble. In the House of Repre-
sentatives, a platform was erected for the Speaker’s chair, following
Parliamentary tradition, and the Representatives’ chairs were placed
in three tiers, each elevated above the preceding row for easy visibil-
ity. Mahogany desks, and chairs covered in black morocco leather
were ordered from one of Philadelphia’s finest cabinet-makers,
Thomas Affleck, and Venetian blinds and colorful ingrain carpeting
were installed.?

The Senate Chamber was even more elegant with individual
desks, red leather upholstered chairs, crimson silk damask canopies
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and window draperies, pilaster decorations, and a dentilled cornice.
Jacob Hilzheimer was not alone in considering the furnishings of the
Senate Chamber “unnecessarily fine,” when the Senators held their
first full session there in December 1790.5 But it was not until June
1791, that the Senate Chamber received its most elegant and impress-
ive element of furnishing, a carpet of the “Axminster kind,” “exe-
cuted in a capital stile with rich bright colors” giving “a very fine
effect,” according to a contemporary account.

In the latest neoclassical fashion, it had three compartments.
The central, nearly square section was of black pile, while the two
rectangular side sections were rendered in green. Instead of having
an overall design of flowers as in earlier eighteenth century carpets,
it was geometric in composition and strictly symmetrical, with the
United States Seal as the central motif, surrounded by a chain of the
thirteen state shields. Cornucopias decorated the corners, display-
ing an abundance of corn, wheat, melons, and flowers, symbolizing
the peace and prosperity which was now settling over the nation. In
the side panels were trophies, assemblages of farming tools and
fishing implements, to proclaim the abundance of natural resources.

Hand-knotted on a monumental scale of 22 by 40 feet, the Senate
carpet was an impressive production, one of the most ambitious
carpet-making projects ever undertaken in the United States, and
one of the earliest. It came from the Philadelphia Carpet Manufactory
at 458 North Second Street, the first full-fledged commercial carpet
factory in America, where William Peter Sprague, an Englishman
from Axminster, Devonshire, had established a promising business.
Sprague had been trained in the Axminster technique of hand-
knotting, probably at the factory of Thomas Whitty in Devonshire,
England, and after establishing his own manufactory in Philadel-
phia in 1790 he used the technique for everything from small bedside
carpets to at least two famous large carpets, one for Washington’s
residence at 190 High Street, and one for the Senate Chamber.

The technological marvel of such an impressive and stylish
carpet was not lost on Americans. One observer wondered why the
factory had received so little notice. It was just the sort of infant
manufacture that Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton
hoped could help the United States escape dependence on foreign
imports, bring money to the treasury, and employ American
workers.

As a work of art, the carpet took on an even deeper meaning. Its
patriotic symbols and its neoclassical design reflected a developing
American culture, with its optimism and its yearning for peace and
order based on classical ideals. It brought to mind the Senate of
ancient Rome, with which the United States Senate liked to compare
itself, and it exemplified the American predilection for selecting
those classical ideas and motifs which would best express American
desires, and transposing them to suit the American context.

The carpet received its first public notice on March 5, 1791, in a
satirical article in the Philadelphia Independent Gazeteer describing
the furnishings of the room. A slightly irreverent tone marks the
author of these words as one of those who thought of the Senators as
perhaps a little too aristocratic and of the Chamber as a little too
elaborately done up.






