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Preface
These studies, though written over a period of years, have a unity of  purpose and a consistency of theme. They are an attempt to probe  aspects of the founding of the American nation through analysis of  certain uniquely important people and documents and through study  of the location, the context, of the Revolutionary generation in the  greater world of which they were a part. That they were provincials—  marginal, borderland people—in the broad context of eighteenth-century Euro-American civilization profoundly conditioned their  lives and, I believe, stimulated their imaginations, freed them from  instinctive respect for traditional establishments, and encouraged  them to create a new political world. The results of their efforts—  however groping, unfinished, and tentative—proved to be a turning  point in the political history of Western civilization, radiating out  through Europe and Latin America with effects that were as important as they are difficult to interpret.
Through all the chapters two themes, two convictions, remain  constant: that these were truly creative people, and that their creative  efforts, the generation-long enterprise that elevated these obscure  people from their marginal world to the center of Western civilization, were full of inconsistencies, logical dilemmas, and unresolved  problems. I have attempted to explain the ambiguities that so beset  Jefferson’s career; the strange interplay between lofty idealism and   cunning realism in Franklin’s spectacular success in Paris (and along  the way the interplay between that high-spirited, suave, humorous,  insouciant philosophe and his dutiful, upright, earnest, worried, neo-Puritan colleague Adams). I have similarly sought to explore the desperate struggle of the writers of the Federalist papers to reconcile the  need for a powerful, coercive public authority with the preservation of  the private liberties for which the Revolution had been fought, and, in  a wider perspective, to sketch the reception, itself ambiguous, of the  Founders’ tensely balanced thought by political reformers throughout the Atlantic world.
The Founders were remarkably articulate people. They wrote easily, profusely, and clearly, and they left to posterity a monumental  record of their thoughts, their struggles, and their accomplishments.  But sometimes words, however profuse and precise, fail: they are so  embedded in unconscious assumptions and unquestioned, unperceived conditions that they leave unremarked essentials of people’s  lives. Images—visual representations—can sometimes illuminate  these elusive elements. And so I have used images—to gauge the  dimensions of the Founders’ provincialism, the subtlety of Franklin’s  artful self-imaging, and the peculiar idealization of America’s revolution abroad in what has been called the age of the democratic  revolution.
What follows, therefore, are sketches, assessments of essential elements in a complex history. If these probes convey a sense of the  accomplishments of this extraordinary generation together with an  awareness of the ambiguities, uncertainties, and perplexities in what  they did—difficulties that persist into our own time—they will serve  a useful purpose.
B.B.

I
Politics and the Creative  Imagination
For some time I have been puzzling over the sources of the cre-ative imagination. I began close to home with an effort some  years ago to probe the creative imagination among historians,1 but I have tried to go beyond that, to uncover some general  clues to the sources of those mysterious impulses that propel the  mind beyond familiar ground into unexpected territories—that  account for the sudden appearance of creative configurations of  thought, expression, vision, or sound.
At times the creative imagination seems to work in isolation, when  an individual, impelled by some uninstructed spark of originality,  glimpses relationships or possibilities never seen before, or devises  forms of expression never heard before. But most often the creative  imagination does not flare in isolation. Creative minds stimulate  each other, interaction and competition have a generative effect,  sparks fly from disagreement and rivalry, and entire groups become  creative. We know something about how that has happened—how  such creative groups have formed—in art, in science, in scholarship,  and in literature; but the same, I believe, has happened in politics,  though in ways we do not commonly perceive. I do not mean sudden  turns in legislation or public policy. I mean the recasting of the world  of power, the re-formation of the structure of public authority, of  the accepted forms of governance, obedience, and resistance, in  practice as well as in theory.
The creative reorganization of the world of power and all its  implications has happened at various points in history, but rarely, if  ever, I believe, as quickly, as successfully, and—so it seems to me—as  mysteriously as by a single generation on the eastern shores of North  America two hundred years ago.
The Founders of the American nation were one of the most creative groups in modern history. Some among them, especially in  recent years, have been condemned for their failures and weaknesses—for their racism, sexism, compromises, and violations of  principle. And indeed moral judgments are as necessary in assessing  the lives of these people as of any others. But we are privileged to  know and to benefit from the outcome of their efforts, which they  could only hopefully imagine, and ignore their main concern: which  was the possibility, indeed the probability, that their creative enterprise—not to recast the social order but to transform the political  system—would fail: would collapse into chaos or autocracy. Again  and again they were warned of the folly of defying the received traditions, the sheer unlikelihood that they, obscure people on the outer  borderlands of European civilization, knew better than the established authorities that ruled them; that they could successfully create  something freer, ultimately more enduring than what was then  known in the centers of metropolitan life.
Since we inherit and build on their achievements, we now know  what the established world of the eighteenth century flatly denied  but which they broke through convention to propose—that absolute  power need not be indivisible but can be shared among states  within a state and among branches of government, and that the  sharing of power and the balancing of forces can create not anarchy but freedom.
We know for certain what they could only experimentally and  prayerfully propose—that formal, written constitutions, upheld by  judicial bodies, can effectively constrain the tyrannies of both executive force and populist majorities.
We know, because they had the imagination to perceive it, that  there is a sense, mysterious as it may be, in which human rights can  be seen to exist independent of privileges, gifts, and donations of the   powerful, and that these rights can somehow be defined and protected by the force of law.
We casually assume, because they were somehow able to imagine,  that the exercise of power is no natural birthright but must be a gift  of those who are subject to it.
And we know, what Jefferson so imaginatively perceived and brilliantly expressed, that religion—religion of any kind—in the hands  of power can be the worst kind of tyranny—that, as he wrote in his  most eloquent state paper, to suffer the civil magistrate to intrude his powers into the field of  opinion and to restrain the profession or propagation of principles  on [the] supposition of their ill tendency is a dangerous fallacy . . .  because [the magistrate] being, of course, judge of that tendency  will make his opinions the rule of judgment . . . Truth [ Jefferson  concluded in his Act for Establishing Religious Freedom] is great  and will prevail if left to herself . . . she is the proper and sufficient  antagonist to error, and has nothing to fear from the conflict  unless, by human interposition, disarmed of her natural weapons,  free argument and debate—errors ceasing to be dangerous when  it is permitted freely to contradict them.2
These were extraordinary flights of creative imagination—political heresies at the time, utopian fantasies—and their authors and  sponsors knew that their efforts to realize these aspirations had no  certain outcomes. Nothing was assured; the future was unpredictable. Everywhere there were turns and twists that had not been  expected. Though they searched the histories they knew, consulted  the learned authorities of the day, and reviewed the masterworks of  political theory, they found few precedents to follow, no models to  imitate. They struggled with logical, ideological, and conceptual  problems that seemed to have no solutions. The deeper they went the  more difficult the problems appeared.
So they were asked: How could constitutions that were to restrict  the exercise of power effectively dominate the agencies that had created them?
Were individual rights to be protected against the state? Who  could define them?
Conscience was declared to be free. But was not religion, and  specifically Christianity, the ultimate source of morality and probity  and hence of justice and fairness? So should Christianity not be  enforced as a matter of state policy?
There was no end to the problems, and there was never any certainty in the outcome. Some of the problems in the course of time  would be solved, some persist to this day and will never be fully  resolved. But what strikes one most forcefully in surveying the struggles and achievements of that distant generation is less what they  failed to do than what they did do, and the problems that they did in  fact solve. One comes away from encounters with that generation,  not with a sense of their failings and hypocrisies—they were imperfect people, bound by the limitations of their own world—but with a  sense of how alive with creative imaginings they were; how bold they  were in transcending the world they had been born into.
How did that happen? What accounts for their creative imagination? What conditions made it possible?
I do not know the answers to those questions. But surveying that  lost, remote world, one comes repeatedly on a distinctive element that  seems to have played a significant role. It does not account for individual genius, for the sheer power of intellection or for the inspired  capacity to reconfigure familiar elements into new patterns and structures. These are the ultimate qualities of the creative imagination. Yet  there are circumstances, underlying conditions, that have an empowering force on latent capacities that otherwise would remain inert.
In a brief but brilliant essay entitled “Provincialism,” the art critic  Kenneth Clark commented on the differences between metropolitan  and provincial art. Through the centuries, he wrote, metropolitan  art, emerging from dominant centers of culture, has set the grand  styles that have radiated out into the world, creating standards and  forming assumptions that only idiots, Clark wrote, would challenge.  But in time metropolitan art, for all its successes—and in part   because of them—becomes repetitive, overrefined, academic, self-absorbed as it elaborates, polishes, and attenuates its initial accomplishments. A kind of scholasticism sets in, while out on the margins,  removed from the metropolitan centers, provincial art develops free  of those excesses. Artists on the periphery introduce simplicity and  common sense to a style that has become too embellished, too  sophisticated, too self-centered. The provincials are concrete in their  visualization, committed to the ordinary facts of life as they know  them rather than to an established style that has taken on a life of its  own. And they have a visionary intensity, which at times attains a  lyrical quality, as they celebrate the world around them and strive to  realize their fresh ambitions.
There are dangers in the provincial arts, Clark points out: insularity; regression into primitivism; complacence in the comforting  familiarity of local scenes. But the most skillful provincial artists have  the vigor of fresh energies; they are immersed in and stimulated by  the ordinary reality around them; and they transcend their limited  environments by the sheer intensity of their vision, which becomes,  at the height of their powers, prophetic. 3
Thus Kenneth Clark on provincialism in art. To a remarkable  degree I believe the same might be said of provincialism in politics  and the political imagination—particularly the politics of Revolutionary America.
The American founders were provincials—living on the outer  borderlands of an Atlantic civilization whose heartlands were the  metropolitan centers of England, France, the Netherlands, and  Spain. The world they were born into was so deeply provincial, so  derivative in its culture, that it is difficult for us now to imagine it as it  really was—difficult for us to reorient our minds to that small,  remote world. We cannot avoid reading back our powerful cosmopolitan present, the sense we have of our global authority and our  expanded social consciences—reading back all of that into that  small, unsure, preindustrial borderland world. Language can mislead us. The vocabulary of politics in eighteenth-century America   was metropolitan, transcultural, European if not universal; but the  reality of the Americans’ lives, the political and social context in  North America, was parochial, and the provincialism of those borderland people had, I believe, in political thought precisely those creative qualities that Clark describes in provincial art.
How provincial were they? There is literary evidence, some of it  eloquent. William Byrd II, returning to Virginia in 1726 after ten  years of intense striving in England’s literary and political circles,  called his native land a “silent country,” in which at times he felt he  was “being buried alive.” Though surrounded by “my flocks and   my herds,” he wrote back to England, “my bond-men and bond-women, and every soart of trade amongst my own servants,” he was  lonely. There was no one to respond to his wit, his satire; no one to  acknowledge his intellectual achievements, no way to establish his  worth as a man of letters, as a man of the world. He was no longer in  the world. Nostalgically, he kept his rooms in London, practiced his  languages—every day some Greek and Latin and a bit of Hebrew—  read diligently, remorselessly, in several European languages, built up  his library into a formidable collection of over three thousand titles,  and continued to write, for his own satisfaction, while pouring out to  his diary his longings for a greater world.4
There were other isolated bookmen and old-fashioned virtuosi—  the learned Pennsylvania Quaker James Logan, for example, more  successful and consequential a scholar and scientist than Byrd—who  were similarly remote from the metropolitan culture, similarly dependent on echoes from abroad. And later, in the pre-Revolutionary years,  there would be an outpouring of belles lettres in the North American  towns and cities—a plethora of literary efforts and polite discourses in  coffeehouses, clubs, salons, and tea tables, all “aping metropolitan rites  and fashions,” all aspiring to images of a greater beau monde, all  refracting metropolitan styles in amusement, wit, and social discourse.
So Thomas Dale, a well-educated London physician down on his  luck, emigrated to Charleston, South Carolina, rose through his professional skills and his reputation as what he called “a great wit and a  great Scholard,” a veritable “vir literatus,” to achieve, in that center   of provincial culture, wealth, position, and status, while pumping his  English correspondents for word of literary developments in London, inquiring after his old acquaintances and literary idols, and  hoping that his friends, in their “walks thro’ Moorfields and the  Stalls . . . would pick me up some pamphlets and 2 or 3 penniworth of  Learning good and old.” He would consider that “a singular favour,”
For Fortune plac’d me in a ruder soil,  
Far from the Joys that with my Soul agree,  
From wit, from Learning—far, oh far from thee!5
Later, in 1763, Benjamin Franklin, back in urban and enterprising  Philadelphia after years in England, knew better than anyone else  how far that city had advanced in literary accomplishments in the  years since he had launched his Junto’s program of cultural development. But he wondered why it was that the “petty island” from  which he had just returned—a mere stepping-stone in a brook next  to America, “scarce enough of it above water to keep one’s shoes  dry”—should have, in almost every neighborhood, more sensible,  virtuous, and elegant minds than could be collected in “100 leagues  of our vast forests.” The most gifted Americans, he wrote, merely  “lisp attempts at painting, poetry, and musick.” 6
But the witness of art and architecture is more objective and more  revealing.
The young John Adams spoke with envy of the rich and powerful  in his world, of a smug, arrogant American aristocracy, of elegant  American mansions, of grand estates and grand prospects.7 But  what was the scale? How grand was grand?
Some of the grand places he and his contemporaries knew are  familiar to us—they have survived or been rebuilt—though we do  not often think of them in this connection:  
Longfellow House, in Cambridge, Massachusetts (1759) [fig. 1]  
The Wentworth-Gardner House, in Portsmouth, New Hampshire  (1760), built with wealth derived from timber contracts with the  British navy [fig. 2] 
Westover, the Byrds’ famous house in Virginia (1730–34) [figs. 3, 4]   
[image: image]
Fig. 1: Longfellow House
[image: image]
Fig. 2: Wentworth-Gardner House
[image: image]
Fig. 3: Westover—view from the river
[image: image]
Fig. 4: Westover—side view
Carter’s Grove (1750–53), with its handsome entrance hall   [figs. 5, 6] 
George Mason’s Gunston Hall (1755–58), the “Palladian Room”  [figs. 7, 8] 
Van Cortlandt Manor (1740s), on the Hudson, forty miles from  Manhattan, built with third-generation Anglo-Dutch wealth   [fig. 9]. 
These are typical houses of the American aristocracy that Adams  knew. But how shall we understand their scale? How grand were  they? With what should they be compared? What is the range of  possibilities?
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Fig. 5: Carter’s Grove—exterior
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Fig. 6: Carter’s Grove—entrance hall
[image: image]
Fig. 7: Gunston Hall
[image: image]
Fig. 8: Gunston Hall—Palladian Room
[image: image]
Fig. 9: Van Cortlandt Manor
There is no possible correspondence, no remote connection,  between these provincial dwellings and the magnificent showplaces  of the English nobility—those vast domestic palaces, ornate and massive, with their pedimented porticoes, their spreading balustraded wings—their colonnaded entrance halls, whence  the Adam staircase sweeps up beneath a fluted dome; their cream  and gilt libraries piled with sumptuous editions of the classics;  their orangeries peopled with casts from the antique—all combine  to produce an extraordinary impression of culture and elegance  and established power.8
Marlborough’s Blenheim, the Devonshires’ Chatsworth, the Marquesses of Bath’s Longleat, Walpole’s Houghton [figs. 10–14] are in a  different world, remote and irrelevant.
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Fig. 10: Blenheim Palace
[image: image]
Fig. 11: Chatsworth
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Fig. 12: Longleat
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Fig. 13: Houghton
[image: image]
Fig. 14: Houghton—drawing room
Incomparable too are the sprawling dwellings of long-established  English families that had grown organically bit by bit and year  by year as successive generations had added extensions and ornaments until what had begun as medieval manor houses became  eighteenth-century mansions—“patchwork houses,” they have been  called, but imposing and handsome. The Sidney family’s Penshurst  had grown that way, to attain, in Sir Philip Sidney’s day, “a firm  stateliness,” its “exceeding lastingness made the eye believe it was  exceedingly beautiful.”9
Between Chatsworth in Derbyshire and Westover in Virginia—  between Longleat and Carter’s Grove—the scales are incommensurate. Yet there are meaningful comparisons, especially with the  properties of the English gentry in Britain’s domestic borderlands—  more remote places, like William Weddell’s Newby Hall in northeast  Yorkshire. Weddell and Newby Hall, in fact, have a peculiar place in  North American history since in order to finance his building plans  Weddell raised his rents, with the result that a veritable village of his  tenants left the land and emigrated across the Atlantic, where their  destinies have been traced.10
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Fig. 15: Newby Hall
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Fig. 16: Newby Hall—entrance hall
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Fig. 17: Newby Hall—staircase
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Fig. 18: Newby Hall—Tapestry Room
In its exterior appearance [fig. 15] Newby Hall is not of a different  scale from Byrd’s Westover, but once within the house one begins to  see the differences. The entrance hall [fig. 16 ], with its marbled floor,  is spacious, its furnishings, which include a handsome chamber   organ, solid and elegantly constructed. The staircase [fig. 17] is broad  and graceful, and the Tapestry Room [fig. 18] is different from anything in North America: the Palladian Room of George Mason’s  Gunston Hall is a small country parlor in comparison. The hangings  in the Tapestry Room were made on order by the Gobelin factory to  designs by Boucher; and the chairs were designed and made by Chippendale. But Weddell’s pride and joy—“the admiration of all connoisseurs,” a contemporary wrote—was his specially constructed  Statue Gallery [fig. 19]. Three linked porticoed spaces, it was cunningly designed by Robert Adam to exhibit the contents of nineteen  chests of statuary that Weddell had shipped from Rome in the same  months of 1765 when the Americans, on the far periphery of his  world, were rebelling against the Stamp Act duties. Dramatically  placed at the end of the third space were, and still are, his two main  treasures, the wonderful Venus, once in the Palazzo Barberini in  Rome, for which Weddell paid a great sum—some said £3,500, some  £6,000—and the statue of Athene, for which he paid over £1,000  [fig. 20].11
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Fig. 19: Newby Hall  Statue Gallery
[image: image]
Fig. 20:  Newby Hall—Statue  Gallery, detail
There is nothing in the American world to compare with this.  Weddell too was a provincial Briton, though affluent and well connected. His imposing establishment was built in the midst of rural  Yorkshire. Even today the contrast between the small sculpture  gallery and its surroundings “comes as a shock. It has the force of  revelation.” What distinguishes him from his affluent American  counterparts was not his wealth—the estate of the Virginian Robert  “King” Carter, at his death in 1732, was reported to include 300,000  acres, 1,000 slaves, and £10,000 in cash; and mercantile fortunes in  pre-Revolutionary Philadelphia could reach £80,000. 12 What distinguishes Weddell was his cultural awareness, the worldliness of his  sensibilities—in a word, his sophistication.
And what of the people, the American aristocracy, the local elite—  what of their style, their manner, the images they projected? We know  how they presented themselves: many portraits survive. Sometimes   they posed theatrically, self-consciously, with somewhat painfully contrived elegance heightened by the painters’—especially Copley’s—  ambitions. They are substantial, proud, aspiring people, like  the stolid Jeremiah Lee of Marblehead, Massachusetts, and his  equally stolid, somewhat jowly wife, carrying, as she cautiously  ascends the stairs, a bunch of fruit, symbol of fertility, in the lap of  her voluminous gown [figs. 21, 22],
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Fig. 21: Jeremiah Lee
[image: image]
Fig. 22: Mrs. Jeremiah Lee
Isaac Smith of New York, and the formidable, matronly, no-nonsense Mrs. Smith, also nestling fruit in the lap of her dress  [figs. 23, 24],  
Thomas Mifflin of Philadelphia, a wealthy, well-traveled Quaker,  later quartermaster general of the American army and governor  of Pennsylvania, and his beady-eyed wife [fig. 25], and a succession of Boston’s shrewdest, most successful men of  business:    
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Fig. 23: Isaac Smith
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Fig. 24: Mrs. Isaac Smith
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Fig. 25: Mr. and Mrs. Thomas Mifflin
[image: image]
Fig. 26: Peter Faneuil
[image: image]
Fig. 27: John Erving
[image: image]
Fig. 28: Eleazer Tyng
Peter Faneuil [fig. 26], 
John Erving [fig. 27], 
Eleazer Tyng [fig. 28]. 
With what images should these portraits of the provincial, bourgeois  elite be compared? Not of course with such worldly, resplendently  portrayed magnificos, utterly remote from America, as  
William, Duke of Cumberland, the victor over the Scots in the  rebellion of ’45 [fig. 29]; or 
the flamboyant, infamous Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire   [fig. 30]. 
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Fig. 29: William, Duke of Cumberland
[image: image]
Fig. 30: Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire
[image: image]
Fig. 31: Earl of Hillsborough
[image: image]
Fig. 32: Mary, Countess Howe
Nor is the comparison very useful even with the less grand, less  Olympian aristocracy who did have direct connections with America:  
the Earl of Hillsborough, for example, whose imperious attitude  toward America when he was secretary of state and whose personal snubs Benjamin Franklin never forgot and never forgave   [fig. 31]; or 
the graceful, elegant, confident Mary, Countess Howe [fig. 32],  whose husband, Sir Richard, would lead the naval forces against  America in the Revolution. 
The most meaningful comparisons must be with the humbler  domestic gentry, people like Gainsborough’s immediate neighbors  and friends in the Suffolk countryside, near his native village of Sudbury, whom he immortalized in stylized, leisured, witty poses against  the background of their property:  
Mr. and Mrs. Andrews—young newlyweds, somewhat supercilious, elegantly clothed, he crosslegged, informal, with gun and

 dog, she “sitting pertly in her best blue satin dress, the folds of  which are loosely and exquisitely modelled”; they face but are not  involved in their gleaming, fecund fields [fig. 33],
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