Seals of the United States

The 'Great', Treaty, And Presidential
A Lesson in Their Origins together with Historical Notes Offered in the Hope that the Reader in Perusing Will Learn as Much from the Experience as the Writer did in Creating.
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I. EARLY SEAL HISTORY

A. Establishing The Need For A Seal
The First Continental Congress, met between September 5 and October 26, 1774, in Philadelphia and crafted pleas directly to George III hoping that the Coercive Acts (British nomenclature) passed by the British Parliament (Parliament: Houses of Commons/Lords) would be repealed. There were four acts passed in 1774 after the Boston Tea Party Of 1773 that were designed to punish Massachusetts. An additional act expanding the province of Quebec at the expensive of Massachusetts brought the number of acts to five that were referred to as the “Intolerable Acts” (Colonial nomenclature).

These acts of Parliament did nothing except to enrage all the Colonies to the point that Congress appointed May 10, 1775, as a time for re-convening if the acts were not favorably dealt with from the British side. History, in a sense, was on the Colonies side in that the uproar over the Stamp Act Of 1765 and the Townshend Acts Of 1767 resulted in their repeal. However, by that reckoning date, the shedding of Patriot blood had already transpired in skirmishes at Lexington and Concord, British embargoing of ports was largely circumvented and certain to bring a response from the British navy, Patriots were harassing local officials and driving them from their seats of power, arsenals were being seized, … The American Revolution was underway and had already started the Colonies towards an eventual nation-statehood that neither superior British armies nor its mighty navy could deny.

On the appointed May 10, 1775, the Second Continental Congress met with delegates representing 12 colonies – minus Georgia. It probably later bore some significance in 1776 that Georgia officially joined the Congress on July 4, 1775, although this does not seem to be a matter of record. Whatever the case, the official one-year birthday of this replete Congress resulted in the promulgation of the Declaration Of Independence. Despite an interim further appeal to the British known as the Olive Branch Petition, Congress had put itself firmly on the road to war.

Despite little in the way of military successes by which they might be emboldened, Congressional delegates had declared for independence and then put forth a system of governance November 15, 1777, in the form of the Articles Of Confederation. These were finally ratified March 1, 1781. In the mean time, Congress reserved for itself the control of the war, foreign relations, signing of treaties, issuance of currency, and several other powers all of which can be instantly recognized as “federal” prerogatives. Missing was the very means to finance the foregoing: taxation. Congress was beholden to each of the separate colonies for the support of those measures they undertook in the name of the whole. It is well documented that those requests did not always yield a timely response with what was required (i.e., funding, troops, supplies, …) or even a response at all.
B. The 'Great Seal' Design Odyssey:
Most of Congress's business had to await addressing beyond July 4, 1776. One item that did not: the establishment of a committee to design a seal for the government-in-formation. Seals of sovereign states embossed into documents were – and still are – required for exchanges between such states and with present-day international bodies such as the United Nations. Additionally, seals are used on letters of credence/recall of ambassadors, cabinet secretary appointments, and a select number of other official acts of the administration.

This committee was comprised of John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and Thomas Jefferson. Since each had little or no heraldic experience, they employed a painter and student of heraldry as a consultant Pierre Eugene Du Simitiere. It was his duty to distilled the committee suggestions into the design that was submitted to Congress on August 20, 1776. That overall design did not catch fire and – like the product of many committees of today – languished for quite a while until March 25, 1780, when a new committee was appointed.. Attributed to Franklin, "Rebellion to tyrants is obedience to God" accompanying the Pharaoh being swallowed by the Red Sea while chasing the Israelites was part of the submitted reverse design. Jefferson liked that motto so much that he incorporated it into his own personal seal and enshrined it in a gate to Montecello's cemetery. Scholars have not found the motto in historical references and think it a Franklin fabrication (mostly based on his own handwritten description of the design that includes the motto). One thing that came from this committee, disappeared in subsequent proceedings, and was resurrected at the last was the motto: “E pluribus unum” (SEE: THE MOTTO:, infra). While replaced as the national motto (but not in the Great Seal) by “In God We Trust” in 1956, this short Latin phrase has been well understood by virtually all Americans without the aid of a translation throughout the Nation's history.
In the first committee we had a doctor who is considered gifted academically and scientifically as well as well-rounded socially and politically twho was eamed up with two future U.S. presidents and they failed to provide the requisite seal. So, what hope did the second committee with no such luminaries have? None! The second committee did little more than spawn the third committee. This chain of events was certainly an early harbinger of the present-day prototypical view of the success of management by committee since the third committee also got nowhere!
And then there was a light in the person of Charles Thomson, Secretary of Congress (like the Senate and House of today, Congress had several administrative “officers”, but those posts no longer exist; at that time it was unicameral with each state having one vote produced from several delegates). On June 13, 1782, with urgent need on the short-term horizon, he was charged by Congress with getting the seal done. Like the committees before him, Thomson used an outside consultant more experienced in heraldry in the person of William Barton who so happened to be the consultant to the third committee. Using bits and pieces of all the committees and some originality of their own, they arrived at a blazon (a description of arms or flags that uses a very concise and unique terminology and syntax). Unfortunately, no drawing has ever been found in Congress's records; so it is unknown if its members actually understood what they were approving or had even an inkling what the seal might look like.
C. The 'Great Seal' Is Born:
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Ignoring the lack of a graphic depiction (although one had to exist as the basis for the engraving), the Thomson/Barton pair did an admirable and expedient job. What had eluded three committees over six years was put together by these two in a mere week! The design was submitted to Congress on June 20, 1782, and was immediately accepted and remained effective during the Confederation period. The official use of this blazon for the seal and the seal itself was extended by an enactment of Congress under the new Constitution on September 15, 1789. As late as 1947, virtually the same wording as 1789 was codified in 4 U.S.C. § 41.

The die was forthwith cut in brass and first used on September 16, 1782, on a document authorizing George Washington to negotiate a British prisoner exchange. This die remained in use until it eventually wore out and was replaced in 1841. Current use seems to run in a range of three to four thousand impressions per year, but records for that era may be regarded as sketchy. Moreover, current dies are steel and would make many more acceptable impressions than this brass die could have managed. Therefore, the 58+ year life-time of this die is indicative of far less usage than exists today.
D. The 'Great Seal' Comes Of Age:
Over two centuries of continuous use has required dies to be made anew and each of the early designs – 1782, 1841, and 1877 – was somewhat different. The dies from 1782 through 1909 are discussed starting here at the National Archives. Unfortunately, the only graphic on-line there is the 1782, supra.

Prior to the introspection fostered by the impending National centennial in 1876, there appears to have been only a single publication depicting the Great Seal and offering pertinent commentary and that was in the maiden issue of The Columbian Magazine (AKA: Monthly Miscellany) in September, 1786. This was a Philadelphia-based, well-respected, and finely published American answer to the top-drawer London “gentleman’s magazine” types. As one would imagine, this publication could hardly qualify as “general-circulation” throughout the Nation. Thus, it is not at all remarkable that media and public interest in the seal languished close to zero. But, that attitude was definitely going to change.
The graphic you observe here is of the 1885 die which actually has the most currency to the dies created since that time. In preparation for the awarding of the design and engraving contract to Tiffany & Co., (yes, the NYC manufacturing jeweler: they do that sort of thing) the State Department went to great lengths to come up with better specifications. These efforts were largely dictated by the need for a response to a lot of criticism of the 1877 re-make that was done in time for the centennial of the seal’s adoption in 1882. Unfortunately, it was not done in time for the Nation’s centennial in 1876. The run-up to 1876 produced a lot of media coverage and ensuing public interest in all things representing nationhood. This included disparaging the 1841 die for mistakes, omissions, and a perceived lack of appropriateness. 

Then, the circulation of depictions of the 1877 die brought even more caustic public and media opinions to the fore since it seemed to make no improvements in the seal after all the previous fuss re the 1841 version.. This was despite the fact that the 1877 re-make closely followed the original from 1782 (even including its mistakes) and was apparently dictated by the Department of State. It seems that when people became aware of what the seal actually looked like, they found the design less than what one would expect as representational of as formidable a nation as the U.S. (i.e., its “looks” did not match American pride). To wit: an honest examination of the eagle in the first three designs seems to elicit in ones mind more barn-yard scurrying than up-draft soaring. Further, it did not help the 1877 seal's reputation that the poor engraving workmanship made the die's impressions blurry right from the start.

Tiffany’s head designer, James Horton Whitehouse, brought international experience and a level of artistic competence to the process that previously was lacking [except for the remarkable Masi seal (SEE: THE TREATY SEAL:, infra)]. Moreover, his interpretation of the blazon and specifications together with his embellishments can all be credited with making the design so revered that it has been mandated for duplication for every die since.

There has been one almost imperceptible change made to the 1885 (Tiffany) design within the "glory” rays starting in the next die: the 1904 [delivered in 1904 after delays with getting a new press (the same one in use today); sometimes called the '1903' for its contract date]. The rays are 'or' (gold) in the blazon and in the monochromatic world of dies the standard representation of 'or' is by dots and this cwas instituted. For a realization (an artistic interpretation of an heraldic blazon) this presents no change since the rays are depicted in a golden color which, in this case, is in the area between the field of stars and the circle of "cloudlettes" (which are called out as 'puffs' in presidential blazons).
II. 'Great Seal' Anachronisms
A. The Great Seal's Reverse:
With the ‘Novus Ordo Seclorum’ motto at the base of the pyramid, one can easily quibble re the Latin usage and/or scholarship. But, the penner of the notes submitted with the blazon, Thomson (ibidem), wrote that the motto signifies in Latin “… the beginning of the new American Æra …” and that should end any controversy. However, there may be a hidden reason Thomson (formerly a Latin teacher in Philadelphia) did not use a most definitive ‘sæculorum’ or a seemingly more germane to his own interpretation ‘seculorum’ instead of the Late Latin and least appropriate ‘seclorum’. The reverse's other motto is ‘Annuit Cœptis’ (also Thomson's). The Novus letters total 17; letters in ‘Cœptis’ are seven (yes, ‘œ’ is a Latin diphthong with a single “sound”, but it is written with two letters); and there are six in ‘Annuit’: voilà 1776! With the number of eyes drawn to these designs, it is strange that nobody has commented on this observation while consummate energy has been expended disparaging the Novus Latin.
The reverse exists only in the blazon in that a die has never been cut of this side. The design's usage mostly exists as a realization on the back of the dollar bill since 1935. The reverse would have been used for the bottom of wax seals attached by cords or ribbons to, mostly, treaties. The dies made for the obverse of the U.S. Great Seal (2 5/16 inches) are much smaller than customarily used for these 'pendant' seals (as they are known since they are “appended” to the document in a practice commenced in c. the 12th century). The Treaty Of Ghent settled the War of 1812 with the British December 24, 1814, and the U.S. had to use their regular seal on a pendant – for the first time – in February, 1815. This odd war included a major British loss  invading NY from Canada; the refusal of war hero Lord Wellington to take command of the war; the arson of Washington (D.C.) that included the White House (in return for the same previously done by the U.S. in Canada) while that same British campaign failed to take Baltimore;  several vacillations between hawks and doves (relatively speaking re the Colonies) coming to power in Parliament; and the valiant defense of New Orleans by Jackson in which the British suffered an historically huge loss of over 2,600 men to America's 13 in less than half an hour. After all this, the treaty “turned back the clock” (status quo ante bellum) and established everything just as if the war had never happened. There is little doubt that the size of the U.S. seal in the wax was little noticed as both sides rushed to get the war behind them and quickly restore their mutually lucrative commerce to its interrupted “ante bellum” status.
B. The Treaty Seal:
Soon after using the obverse of the Great Seal on the Treaty of Ghent (ibidem), it was determined that there was a need for a larger seal for pendants No doubt someone in the Department of State took a look at the woeful little U.S. seal on the treaty and understood that the rising international U.S stature would involve many more treaties and using the Great Seal was an embarrassment. Whatever the process, the result was the obtaining of the Seraphim Masi (Masi) seal at 4 11/16 inches in 1825. At twice the diameter of the Great Seal, this seal had a lot more area to cover and offered the opportunity for greater detail. In exploiting this, Masi brought a significant degree of artistry to the task that resulted in a seal possessing a quality on a par with anything produced in Europe and exceeding by far the engraving quality of the Great Seal itself. Compared to the Great Seal, a few things were changed. Masi's eagle became robust and realistic, the shield was the “Swiss” style (SEE: THE ARMS:, infra), the full motto was centered above the eagle's head, the head's feather crest was removed (bald eagles have no crest), the clouds are in an arc that is downward-opening so that the “glory rays” seems to beam down on the eagle, the branch now has olives on it, and the arrows are more distinct.
OK! A lot of things were changed and all for the better! Pendant seals on documents were housed in boxes – usually silver and called 'skippets' – to protect the massive and fragile blocks of wax containing the attached seal impressions as they were being transported and stored. Masi also produced these skippets which were works of art in themselves. These skippets carried a right-reading copy of the seal in bas relief on the cover and exhibited excellent levels of attainment for the U.S. metal-working skill-sets. Here, again, there was no change to the reverse design and no die was cut of that side of the Great Seal. This happenstance is inexplicable since pendant-seal usage certainly called for a die of the reverse to be done. There appears to be no Department of State documentation of why this was not done or who made that determination. But, as a result, just the obverse was impressed in the wax and the back of the wax seal was left blank. The process of becoming a treaty signatory started to change in the last half of the 19th century and pendant seals soon were on their way out. The last U.S. use of the Masi seal was in 1871 (Treaty Of Washington) wherein the arbitrator – Emperor Wilhelm I of Germany (as King of Prussia) – awarded the U.S. its desires in how the boundary was set between Canada and the U.S. in Puget Sound. PLEASE NOTE: The skippet graphic shown here is from the Department of State where the battle between lower-bandwidth and higher-definition was apparently won by lower-bandwidth. Thus, the resolution of most of that site's graphics are quite low. However, this graphic amply demonstrates the excellent design and workmanship of the Masi seal and skippets.
III. PRESIDENTIAL ACHIEVEMENTS
Blazon ( per Executive Order (EO) 10860):
Section 1. The Coat of Arms of the President of the United States shall be of the following design:

SHIELD: Paleways of thirteen pieces argent and gules, a chief azure; upon the breast of an American eagle displayed holding in his dexter talon an olive branch and in his sinister a bundle of thirteen arrows all proper, and in his beak a white scroll inscribed "E PLURIBUS UNUM" sable.

CREST: Behind and above the eagle a radiating glory or, on which appears an arc of thirteen cloud puffs proper, and a constellation of thirteen mullets argent.

The whole surrounded by white stars arranged in the form of an annulet with one point of each star outward on the imaginary radiating center lines, the number of stars conforming to the number of stars in the union of the Flag of the United States as established by chapter 1 of title 4 of the United States Code.
Sec. 2. The Seal of the President of the United States shall consist of the Coat of Arms encircled by the words "Seal of the President of the United States."
We are supposed to have the arms on a shield as described for the Great Seal: the upper portion blue (azure) with vertical stripes in the lower portion starting with white (argent) from the shield's dexter (viewer's left) and alternating with red (gules) for a total of 13. This is placed on the breast of an 'American eagle' of an unknown type with an olive branch in its dexter talon and arrows in its sinister (viewer's right) talon. The eagle, branch, and arrows are supposed to be colored naturally. The lettering on the scroll is black (sable).

Then we have what is called the 'Crest', but what is described defies heraldic convention for crests. We have an gold (or) 'glory' (AKA: 'nimbus' and 'aureole': a disk and/or a circle of golden rays of sunshine) radiating from behind the eagle towards the top of the achievement. Upon these rays we have 13 'puffs' (circular clouds naturally colored) and 13 white (argent) mullets (five-pointed stars) arrayed in an unknowable arrangement as a 'constellation'.

Previously we had a 'white scroll' and then we have an 'annulet' (ring) of 'white stars' surrounding everything described above. This is a bit problematic since there is no color 'white' and stars are six-pointed.

All of this written matter actually is moot in that the attached drawings obtain and conflict with what has been said in the foregoing.

EO 10860 (Eisenhower) is not the birthplace of presidential blazon problems since it points to EO 10823 (Eisenhower) which points to EO 9646 (Truman). Ah, but there is no “the buck stops here”, Harry. The real problem rests with Wilson in 1916 and the pre-annulet coat-of-arms drawings done by the Navy.
Before the election of Hayes in 1876, presidential seals seem to have existed on occasion, but were not documented very well. We do know a presidential seal was created in 1850. Right after his inauguration in 1877, Hayes found that he could not live without engraved invitations and place cards for his dinner guests. This started the process of giving presidential seals better transparency and some documentation of what was being done. For better or worse, the Hayes design seen here (Smithsonian Institution, negative no. 77-10304, background added for visibility) can be considered the fore-runner of all presidential seals since. We do know that the engravings were done for the printing process (gold embossing), supra, by April, 1877. Nothing more really needs be said since this graphic is nothing more than an early “conceptual” to the seal created later on. The Hayes administration was responsible for the botched 1877 re-make of the die for the Great Seal. Providentialy, the new presidential seal was not done at the same time.

The exact date when the new design was subsequently executed in a seal is not known. There were contemporaneous media reports collateral to the creation of the new 1885 Great Seal that the 1850 presidential seal remained in use. This had changed by 1894 when we have the first example – in an embossing provided by Cleaveland's private secretary – of the Hayes-inspired presidential seal (Hayes-seal) as seen here. As an indication of the complete lack of codified uses for a presidential seal and the concomitant infrequency of use, this same die was the only one used for the 51+ years until Truman's make-over in EO 9646, supra, on October 25, 1945.
The Hayes-seal was available for that whole time-frame despite the fact that Wilson revamped the presidential coat-of-arms in EO 2390 on May 29, 1916. The realizations of the 1916 design were utilized for flags, stationery, and derivative designs until EO 9646, supra, took affect. However, EO 2390 did create coat-of-arms anomalies that persist until today because EO 9646 et alii merely perpetuated the base designs produced for Wilson. Wilson forsook the “blazon” approach and just had the Navy create some drawings with a table of color call-outs. This refreshingly modernistic approach (a legacy Wilson strove for) was great as far as it went. Unfortunately, somewhere in the files there was an example (source unknown) depicting how the actual seal should be engraved. Wilson actually started with a proposed design realization merging the 1904 Great Seal with the Hayes-seal. The drawing is thought to be by the 1904 Great Seal's engraver: Bailey Banks & Biddle, Philadelphia. The original is archived in “Series 2 of the Woodrow Wilson Papers”, Library of Congress. This drawing was originally colored, but the image shows major fading. Moreover, here it is cropped to fit and then highly contrasted to exemplify some details that are almost invisible in the image: specifically the rays of the 'glory'.
In the detail of this marked-up cut-out from the proposal drawing one can plainly see that the center-point of the “glory” is right behind the eagle's head from which emanates upward five shafts of light [rays (outlined in red); only a part of a 'glory' which is a complete circle] that are illustrated by many fine lines. Almost impossible to see are two peripheral shafts of less than half the radial span of the other five and situated just above the wing tips. Also hard to distinguish is the fact that the rays continue a short distance beyond the 'puffs' (small clouds). Everything seems to suggest that Wilson was fine with what this drawing suggested and that it was handed over to the Navy to do the EO 2390 drawings.

What came back was a bit unusual. You can probably forgive Wilson for looking at the Navy's drawing of the coat-of-arms and not seeing the differences between what he sent over and what he got back. The specification drawing is completely covered in dimensioning lines and table references as you see here.
The [Vice-]President's seal is a different story with long gold rays shooting radially from behind the back of the eagle. The die uses the proper treatment of engraving the outlines of the rays with the dots within. However, the realizations of the blazon treat the die's lines and dots as literally that. Thus, the depictions have a bazaar bunch of lines and dots instead of golden rays. The average person would have no idea why such an odd-looking part of the graphic exists and it is doubtful anyone would guess that they are “gold rays” as in sunlight. What happened between the blazon fact and realization reality is pretty vague, but it was documented in 1916. Also, the current blazon calls for the branch and the arrows to be 'proper' (naturally colored). The branch is, but the arrows in realizations are white (argent) which reverts back to the 1916 blazon in error. This accompanying depiction is rather crude since it is a poorly done digitization of the actual illustration filed with the EO 10860, infra, in 1960. It is from the page showing the use of the presidential coat-of-arms on the flag. The dimensioning lines have been removed as well as possible and a background applied to enhance display. Enlarging the image will enable one to visualize that the dexter (eagle's right) four sets of rays have the dots signifying 'or'. The sinister (eagle's left) three sets do not appear to have any. So, people creating these documents are aware of the fact that the seal contains seven “rays” and not a bunch of lines and dots and that such a depiction is not supported by the official blazon.

The actual blazons and usage of presidential achievements are outlined in Executive Orders (EO's) starting in 1945. Truman established the present state of affairs by revising and unifying the definition of three items as the President's: 1.) coat-of-arms, 2.) seal, and 3.) flag in EO 9646. Eisenhower modified the number of annulet stars for the admission of Alaska in EO 10823 and issued EO 10860 on February 5, 1960, to account for the admission of Hawaii. PLEASE NOTE: There are many erroneous citations making Kennedy the author of EO 10860. Those three orders bring us to the present. For instance, the President's flag uses the coat-of-arms on a blue field and the seal uses it with the surrounding text 'Seal of the President of the United States'. The reason why realizations of the coat-of-arms are treated literally from the blazon instead of figuratively is not found in illustrations attached to EO 10860 showing the use on the flag (which consists of the coat-of-arm, supra). The attachment at 3 CFR, 1959-1963 Comp., P. 395 clearly shows seven solid rays consisting of two to three “beams”, not the lines and dots now in use. Moreover, no such “lines and dots” description exists in the CFR record of the blazon itself found at 3 CFR, 1959-1963 Comp., P. 393. The last two links are via 'wikisource.org' which has put on-line OCR (to enable text searches) and digitized copies from the CFR hard-copies. Actually, the CFR is also on-line, but only for still-fully active items and attachments for anything prior to 1993 are not included. Unlike all other sources, wikisource's service is free. NOTE: the link is expecting that you will be starting a new wiki page with the retrieved file instead of doing some “data-mining”. Presidential and other governmental designs do not have a reverse. In reality, there is no prescribed use for presidential seals and current usage seems to be realizations of the seal and coat-of-arms and actual flags. Prior to the creation of the basic current-design elements in 1877, some form of a presidential seal may have been applied to wax seals on communications to Congress.
IIII. THE 'GREAT SEAL' IN DETAIL

A. The 'Great Seal' Obverse:
The seal consists of four parts:
the Crest at the top floating over the rest of the achievement,

the Motto on the ribbon grasp in the Supporter's beak,

the bald eagle Supporter, and

the Nation’s Arms on a shield over the Supporter’s breast.

Throughout the seal one sees ‘13’ as a representation of the original 13 Colonies: stars, arrows, stripes on the shield, letters in the motto (most probably co-incidental) and on the reverse there are 13 steps to the pyramid and 13 letters in the upper motto (possibly also co-incidental). Since the 1885 (Tiffany) seal there also are 13 each olives and leaves on the branch.

Each achievement part, supra, detailed hereunder commences with the applicable part of the blazon approved by the Second Continental Congress on June 20, 1782. Additionally, there are references as to how the original design came about and how the 1782 die evolved into the de facto standard represented by the 1885 (Tiffany) die. There are historical notes interwoven for each part that may but tangentially relate to the seal, but contribute to a better understanding of America's early years by applying a “patina” to its first century of existence.
1. THE CREST:
Applicable Blazon Part:
Over the head of the Eagle which appears above the Escutcheon, A Glory, Or, breaking through a cloud, proper, & surrounding thirteen stars forming a Constellation, Argent, on an Azure field.
The crest's rendition in the seal, realizations thereof, and the many derivative uses at both the Federal and local levels have produced a great diversity in designs. This is a direct and proximate result of the blazon's minimalistic specifications. Due to this, the preponderance of occurrences of variances from the then-current seal are confined entirely to the crest. In fact, the only other part of the achievement experiencing other than minor differences is in the use of two different shield designs for the arms which, once again, is due to lack of specification in the Blazon.
The blazon calls for the “glory” (AKA: 'nimbus' and 'aureole': a circle of golden rays of sunshine) to pierce a cloud as if to herald a new day (or age) or to mark the emergence from stormy times. Either interpretation would make the rays an allegory of one of the mottoes on the seal’s reverse which declares: ‘Novus Ordo Seclorum’. It should be noted that none of the dies ever had rays piercing the cloud(s). In this way, all of the official dies have ignored the adopted blazon.
The first known realization is a painting done on a 1785 commission by the vestry of St. Paul’s Chapel, NYC. During the two years that NYC was the Nation’s capital, George Washington and members of Congress were amongst its regular worshipers and Washington's presidential inauguration was held there in 1789. St. Paul's had survived the “Great Fire” that consumed up to 500 of the then-existing 4,000 buildings densely packed into the southern tip of Manhattan. Unfortunately, its mother church – the mighty Trinity Church – burned to the ground. The fire started just a week after the British invested NYC and they had no want of any destruction of their prize. The British reported to London that Patriots were suspected of arson and several facts strongly supported this conclusion. However, after interrogating over 200 suspects none was found culpable. Although Church of England parishes (i.e., Anglican: such as Trinity) were unfettered during British military rule, it must have seemed pointless to rebuild with a war going on and the occupied city subject to potential fighting. So the century-old church was not rebuilt and consecrated until 1790.

The painting was installed to hang above Washington’s pew where it demonstrates the piercing of the clouds – per the blazon – as well as the eventual circle of clouds around the field of stars (which already became five-pointed therein). Except for a medallion and chain draped about the arms, the painting quite strictly followed the blazon. Although, it appears that whoever did the commissioning was not aware that the eagle of the blazon was to be a “bald” eagle since the artist painted an eagle not recognizable as such. However, the inappropriate feather crest found in the seal is gone. Otherwise, this realization was representative of what the U.S. Great Seal would not become until a full century had passed and, even then, the 1885 and subsequent seals do not follow the blazon’s definition of the rays. With the number of elements in the painting that became incorporated in the 1885 (Tiffany) seal, it is hard to imagine that the seal's designer did not thoroughly examine this painting just a few minutes walk from both his residence and workshop. PLEASE NOTE: this depiction of the painting has been cropped on the sides to fit this document. The artist's rendition is of the “window-view” type with painted curtains framing the sides. The artist is the one who “cropped” the top at the rays and the bottom at the tail feathers and arrow fletchings.

The stars started out as six-pointed on the 1782 seal and became five-pointed (pentacles: as opposed to five points consisting of ten segments) in the 1825 Masi treaty seal and the 1841 replacement die. The reason for six pointed stars – per English heraldry – is that five-pointed “stars” were to represent 'mullets' which are the rowels from spurs and are normally depicted with holes in the center. It would be a very strange flag indeed if an heraldic mullet were actually represented thereon, so flags tended to use five-point stars due to their enhanced visibility. To this day, five-pointed stars on flags are usually referred to as 'mullets' and absolutely nobody expects to find them with holes. The blazon does not define how the stars are to be arranged in their field and the painting in St. Paul’s has the stars randomly strewn throughout the field as in some subsequent realizations and partially so in today's presidential coats-of-arms. The six-pointed star arrangement in all the seals probably replicates an earlier admiralty flag canton (AKA: union) designed by Francis Hopkinson who was a top naval official; Declaration of Independence signer; prolific designer of flags, currency, emblems, and seals; and the heraldry consultant to the second seal committee. He contributed many ideas and sketches for the committee and the six-pointed star layout being one such.

In fact, the existence of various star arrangements in national flag cantons was similarly fostered by the lack of any codification setting out a standard until the admittance of Arizona and New Mexico in 1912 when the arrangement of 48 stars was defined by Taft in EO 1637. Not only were star arrangements fluid, but the stripes were in early play as well. Francis Scott Key ("Star Spangled Banner" fame, Fort McHenry, Battle of Baltimore, 1814) was gazing upon a flag of 15 stars and 15 stripes representing the 1795 entry of Kentucky and Vermont into the fold. The next addition of five states in 1818 made it clear that there had to be a limit on the stripes. The flag enactment (15th Congress, 1st Sess., Chap. XXXIV, April 4, 1818), set the number of stars to match the number of states and put the stripes permanently back to 13 to commemorate the original Colonies. The 1885 seal design coalesced opinions of what was acceptable for the U.S. achievement, so other star arrangements and variations in style soon disappeared from the Federal scene. This “standardization” impacted sub-Federal governmental usage for seals, flags, and emblems as well. The differing arrangements of stars, clouds, and rays principally survived only in the presidential coat-of-arms and designs derivative therefrom which includes some coinage (notably: the Kennedy half dollar).
2. THE MOTTO:
Applicable Blazon Part:
… the American bald Eagle displayed, proper, … & in his beak a scroll, inscribed with this Motto. "E pluribus unum".
The blazon leaves the color scheme of the scroll and lettering and the very placement of the scroll completely to conjecture and that is why each realization was slightly different. Since the “standardization” of the 1885 (Tiffany) die, the scroll's placement is no longer in much doubt.

As mentioned, supra, the “E pluribus unum” motto was suggested by Franklin, but there is strong conjecture that the origination was actually the motto of a periodical ‘Gentleman's Magazine’. This periodical was published in full editions between 1731 and 1904 and license-maintaining four-pagers until 1922. It is the first publication to use “magazine” (French: storehouse) and it aptly described what was a compendium of articles from other publications as well as the works of some regular respected contributors. For instance, Dr. Samuel Johnson’s first paying employment came in 1738 with this publication and he continued a long association with it. This clever founder/publisher [Edward Cave (AKA: 'Sylvanus Urban, Gent.')], not only modeled the business plan for his publication after a briefly published, but well-respected, 'Gentleman's Journal' (1692-1694); but he purloined (and such was self-acknowledged by the magazine in: 3rd N. S. 1, 1856, p. 9) its “logo” (a 'nosegay of flowers') and its motto as well. He used the bouquet (continuously) and “E pluribus unum” (except in 1789-1794) on the Volume Title Page.

This became the premier periodical of its time and is known to have attained at least 15,000 subscribers at home and abroad that enjoyed the varied coverage it provided. In addition to recycled articles, original commentaries, and plain old gossip; the publication offered original works themselves in arts, poetry, music, science, and politics. While one was out in the far reaches of the British Empire, this sole publication became a very valuable resource for people wanting to stay connected with home. Most importantly, Franklin has referred to both the publication and its publisher in his Autobiography and other writings over many years (Albert Henry Smyth, "The Writings Of Benjamin Franklin", Volume I, Pp. 15, 16, 418). Due to the excellent research of the well-known University of California professor and long-time top administrator Dr. Monroe E. Deutsch (from an on-line re-print of his article in The Classical Journal, Vol. 18, No. 7 April, 1923, pp. 387‑407), we know that Franklin's doings were published in that magazine no less than six times. In return, the publisher found Franklin a subject of his own writings on multiple occasions. Thus, Franklin is well represented in the magazine's indices over the years. It was 26 years before he was ensconced in the great seal committee when Franklin first appeared twice in the publication's January and May issues, 1750. The magazine's reports of 1750 were followed on by Cave (ibidem) when he published in 1752 a pamphlet of 86 pages re Franklin's discoveries in electricity and lightning to a very lucrative end. These airings documented Franklin's original discovery that electricity had a positive and negative charge, established him as leading scientific light, and were the basis for his eventually becoming a 'Fellow' of the prestigious and exclusive British scientific institution the Royal Society (F.R.S.) and honored with the greatly coveted Copley Medal in 1753. The magazine also published an extensive account of Franklin's life together with magazine back-references in Volume XL, 1770, pp. 571. Although seemingly never actually commenced, in 1755 Franklin even proposed to the publication that he become its agent and undertake the distribution of the magazine within the Colonies via the post from Boston and NYC [Smyth, opere citato, III, p. 303]. Franklin followed up on this suggestion in another letter in 1756 (loco citato, pp. 337-338).

Deutsch (ibidem) also discusses a potential historical literary basis of the “E pluribus unum” motto. He examines the citing by many of a passage by Virgil (Publius Vergilius Maro) in a very obscure poem ['Moretum' (verse 103), “E Pluribus Unus”] which is nearly literal, but the phrase requires a subject and the contextual meaning of blending colors in a salad hardly fits creating a unity of one from 13 colonies. He also addresses examples, more circuitous (i.e., less literal), from Horace and others. He demonstrates the lack of any correlative meaning between the connotation of the motto's meaning in the Colonial context and prior written contexts. In the end, he concludes that Franklin's decades-long established association with ‘Gentleman's Magazine’ and its publisher Cave (as amply augmented, supra), make the magazine the only possible source. Further, he also concludes that the apparent acknowledged, supra, earlier source of 'Gentleman's Journal' was the actual font from which the phrase sprung. He notes that the owner, publisher, and primary prose composer of the journal, Peter Anthony Motteux, was a scholarly person and a noted translator of numerous classic non-English works. His reasoning is that it would have been consistent with the publisher's nature and estimable professionalism to have provided an acknowledgment of the source of the motto if it had not been his own creation (by either origination or adaptation).

But, “E pluribus unum” vanished afterthe first committee on and re-appears in the design. Remembering the strong Latin grounding of Thomson (ibidem), it is important to note the curious four-sentence letter from him to Barton (ibidem) four days after Congressional approval of their blazon. Therein is a sentence re a book given Thomson by Barton of the landmark English legal treatise of c. 1470 'De Laudibus Legum Angliæ' by Sir John Fortescue (Henry VI : Lord Chief Justice, later Lord Chancellor) surrounded by three sentences re the seal design. Deutsch finds it most unlikely the book is divorced from the seal given that the letter is so short and deals with no other matter than the seal. Moreover, the book was presented precisely when the design was being finalized. Then, Deutsch finds in De Laudibus Cap. XIII '… ex pluribus constituitur unum' which is the exact context of Franklin's original motto: “from many are made one” with the very substantial benefit that Fortescue is specifically speaking of government. Since the citation is unequivocal, the fore-shortening – “E(x) pluribus (constituitur) unum” – impresses anyone skilled in Latin (such as Thomson) as maintaining De Laudibus context and the Franklin motto's intententionsl. Given all this, it is most plausible that Thomson resuscitated “E pluribus unum” armed with all of this foregoing and seemingly nothing to suggest what else might have so motivated him.
NOTE: Deutsch (ibidem) does not mentioned the original source for the full sentence of the phrase, supra, which is not up to scholarly standards. One must interpret the lapse as a lack of the original full text which was more than a mere possibility when he wrote in 1923.
Fortescue is actually quoting that sentence, supra. The source is stated as “Quo, primo Polit. dicit Philosophus”. Philosophus (English: Philosopher) in the context of citations and attributions means English : Latin : Greek :: Aristotle : Aristotelis : Αριστοτέλης. Due to the wide-ranging writings of Aristotle and his continuing influence through the ages upon so many topics, Philosopher equivalency is also wide-spread in most European languages such as French, German, Italian, and Spanish. First, the abbreviation: 'Polit.'. This is one of Aristotle's works known as English : Latin : Greek :: Politics : Politicorum (Politica) : Πολιτικά (Πολιτική). Now the citation source becomes “Quo, primo Politicorum dicit Aristotelis …” and translates as “Where, in the first Politics Aristotle says …”. While citing Greek text was not unheard of in the 15th century, ecclesiastical and secular laws and documents were entirely in Latin and citations in any original Greek would not have been commonly understood and we have no reason to find Fontescue as an exception. So, what was the source of his citation?

Expanding requirements for Latin citations was met by the first Johannes de Fonte, D. Theol., Paris Lic. 1433, who produced one of the first “cheat-sheets” for manuscript writers and sermon deliverers. Some time in the late 13th century, he produced the “Auctoritates Aristotelis et aliorum philosophorum” which in medieval times was classified as a 'florilegium' (literal Latin: a “gathering of flowers”). Customarily these citation anthologies were reserved for the Christian faith's Founding Fathers and premier theologians. The work's title “Authoritative Aristotle and other philosophers” is a dead give-away that it was primarily devoted to pagan authors. Previously. ecclesiastics enjoyed virtually endless resources from many libraries; but secular writers and thinkers – more attuned to the form and practice of governing – had few if any resources not hide-bound to church dicta. NOTE: this classification (pl. 'florilegia') actually became a “gathering of flowers” in the 15th century with collections of botanical specimens in beautifully illustrated books that today are priceless (except in auction houses).

So, it is in Auctoritates that we finally find the root source for the validation of our beloved “E pluribus unum” as promoted by Franklin in 1776 wherein:

a) Aristotle writes 'Politics' (335–323 BC),

b) de Fonte translates Politics I. ii. § 9 from Aristotle's Greek to Latin (by 1300 AD),

c) Fortescue (ibidem) uses Auctoritates translation(s) in De Laudibus Legum Angliæ (c. 1470),
d) Thomson (ibidem) reads Fortescue's De Laudibus (June 13-20, 1782),
e) Thomson finds compelling a motto context match in De Laudibus (June 20, 1782), and
f) “E pluribus unum” is restored to the Great Seal's obverse design (June 20, 1782).

The full citation:
Auctoritate: “Quod quandocunque ex pluribus constituitur unum inter illa, unum erit Regens, et alia erunt recta.”
Translated: That whenever from many there is appointed one from amongst them, one will be regent, and the others will be ruled.
Aristotle: ὅσα γὰρ ἐκ πλειόνων συνέστηκε καὶ γίνεται ἕν τι κοινόν, εἴτε ἐκ συνεχῶν εἴτε ἐκ διῃρημένων, ἐν ἅπασιν ἐμφαίνεται τὸ ἄρχον καὶ τὸ ἀρχόμενον
Translated: because in every composite thing, where a plurality of parts, whether continuous or discrete, is combined to make a single common whole, there is always found a ruling and a subject factor 
Aristotle's known wordiness in his search for conciseness makes one even more appreciative of de Fonte's economy of words.
3. THE SUPPORTER:
Applicable Blazon Part:
The Escutcheon on the breast of the American bald Eagle displayed, proper, holding in his dexter talon an Olive branch, and in his sinister a bundle of thirteen arrows, all proper, & in his beak a scroll, inscribed with this Motto. "E pluribus unum".
This specifies the eagle, olive branch, and arrows are all to be naturally colored. The eagle's wing tips are to be pointed upward and the arms are positioned upon its breast. The 'dexter'/'sinister' directions are an achievement's right/left and vice versa for the viewer. The blazon is silent as to how the eagle is “facing”, but this relates to the heraldic custom which regards the dexter side as “honorable” and therefore it must have seemed pointless declaring the eagle faces the viewers left (dexter): as it always has.

Quite possibly in revulsion of anything English, designs containing the typical British heraldic device of two arms supporters or merely figures (as might be found on the reverse) found no favor in Congress. The eventual selection of a North American eagle (finally specified as a bald eagle) as the sole supporter not only catered to this feeling, but it also might have been meant as an extra-national symbol (bald eagles are native to all of North America) to curry some favor amongst the many delegates who harbored not-so-secret desires to wrest Canada away from the British since the French had been expelled. This very ambitious U.S. demand for Canada actually was tabled in negotiations to end the War of 1812 until both sides decided a “zero-sum” solution was best for everybody.

Congress's quest to establish trade and independence-supporting links with central European states would not have been harmed with an arms achievement with seeming mimicry of the arms common-place amongst those sovereign states. The respective states would have been familiar with the arms's symbolism and recognized the U.S. was making a clear brest of things with Britain. Familiarity and mimicry aside, there was much more to be gained for these states in good relations with the U.S. than meets the eye. British monarch George III was presiding over a global expansion that rivaled Spain's many conquests even though Spain's holdings were beginning to suffer some nattering at the edges such as the break-away of the Dutch (a very early ally of the U.S. and one of its first creditors). Many continental European states were quite wary that George III's other dominion – Hanover – might become a base for British expansion right amongst them and would have welcomed any counter-weight to British power since France seemed due to disintegrate. As matters evolved, those states had little to fear from Britain. Unlike prior Hanoverian kings of Britain, George III spoke English (instead of German) from birth and never even visited Hanover, let alone seemed desirous of expanding it. Also, Parliament's designs were most unwelcome in Hanover where – unlike Britain – the ruler was absolute and George III was adamant re keeping it that way. In fact, Parliament was refused a request for conscriptions from Hanover when manpower was running short in the Colonies. As a result Parliament was forced to go to a neighbor of Hanover and rent troops from Landgrafschaft Hessen-Kassel: the source of the infamous “Hessian” soldiers. Hessians actually were only c. 50% of the foreign mercenaries used by Britain in America, but the Colonists made little distinction since most were German-speaking and, so, they all became “Hessians”. Hessen-Kassel offered little in the way of wealth for the Landgraf, so he kept his extravagant life-style going by maintaining 7% of the population militarized and mostly serving as his revenue-producing mercenaries on foreign soil. And through all this Hanover tootled along in benign neglect which probably suited the Hanoverians just fine. Then, there was a little problem called Napoleon and Hanover even disappeared for a while into France's ally the kingdom of Württemberg.

Away from politics and back to eagles. Historically eagles have long maintained an eminence in symbolism dating back to the Greco-Roman times. Most delegates would have considered those ancient heydays, and an eagle that represented them, as a comfortable harkening-back to the very foundations of their culture (ignoring the viking ancestry most shared, of course).
For those whose only connections to Nature are brisk walks through Central Park (daylight hours, for sure), we offer the American Bird, the American Animal, the come-back-from-extinction kid, the proud 'Supporter' of your Nation's Arms: the Bald Eagle (Haliæetus leucocephalus; Photo: Robert Bailey/Audubon Photography Awards).
4. THE ARMS:
Applicable Blazon Part:
Paleways of thirteen pieces Argent and Gules: a Chief, Azure. The Escutcheon on the breast of the American bald Eagle displayed, proper …
The shield has an upper part in blue (azure) and lower part consisting of vertical stripes from the dexter (viewers left) of the shield starting with white (argent) and alternating with red (gules) until they total 13. Of course, this results in seven white stripes and six red (which is the opposite layout of the stripes in the National Flag).

Hopkinson (ibidem) seems to have played a key role in what was finally adopted by, more-or-less, pointing the way. He made up for not getting it "right" by getting it "frequent". He had proposed and/or sketched the escutcheon with stripes as a chevron, horizontal, diagonal, and vertical. He also had layouts with seven red stripes and six white (a la the flag arrangement), vice versa, and with stripes that did not amount to 13. The final achievement consists of a blue 'chief' (representing Congress as the unifier of the whole) with the 13 states represented by six red stripes upon a white field (producing seven white stripes). The seal itself is engraved using the standard of a 17th century system developed by an Italian by the name of 'Petra Sancta' by which name the notational system is known. This system identified how to monochromatically display blazons using gold and silver metals, five colors, and two furs. Thus, the azure (blue) chief is represented by horizontal lines, the argent field (silver: always white in realizations) below is plain, and the vertical gules (red) stripes are vertical lines. Another call-out color in the blazon is for the “glory” in the crest as or (gold) which is repesented by dots, but this part of the convention went un-noticed and was not remedied until the engraving of the 1904 seal. The remaining colors are azure for the field of argent stars. Any undefined (non-system) color had to be inferred from the blazon (which might be silent or use 'proper' to mean naturally-ocurring colors) and on seals were represented by outlines with the possible addition of sculpted lines and/or “hatchings” not representing a color to represent something such as feathers on the eagle. Exceptions to the “standard” are illuminations and tapestries which use actual metalic colors (which might be real gold/silver) and the standard colors, but usually follow the fur rules in order to  convey what they were.
The shield – undefined in the blazon – upon which the arms lay in some realizations (starting with the one at St. Paul's, supra) is commonly referred to in heraldry as a "Swiss Escutcheon" which is a stylized form of the 'triangular' battle shield of the renaissance. It is quite nice looking and handy since the U.S. arms did not really have much to display: two blobs of color with six stripes on one of them. The Masi, supra, and the presidential coat-of-arms use this format. However, all Great Seals use a more radical stylization of the triangular with a flat top (such as the real triangular) and the verticals traveling almost to the depth of the bottom center-point before turning center-wise. This nearly rectangular format wasvery common in Europe in the 18th century as achievements frequently had to have many fields devoted to lineage and/or dominion. For the U.S., it merely fully covered the eagle's breast while enhancing prominence of the arms that could get lost in all the other "clutter" around it.
B. Use Of Official U.S. Seals:
Public law governs 'Great Seal' and presidential achievement usage at 18 U.S.C. § 713. The law is meant to prevent fraudulent parties from purporting to be capable of official acts or feigning to be some compartment of the government through the use of official emblematics.

The law has not, to the chagrin of many, curtailed the kitsch industry from issuing replicas – modified or not – on mugs, belt buckles, t-shirts, plaques, et cetera. It seems that “No advertizing is bad advertizing.” is a motto taken to heart by the law's enforcers. In essence, this attitude is fairly defensable in that purveyors of such products usually must educate the buyer as to what they are purchasing. Nobody disputes that “education” is not a bad thing. Of course, a seller's “education” might not be up to university standards and that is a whole other matter of discussion and is certainly unlikely to be a matter at law.

We also have modified – but recognizable – uses ranging from the whimsical (at least in their sub-culture) of rock bands to proponents of repudiated and/or repugnant ideologies. Opinions of a modified design's tastefulness, appropriateness, or political rectitude aside; the U.S. Supreme Court has ruled such designs are Constitutionally protected “free speech”.
V. THE AMERICAN SYMBOL
A Realization Of The 1885 (Tiffany) 'Great Seal' Die
The following figure is not an official anything. It is a work of digital art created to serve – together with this monograph – as a means whereby the American people may see what the Great Seal looks like and learn more re the history, symbolism, and progress made in the seal since America's founding.

Right off, all governmental realizations have a white background and this one pointedly uses a black background to make an immediately-apparent and definite distinction.

The original on-line is in Scalable Vector Graphics (SVG) which allows infinitely variable “zooming” of the image up or down without the loss of accuracy. Of course, the physical resolution of a monitor or printer will eventually be exceeded. While zooming out there comes a point where the number of drawn points greatly exceeds the 'pixels' or 'DPI' available to draw the image and it becomes indistinguishable. Zooming in eventually gets to a point where the image is so massive that it is impossible to tell what part is being observed.
