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The Apotheosis of George Washington: Constantino Brumidi's Homage to America
The Apotheosis of George Washington (figure 1) is a decorative fresco completed in 1865
by Constantino Brumidi, located in the canopy of the dome of the Rotunda in the United States
Capitol Building. The fresco measures 65 feet in diameter, 4,664 square feet total, and stands
180 feet from the floor of the Rotunda.1 Brumidi painted the Apotheosis as part of the expansion
of the Capitol building initiated by Congress on September 30, 1850.2 In this paper, I will discuss
the classical elements in the Apotheosis of George Washington, noting the similarities and
differences between Brumidi's classical inspirations and his Capitol fresco. I will then explore
the use of apotheosis imagery in 18th and 19th century Europe and America, in order to better
understand Brumidi's choice of subject and how his fresco fit with contemporary honorific art.
The Capitol expansion was based on the architectural designs of Philadelphia architect
Thomas U. Walter, who was and appointed as the Architect of the Capitol by President Millard
Filmore. However, ultimately, the project was completed by Captain Montgomery Meigs and the
Army Corps of Engineers, to whom the responsibility for completion of the Capitol was
transferred in 1853, at the request of Secretary of War Jefferson Davis. Meigs desired to have the
US Captiol rival the elaborately designed churches and palaces of Europe. This competitive spirit
fueled Meigs to hire someone trained in fresco, however no American artist had that skill or was
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willing to learn.3 In 1854, Meigs hired the Italian painter Constantino Brumidi, whose work in
the Capitol is well known today.
Constantino Brumidi was born in Rome in 1805. He attended the Accademia di San Luca
in Rome where he was trained in all media of painting, including fresco. While in Italy, he was
commissioned by the Torlonia family to decorate their palace and villa. Pope Gregory XVI hired
Brumidi to restore Raphael’s Loggia in the Vatican, which heavily influenced the Brumidi
Corridors in the first floor wing of the Senate.4 During the Italian Revolution, Brumidi became
embroiled in political turmoil. After 13 months of imprisonment in Italy, he was pardoned and
subsequently requested to leave the country in exile. Brumidi emigrated to the United States in
1852, and eventually found his way to the Capitol in 1854. Aside from the Apotheosis of George
Washington, Brumidi also painted myriad committee rooms, including H-144 (the House
Committee on Agriculture room) and S-127 (the Senate Naval Affairs room,) as well as the
Brumidi Corridors and the Frieze of American History (located in the Rotunda). Growing up in
Italy, Brumidi’s classical influence came from his artistic surroundings. He enjoyed the ancient
Roman wall paintings both in Rome and Pompeii in addition to Renaissance and Baroque
neoclassical derivatives. Brumidi brought his classical upbringing to the Capitol, blending
Greco-Roman motifs with American imagery.
The Apotheosis of George Washington depicts the first president of the United States
rising through the dome of the Capitol towards the heavens. Washington sits on the clouds, his
pose and dress strikingly similar to Horatio Greenough’s 1842 Enthroned Washington.
Greenough designed his marble statue after the cult statue of the Temple of Zeus at Olympia,
created by the famous classical Greek sculptor Phidias. In response to the public outcry against
3
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this imagoe of the semi-nude president, Brumidi painted his Washington wearing a military
uniform with a lavender cloth on his lap. In placing a permanent image of Washington on the
canopy of the dome, Brumidi fulfilled the Capitol’s designers’ wish to honor the first president at
the center of the building.5 A personification of Liberty sits at the right on Washington, while
personification of Victory and Freedom sits at his left (figure 2). Liberty wears a Liberty Cap
and holds fasces—a bundle of rods with an axe—in her right hand. Victory/Freedom wears a
wreath and blows a trumpet-like instrument. Thirteen female figures create an arc above
Washington, Freedom, and Victory/Fame (figure 3). These figures are allegorical representations
of the original thirteen colonies. While it is impossible to know whether each figure signifies a
specific colony, the cotton bales around some indicate that they represent the southern region of
America.6
Encircling the center group are six allegorical scenes representing abstract concepts.
Directly below Washington is the War Group, and going clockwise from there, are Science,
Marine, Commerce, Mechanics, and Agriculture. The War Group (figure 4) depicts armed
Freedom, accompanied with a bald eagle, vanquishing America’s enemies: war, tyranny and
kingly power, and discord. The figures hugging the cannon represent war. The man with a
scepter and ermine-lined cape represents tyranny and kingly power, as these items were
associated with European kings. The men holding torches represent discord.7 Armed Freedom
wears a headdress with bird on it and a flowing garment with plumage around the middle. She
holds a shield in one hand while attacking with a sword in the other. Brumidi’s Freedom evokes
Thomas Crawford’s Statue of Freedom topping the Dome, displaying similar iconography.
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To the left of the War Group is the Science Group (figure 5). This scene depicts the
Roman goddess Minerva surrounded by the most famous American intellectuals at that time:
Benjamin Franklin, Samuel F. B. Morse, and Robert Fulton. Minerva displays her typical GrecoRoman iconography, with her spear, feathered war helmet, and long gown. To the left of
Minerva is a depiction of one of Franklin’s electrical experiments with leyden jars, which would
be later succeeded by Morse’s magnetic telegraph. To the goddess’s right are figures
representing education: children are writing notes while educators teach them. The Marine
Group depicts the sea god Neptune, riding a hippocamp-drawn chariot across the water and
holding a trident in his right hand (figure 6). The goddess Venus, along with youthful men and
putti, lay the Transatlantic Cable, which Morse’s magnetic telegraph prompted.8
Commerce is represented by the god Mercury, coming to the merchants in the guise of a
traveler (figure 7). To his right, men haul boxes of goods. To his left is Robert Morris, a banker
of the American Revolution, to whom Mercury gives a bag of money. At Morris’s left are
sailers, representing the shipping industry and sea trade. The god of the forge, Vulcan, presides
over the Mechanics Group (figure 8). One of his feet rests on a cannon, and the other is situated
near a pile of cannonballs. Men work around the forge, while a steam engine puffs away in the
background. The man working directly at the forge is thought to be Charles Thomas, who
oversaw the ironwork of the new dome.9 The final allegorical scene depicts agriculture (figure
9). The goddess Ceres sits on a McCormick reaper, holding a cornucopia which is crowned by a
pineapple—an exotic fruit of the Americas. A personification of Young America tends to her. He
wears a Liberty Cap, just like Liberty next to Washington. The scene is complete with Flora, the
goddess of fertility and flowers, and Pomona, the goddess of fruit.
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The Apotheosis of George Washington abounds with classical motifs, that connect it to
the neoclassical ideology of that time.10 The notion of an apotheosis comes from the GrecoRoman world. The word “apotheosis” comes from the Greek verb ἀποθεόω, meaning “to deify,
or make a god.”11 Famous Greek apotheoses include those of the mythological figures Heracles,
Asclepius, and Aristaeus. Apotheoses of beloved rulers were associated with the Roman world,
especially with the Imperial cult. With the advent of the Roman empire came the rise of the
Imperial Cult, a practice that worshiped the emperor and his imperial family members as deities.
Imperial monuments and private artwork both provide examples of the apotheoses of rulers,
exhibited by the Gemma Augustea and the Column Base of Antoninus Pius (though these are
only two of the many examples of imperial apotheoses from the Roman world.)
The Gemma Augustea was a sardonyx, gold, and silver cameo carved in 9–12 CE during
the last years of Augustus’s reign (figure 10). It is of unknown provenance, unknown artist, and
is currently exhibited at the Kunsthistorisches Museum in Vienna. It must have been a private
work of art, though with clear political messages. The upper registrar depicts Augustus, partially
nude, with a scepter in one hand and an eagle at his feet. His iconography suggests that he is
Jupiter, and the fact that he is surrounded by personifications—Roma seated next to him, Tellus
sitting below him, and Oikomene crowning him—suggests that he is already deified and living
10
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among the gods. His stepson Tiberius stands to the right of Augustus, representing dynastic
succession. The lower registrar depicts captive barbarians and victorious Romans. The purpose
Gemma Augustea was to propagate Augustus’s divinity, Rome’s power, and the Julio-Claudian
claim to imperial power.12
The Column Base of Antoninus Pius was built about 150 years after the Gemma
Augustea in 161 CE (figure 11). The Imperial Cult had long been established during the reign of
the Antonines, under which the column and base were constructed. Made of marble and located
in the Campus Martius at the base of what is now known as Monte Citorio, the base depicts the
apotheosis of Antoninus Pius and his wife Faustina. The relief was carved in the Antonine style,
as shown by the wiry and elongated limbs. A winged genius carries the imperial couple to the
heavens, while they look down on the personifications of Roma and the Campus Martius. The
column base served as a commemorative monument as well as political propaganda, stating that
the deceased emperor had been worthy of deification.
Brumidi’s Apotheosis of George Washington is similar to the apotheoses of Augustus and
Antoninus Pius in that it also depicts the deification of a beloved ruler, rising to the heavens to
become a god. George Washington is surrounded by personifications of the colonies, just as
Augustus is surrounded by the personifications of Rome, the earth, and the inhabited world, and
Antoninus and Faustina look down upon the personifications of Rome and the Campus Martius.
Washington is also surrounded by allegorical scenes representing the success of his new nation.
In a similar vein, the lower registrar of the Gemma Augustea depicts the defeat of Rome’s
enemies, showing the success of the new empire. Unlike the apotheoses of Augustus and
Antoninus Pius, the Apotheosis of George Washington had no ties with a cult, nor did Americans
12
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worship their deceased leaders as deities. George Washington’s legacy in the United States is a
paradox. From our foundation, America has been a country distrustful of absolute power, blind
loyalty to the government, and religious worship of rulers. The history of his legacy, however,
suggests otherwise. Portraits of Washington decorated many American homes in both the North
at South at that time.13Following Washington’s death in 1799, Congress wished to bury him
underneath the crypt.14 When that plan fell through, Greenough designed Enthroned George
Washington, which hearkened back to the cult statues of Greek and Roman temples. In response
to the removal of Greenough’s statue, Brumidi painted a massive fresco depicting the deification
of Washington.15 It is perplexing that a country that differentiated itself so strongly from the
European tendency to worship its rulers, would go to such lengths to continually honor and
revere their first leader.
While the Apotheosis of George Washington exudes classical influence—its inclusion of
Roman deities,16 allegorical scenes,17 and personifications18—my interest is in Brumidi’s choice
to use an apotheosis to honor the first president, more specifically, whether this choice was
congruent with contemporary trends in American and European art. Wolanin believes that
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Walter might have envisioned the Apotheosis to be similar to the Apotheosis of St Genevieve, a
mural decorating the "oculus" on the dome of the Pantheon in Paris.19 However, there were many
other apotheoses from which Walter and Brumidi could have drawn inspiration. Apotheotic
imagery grew in popularity during the Renaissance when classical iconography regained favor.
From the Renaissance forward, artists initially used apotheoses to honor preeminent Christians as
well as saints.20 Over time, artists began to use the apotheosis to honor non-religious individuals,
like great leaders and thinkers. Following the death of Benjamin Franklin, French artists honored
the American diplomat by deifying Franklin in their art. Jean-Honore Fragonard and Baricou
Monbrun immortalized the American politician and celebrated his achievements in Au Genie de
Franklin (figure 20) and L'Apotre de la Liberte Immortalise (figure 21) respectively.21 In France,
Franklin was seen as an enemy of tyranny and a champion of political liberty, traits that
resonated with the French populace at that time.22 French artists used apotheotic imagery not
only to honor the individual in the artwork, but also to promote and memorialize the political
ideals which the subjects embodied.23 Contrary to what scholar Phoebe Lloyd Jacobs claims, 24
American artists adopted French methods and used apotheotic imagery both to memorialize
national heroes and propagate the values their subjects epitomized.25
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Prior to Brumidi's Apotheosis, Irish-American artist John James Barralet immortalized
the first president of the United States following his death in 1799. Barralet created his own
Apotheosis of George Washington (figure 23) which celebrated the achievements of the
American hero.26 Barralet's Apotheosis depicts the late president in funerary clothing with
personified Immortality and winged Father Time raising the first president upwards from his
tomb. Faith, Hope, and Charity sit on Washington’s right. In the lower registrar, Liberty leans on
Washington’s grave in sorrow while an American Indian sits mourning. Joining Liberty and the
American Indian in the lower registrar are two rattlesnakes and the American bald eagle. Barralet
and Brumidi both depict George Washington rising to the heavens. Both artists include
personified Liberty. Brumidi's Liberty wears a liberty cap while the cap of Barralet's Liberty
rests on top of a rod, which Liberty holds in her hand. Both apotheoses feature an American bald
eagle. Brumidi's eagle accompanies Freedom, while Barralet's eagle sits to the side of Liberty.
Lastly, both artists borrow heavily from the classical tradition. Following the American
Revolution, artists had to devise a new iconographical language through which to commemorate
and memorialize the heroes of independence. Brumidi and Barralet successfully used allegorical
imagery from the classical world to celebrate modern achievements and contemporary
champions, and in the process reinforced the political ideals and values of early America.27
The next development of apotheosis imagery in America occurred after the assassination
of President Abraham Lincoln. Brumidi's Apotheosis was completed in 1865, the same year that
John Wilkes Booth killed Lincoln. Following Lincoln's death, there was a question as to whether
formerly deified individuals could assist in the apotheosis of a newly deceased person. The
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answer to this question seems to be in the affirmative, as a print of Washington deifying Lincoln
appeared soon after the assassination (figure 24).28 This print depicts the two presidents
embracing, as Washington crowns Lincoln with a wreath, symbolizing the apotheosis of the
sixteenth president. This print was meant to honor two of America's best presidents, and seems to
have been well recieved, as it became popular in American homes after 1865.29
Brumidi did not paint his Apotheosis of George Washington in a vacuum. The Capitol
fresco was a product of a long tradition of apotheosis imagery, beginning in ancient Greece and
Rome. Filtered through Renaissance and Neoclassical Europe, the apotheosis came to the newly
founded United States, where it was used to honor the first president of America. Brumidi's
artwork reflected his classical education, European background, and his time in America. He
fully embraced his new country, proudly signing Cornwallis Sues for Cessation of Hostilities "C.
Brumidi, Artist, Citizen of the U.S."30 Brumidi's pride in his new home is reflected in the
Apotheosis, where he honored Washington, extolling the virtues the first president embodied and
passed down to America. The Capitol Rotunda still remains a coveted destination for tourists and
locals alike, due in no small part to Brumidi's splendid fresco.
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Appendix

Figure 1: Apotheosis of George Washington, Constantino Brumidi, 1865, Fresco, Dome of the
United States Capitol Building.

Figure 2: Washington Flanked by Winged
Victor/Fame and Liberty

Figure 3: Allegories of the thirteen
colonies.
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Figure 4: "War Group"

Figure: 5: "Science Group"

Figure 6: "Marine Group"

Figure 7: "Commerce Group"

Figure 8: "Mechanics Group"

Figure 9: "Agriculture Group"
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Figure 10: Gemma Augustea, 9–12 CE
Sardonyx, gold, gold-plated silver, Unknown
Provenance.

Figure 11: Base of the Column of Antoninus Pius,
161 CE, Marble, Rome, Italy.

Figure 12: 2nd century BCE marble statue of
Minerva, Capitoline Museum, Rome.

Figure 13: Fresco depicting the punishment of Ixion,
60–79 CE, House of the Vetii, Pompeii.
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Figure 14: East wall of the Ara Pacis: The Tellus
Scene.

Figure 16: Spandrel from the Arch of Septimius
Severus in the Roman Forum depicting a winged
victory.

Figure 15: East wall of the Ara Pacis: Female
warrior on pile of weapons.

Figure 17: Personification of a province,
perhaps Dacia, Lydia, or Numidia from the
Hadrianeum in Rome.
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Figure 18: Apotheosis of St. Genevieve
Antoine-Jean Gros, c 1812

Figure 19: Apotheosis of James I, Peter Paul Rubens,
1632–1634

Figure 21: L'Apotre de la Liberte Immortalise,
Baricou Monbrun, 1791.
Figure 20: Au Genie de Franklin, "To the
Genius of Franklin," Print by Jean-Honore
Fragonard, 1778.
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Figure 22: Apotheose de Voltaire, Pierre Francois
Legrand, after Robert-Guillame Dardel, 1782.

Figure 23: Apotheosis of George Washington, John
James Barralet, 1802.

Figure 24: Washington and Lincoln
(Apotheosis), 1865.
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