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HOUSE DOC. No. XI. 

COMMUNICATION, 
II'ROK THE 

GOVERNOR OF VIRGINIA, 
RELATIVE TO 

THE GREAT SEAL OF THE STATE. 

COMMONWEALTH OF VIRGINIA, 
GOVERNOR'S OIl'II'ICE, 

RICHKOlO.l, Felwuo:ry 25, 1884. 
~ the Speaker of tile HOIUe oj De~U8" 

SIR: 
I commUDicate herewi\h a .clear and learned report from Col. Sherwin McRae 

in regard to the recent rl!lltoratioD,. under \he act of 1878, of the great seal of the 
commonweal\h. The report explains the subject fully, and I request, after pr8l8D­
.tion, to the Rouae, when printed, you will cause \he document to be transmitted to 
ilae; ffeDa~ 

Yours, relp8Ctfully, 
WILLIAM E. CAMERON. 
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2 House Doc. No. 11. 

REPORT ON STATE SEAL. 

2b His E:t:celUncy WILLIAK E. CAMERON, 

Gow:rnor of Virginia: 
BIR: 

I have the honor to inform you that the metallic diSCI, obverse and reverse, of 
which the great seal of the common wealth consists, the engraving of which, at your 
request, has been superintended by me, have been received, and await your direction. 
This new seal, it may be safely affirmed, is a perfect reproduction of the great seal 
of the commonwealth, adopted by the convention of 1776 and intended to be repro­
duced by the law of 1878 directing the governor to cause new seals to be engraved. 
Indeed, no other seal but the original great seal of 1776 as readopted in 1779 will 
ever be satisfactory to the people of Virginia. This seal is not only indissolubly 
linked with the great names of Richard Henry Lee, George Muon, George Wythe, 
Robert C" Nicholas, John Page, and Arthur Lee, but Mason will be particularly r&­

membered, not onlv as the member of the committee who reported the device of the 
seal, but as the author of its description-one of the moat remarkable specimens of 
precision in expression to be found in any language, and showing unmistakably that 
its paternity is the same as that of the cele~rated declaration of rights. 

The question here arises, is the new great seal above mentioned, in devices and 
mottoes, a reproduction of the great seal of 1776 as reaffirmed in 17791 The fol­
lowing narrative answers the question affirmatively: 

On the fifth day of July, 1776, George Mason, from the committee appointed to 
devise a proper seal for the commonwealth, reported the following devices and 
mottoes thereof: 

To be engraved on the great seal-Virtus, the genius of the commonwealth, 
dressed like an Amazon, resting on a spear with one hand and holding a sword in 
the other, and treading on Tyranny, represented by a man prostrate, a crown fallen 
from his head, a broken chain in his left hand, and a scourge in his right. In the 
exergon, the word Virginia over the head of Virtus j and underneath, the words, Sic 
semper tyrannise On the reverse, a group: Liber~ with her wand and pileus j on 
one side of her, Ceres with the cornucopia in one hand and an ear of wheat in the 
other j on the other side, lEternitas with the globe and phcenix. In the exeraon, 
these words, Deus Nobis haec otia fecit--changed in 1779 to the single word, Per­
severando. It was then resolved that George Wythe and John Page, esquires, be 
desired to superintend the engraving of the said seal and to take care"that the same 
be properly executed, indicating by the selection of these accomplished classical 
scholars the importance of a thorough knowledge of the form and significance or 
the devices of the seal to insu", its correct engraving. In compliance with this 
request, John Page, for the proper execution of the seal, immediately BOught Spence'. 
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Polymetis, the recognized highest authority for the figures of Roman deities. He 
wrote to Mr. Jelrerson, then in Philadelphia, requesting his aid in procuring the 
Polymetis for the figures of Virtus and Liberw, to be engraved on the seal by the 
most skilful artist to be found. Philadelphia being at that time the centre of art in 
America, it has heretofore been considered an established fact that the great seal was 
engraved in that city; but this is a mistake, as the sequel will show; and this mis­
take became the source of an entire misconception of the devices of the obverse of 
the great seal. After the most strenuous and persistent elrorts of John Page to cause 
the great seal to be engraved in America had proven unsuccessful, Dr. Arthur Lee, 
one of the most accomplished classiC'll scholars of the time, then in Paris (in public 
employment), was induced to superintend its engraving, which was done in Paris, in 
the style to be expected from that great ce,\tre of art, and delivered to Dr. Lee as the 
agent of Virginia on or before the fourth day of Sl'ptember, 1779. The late George 
Wythe Munford, so long and favorably known as secretary of the commonwealth, 
testifies that this original great seal was used until the year 1866, when, being so 
worn by use as to be incapable of making an impression, it was substituted by a new 
leal, which was engraved from the standard figures which constitute the devices of 
the original great seal of 1776. This sl'al, although much worn, and incorrect in 
lome particulars, indicates clearly the purpose of its designer and engraver, to make 
it a copy or reproduction of the original great seal, adopted by the convention of 
1776, and readopted by the General Assembly of 1779, with a change of the motto of 
the reverse side of the seal. 

A summary embraces the following facts: That the convention of 1776 adopted a 
seal, described in language so lucid, precise, and brief as to admit of but one inter­
pretation-that George Wythe and John Page, who knew the character of the seal, 
were requested to superintend its engraving; that John Page immediately sought 
the Polymetia as the recognized repository of the standard figures to be engraved on 
the great seal; that finding it impracticable to procure the seal to be engraved in the 
United States, Dr. Arthur Lee, then residing at Paris (an eminent classical scholar, 
and thus familiar with the rare and costly Polymetis), was induced by John Page to 
superintend the engraving of the said aeal, which was done, and the seal delivered 
to Dr. Lee as the agent of Virginia, on or before the fourth day of September, 1779. 
This seal, after its reception in Virginia, was used until the year 1856, when, being 
too much worn for use, it was substituted by the great seal now in the custody pf the 
secretary of the commonwealth, and is officially used as the great seal of state at this 
time. The authenticity of the great seal, the precision with which it is described, 
the de1lnite forms and significance of the figures which constitute its devices, would 
seem to make it impossible to misunderstand or misrepresent it; yet, strange as it 
may appear, Virtus, the geniua of the commonwealth, which gives to the seal its 
chief grace and beauty and peculiar sirnificance, is so completely misunderstood 
and mIsrepresented as wholly to destroy its significance. A fact so remarkable 
requires explanation. 

When it was found impracticable to procure the Ireat seal to be engraved in II 

proper manner in this country, and Europe was resorted to for the purpose of pro­
curing U, the first General Assembly of the commonwealth, having been informed 
by John Page that although the utmost diligence had been used to procure the seal, 
the same had not yet been completed, empowered the governor to i88ue all necessary 
commi88ions under his signature, without any seal, till the great seal of the common­
wealth could be provided, as directed by the ordinance of the convention. This reso-
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lution evinces the firm determination of the General Assembly that the mOlt im~ 
rious necessity s,hould ~ot be permitted, to prevent th~ procurement of the euet seal 
adopted by the qonvention. The dispensation with the seal, however, was of short 
~~tinuance, as the, commonw8l1lth, in ita great need, found it necessary to borrow a 
largl! sUlD of mon~y. for .~II purchas,. of arms for . the defence 9f the. state, ,w1!i!l,h 
could .ou,ly .be ~ff~te4 in a.forelgn state.. The agel\t, to nelQtiatetbialol!oD,.requireci 

. a powe,r from. his ,governm.ent, and this power req!Iired the seal 9f state as the evi. 
dence of authentication and the symbol of. state sovereignty. Thus when, in 1778, 
William Lee was appointed Virginia's agent in Fran~ to borrow two millions of 
livrea to purchase arms for the defence of the state, the seal of state became neceaeary 
to authenticate his power. The necessities of the state would not admit of delay 
until the completion of the great seal, then to be prepared in France. 

Accordingly, a seal was impro""ed und;r the pressing necessity, and impressed on 
the power, which was immediately transmitted to Mr. Lee. This seal was not the 
seal in its essentials which was adopted by the convention i it was not only rude and 
inartistic, but palpably different in its devices from the great seal. This seal had 
just enough of resemblance to the great seal of the convention to show the intent of 
the designer and engraver, and enough of difference to impair the beauty and utterly 
destroy the significance of the great seal. It accomplished its purpose, however, in 
accrediting the agent, but became tbe source of an error which remains to this day. 
The agent encountered much difficulty in his negotiation: the power of the governor 
to borrow money was questioned, and the jealousy of some, excited by the exercise 
by a single etate of such a supreme act of sovereignty as borrowing money, retarded 
much the accomplishment of the state's purpose. The want of the state's seal on' 
the agent's power would hav6 closed all the avenues to negotiation and made his 
mi88ion fruitless. After the loan of the two millions of livres had been obtained by 
the aid of the incorrect seal, it was perceived that there was no warrant in law Cor 
its use, the .1lrst General Assembly having dispensed with the use of the seal by the 
governor until the great seal of tbe convention was ready Cor use, which was not the 
case when this loan was effected. In good faIth to France, who had lent her money, 
and to others interested in the validity of the seal, the General Assembly, in 1779, 
legalized this incorrect seal and its past 1;I8e i but, to avoid the possibility of its being 
regarded as aft)thing more than a temporary expedient, the same law which legal. 
ized the lesser seal re-enacted the ordinance of the convention adopting the great seal 
and required the governor to cause the great seal to be engraved in Europe if not 
prllcticable to obtain it in America. Soon after the passage of the law of 1779, lepl.­
izing the incorrect lesser seal (designed to be temporary), the great seal, perfect in 
.design and artistic in the highest degree in execution, was received in Virginia from 
Paris. This lesser seal was intended to be disused after the reception oC the great 
seal, but as a correct and artistic lesser seal would have involved a resort to Paris 
and an expenditure which the state in ber financial condition at that time could not. 
bear, its procurement was deferred to a more propit.ious time. In waiting for this 
event. this. incorrect lesser seal, wbich was in oonatant u8e, became familiar to the 
people, and its devices to be regarded as the devices of the great seal adopted by the 
convention of 1776. 

With the great seal, which is comparatively little Uled, the people have no famili­
arit.y, and thus the incorrect familiar lesser seal readily obtained recognition as the 
original great eeal of the convention of 1776. The effect of this mistake is best seen 
by a comparative exhibition and description of the two seals: The metallic diSCI, 
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obverse and reverse, of which the great seal consists, have engraved on 'them five 
claaaieal figures, two on the obverse and three on the reverse. The obverse is the 
principal disc, not only as the model of the 18888r seal, but the one on which Virtus, 
the chief and ruling figure, designated the genius of the commonwealth, is engraved. 
Virtus is a Roman goddess, dressed either in a flowing white robe, or like an .Amcuon, 
holding in the left hand a peculiar sword. called a parazonium, .1wstMd and inNrUil, 
or point upward and not pendant, worn as a blAdg6 of iumor, and not as a weapon of 
attack or defence. The right hand resting on a spear point downward and to\lllhini. 
the earth i her head erect and face upturned i her foot on the glob&-the world at 
her feet i posture indicating proud consciousness of victory-conquest. completed. 
Such is the Roman Virtus, and such the Virtus of the seal, substituting 2Yranny for 
the globe, and especially prescribing the dr688 of the .Amazon for Virtus. The signifi­
cance of the entir6 Beal depends on the signillcance of Virtus--fortitude, courag&­
which with the Roman was the chief of virtues and the foundation of Roman great­
ness. This deity represented the idea on which the col08sal power of Rome rested, 
and with Janus furnished the key to the Roman conquest of the world. Rome, ever 
sustained by Virtus, the type of courage, "commanded victory by not admitting the 
possibility of defeat," and went on conquering until she planted her foot on the 
globe-the world conquered and lyiog at her feet. As by the theory of Rome, it 
was her destiny to accomplish everything which she undertook, she is repreSented 
not in progression, but at the time of completion i not in action, but as having 
finished her work. This is the signillcance of Virtus as represented by the stendard 
figure of that deity in the Polymetis, and adopted by the convention of 1776 as 
signillcant of Virginia's triumph over Tyranny. 

The description of Virtu8 in the ordinance of the convention, with the figure in 
the Polymetis as a diagram, is a demonstration as exact as aoy proposition in Euclid. 
Virtus, then, is as mathematically exact in lIgure as a given circle or triangle, and 
wheo misrepresented can always be corrected by the recognized standard. For the 
representation of Tyranny there is no standard but the prostrate lIgure engraved on 
the obverse of the great seal of 1776, described as a "man prostrate, a crowe fallen 
from his head, a broken chain in his left hand, and a scourge in his right." In 
the execution of the new seals this standard has been followed. If there was no 
standard the forms of this lIgure would be as various as the taste or caprice of en­
gravers or others could suggest. The standard of the Polymetis, with the aid of the 
original seal of the convention of 1776, will ever hereafter protect the state from 
incorrectness in the devices and mottoes of the great and lesser seals. A comparison 
of the lesser seal with the obverse of the corrected great seal, will show the incor­
rectness of the lesser seal in the essentials of form, posture, arms, badges, and other 
particulars plain to see but difficult to describe. 

So fixed is this error that the stete itself, in response to requests from other states 
and individuals for the true representation of the seal of Virginia, is in the habit of 
furnishing the devices of the lesser seal as the true devices of the great seal of 1776, 
and thus misrepresenting the figure and significance of Virtus. 

Perfect photographs of the great seal, obverse and reverse, should be placeci in the 
library-room to familiarize the people of the state with ita d.evices and mottoes, and 
their true signillcaoce. Letter-heads and similar papers used in the public offices 
should be required by law to bear the impression of the obverse of the great seal. 
This requirement would prevent the dift'ering and conllicting representations of the 
state's'insignia by the public officers, so significant of the ignorance of the true in-

Digitized by Google 



6 House Doc. No. 11. 

signia whIch now so generally prevails. The ordinance of the convention of 1776 
prescribing and defining the great seal, prepared by George Hason as the sequel of 
his declaration of rights and his complement to the state's equipment as a govern­
ment-a paper 80 remarkable in merit-should at once be re-enacted, and, like the 
declaration of rights, ever remain untouched by the hand of innovation. The 
original draught of this law of the seal having been lost, a copy of it from the 
journal of the convention should be made, and placed in the library as the 
&8sociate of the celebrated declaration of rights, and as a key to the significanoe 
of the seal. It may not be inappropriate to suggest that the present would be 
a fit occasion for the General Assembly to provide by law for the inscription 
of the devices of the obverse of the correct great seal on the block of stone 
contributed by Virginia to the national Washington monument about the year 
1850. The state insignia of all the original thirteen states, I am informed, 
has been inscribed on the blocks contributed by the separate states to the 
national monument to Washington. Virginia's insignia, symbolic of her I\S a 
sep_ate state, is the only exponent beside her declaration of rights of the ideas 
which lie at the basis of her government. The omission of the insignia on the 
national monument to Wl\Shington would seem to be an 9mission which re­
quires correction. The correspondence between Mr. Corcoran's representative 
and myself (in your name) furnishes important information &8 to the character 
of Virginia's block in the national monument to Wasbington. Should the 
General Assembly deem it proper that the state's insignia should be inscribed 
on Virginia's block, permission from competent authority will be necessary for 
that purpose; and in the event that space for the inscription cannot be found on 
the block, permission should be obtained to substitute a new block for the old 
one. The state of New York having recently corrected her coat-of.arms, sought 
and obtained the liberty to insert a new block in place of the old one, which 
contained the incorrect coat-of-arms. This is suggestive. Virginia should not 
lose the opportunity. of recording on the monument dedicated to the most 
illustrious of her sons her state insignia, which is symmetrically claasical, and 
surpassed by none ill beauty and grandeur of significance. The facts on which 
the correction of the seal depends, are sustained by evidence of the most con­
clusive character, but too voluminous for insflrtion in this paper. When we 
remember that the ablest statesmen, the deepest thinkers, and most accom­
plished scholars in the several states were engaged cotemporaneously in devising 
the seals and other insignia adopted by these states j that six of the most dis­
tinguished of Virginia's sons, including the two Lees (Richard Henry and 
Arthur) and George Mason, were engaged on Virginia's seal j that Dr. Franklin, 
John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson were engaged on the seal of the United 
States-names suggestive of wisdom and learning; that in every state requisition 
was made for the thinker. the scholar, and the wise; that during the six years 
which succeeded the declaration of independence the men who were engaged 
in devising the seals of the states were so remarkable for their great abilities as 
to show that of all the subjects demanding attention in the organization of a 
ne'V commonwealth, none is so comprehensive as devising its seal. If great 
abilities and learning had not been needed in this service, Franklin, Jefferson, 
Adams, and Mason would never have been engaged in it. The seal, then, is noi 
a bauble, but an important and neoessary element of government; indeed, the 
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convention of 1776 was 80 impressed with this truth that the great seal was 
made a IpICi/ic COJUtitutitmal provision. The great seal of Virginia is an essential 
part of George Mason's plan of government. The first is his declaration of 
rights, then the constitution, and then the great seal-a Corinthian column with 
its base, shaft, and capital. To Hason belongs the enviable distinction of con· 
ceiving and composing the three parts of the plan of government. No other 
of the great men of his time performed 80 difficult a task, and of the three 
achievements, it is probable that the profoundest and most subtle thoughts 
were brought out in devising the great seal. As a type of ideas, the signi6. 
cance of Virtus is the grandest and most comprehensive in the whole range of 
Roman mythology. Her identity is denoted by figure, dress, posture, and 
badges; but to insure infallible certainty, the standard figure of Virtus in the 
Polymetis is designated as the particular figure to be engraved on the great seal. 
Virtus is the genius of the commonwealth, and the seM is so strictly classical­
containing nothing heraldic in language or representation, having neither 
shield, supporters, nor crest-that to 888ign to the seal a coat-of-arms would not 
only be inconsistent with the general character of the seal, but destructive of 
its cl888ical purity and the significance of its devices. To make the obverse of 
the great seal the state's coat-of-arms on the 888umption that the classical char· 
acter of the seal would not be affected, and that the true significance of Virtus 
would be preserved, is a mistake of grave import. The distinction between an· 
cient insignia and a coat-of-arms is so plain that it would not receive this notice 
but for the fact that there is a modern tendency towards this mistake, and 
that it occurs sometimes in It'gislation and official action. While we are cor­
recting the errors of the seal, and endeavoring to render it perfect, it will be 
well to guard against this insidious danger. To give to the entire seal its full 
significance, and impart to the people corrt'ct knowledge of its devices, nothing 
would contribute more than the representation of the three beautiful figures 
of the reverse of the seal on one side of the flag; in other words, the devices 
of the obverse of the st'al on one side of the flag, and the devices ~f the reverse 
side on the other side of the lag, with their respective mottoes, instead of the 
devices and mottoes of the obverse of the seal on both sides of the flag. The 
reverse side of the seal would add much to the beauty of the flag, and exhibit 
interesting figures now rarely seen. This side of the seal, with its beautiful 
group of figures, has always been correct, with the exception of the head-dress 
of Ceres, which error has been corrected. The length of time which has elapsed 
since the passage of the law of 1873, requiring new seals to be procured (now 
more than ten years), may produce the impression that the obligation to exe­
cute this law has not been fully recognized. Such impression would be erro­
neous. Governor Kemper not only recognized his duty under the law of 1873, 
but he caused new seals to be prepared, which proved to be incorrect and unsat­
isfactory, and therefore were never used. 

Governor Holliday, appreciating the importance of restoring the original 
great seal of 1776, requested my assistance in ascertaining the true devices of 
the seal preparatory to the execution of a new one. I waS engaged in that 
work when his administration closed. It is interesting to know that the true 
devices of the original seals and arms of the severalstatt's of the Union are 80 

highly valued that in some of these states, the devices of whose seals or arma 
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had becomft doubtful, requisition haa been made on all the resourcea of the 
government to ascertain the truth or falsity of these devioea. New York, we 
are informed, haa been thirty years endeavoring to find the original description 
of her ooat-of·arms and the original drawing aa adopted. Governor CorDell 
regards the doubt and uncertainty aa to the correct arms of the state &8 a "~ 
flection upon the boaated cultivation and pride of her people." He states that 
" there are nearly one hundred different devices of the coat-of.arms, and that 
there is not a single person in the state of N ew York able to proTe what is the 
true and legal design," and therefore urges prompt attention to the mattet. 
The fact that two inconsistentdevioes of Virtua have been used at the same time 
by oftlcial authority j that the figure of Virtua, the ruling figure on the obverse 
of the seal, on which ita significance depends, is 80 flagrantly misrepresented 
on the lesser seal aa not to be recognized by those familiar with Virtua, proves 
that the oftlciala and people of Virginia are very much in the condition of the 
oftlciala and people of New York in regard to the Ileal of state. 

A statement of the remarkable cauaea which produced the substitution of aD 

incorrect and rude seal for one COfTect in design and elego:ltt in ll3:ecutio71, and which 
state of things haa continued for mQre than a century, baa expanded this paper 
beyond my purpose. I have only to add that the facilities furnished by you, 
especially in causing one of the moat accomplished engravers in this, and prob­
ably any oountry, to visit Richmond, and 8twiy the 1taful4rd8 by which the origi. 
nal great seal ,raa made, have contributed much to what I hope may prove the 
Bucceaaful termination of a laborious work. 

I have the honor to be, respectfully yours, 

SHERWIN McRAB. 
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