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The Great Seal of the United States

	Purpose

 This lesson will describe the significance of each part of the Great Seal of the United States.  You will learn to recognize the symbols within the Great Seal and learn what each symbol represents.  You will be able to identify dates in the history of the Seal and the names of those responsible for its design.  You will see how the Seal is officially used.


Introduction

For the past 6,000 years, cultures old and new have used seals, often instead of a signature, to formalize contracts and agreements. Like empires of old, the new United States needed an official emblem that could be used to authenticate signatures on treaties and other official documents. This "great" seal would be the principal seal of the nation. Other branches of government – as well as corporations, institutions, and individuals – also have seals.

When America's founders declared independence on July 4, 1776, they pledged to each other: "our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor," and expressed their "firm Reliance on the Protection of divine Providence." 

That same day, they began the process of designing a national emblem, a symbolic image that would convey to the world, and to future generations, what was in their hearts and minds at that unprecedented moment in history. 

The same team that had just written the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, and Benjamin Franklin, was chosen for the first of three committees whose combined ideas would create this image of America, the "Great Seal of the United States." 
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The Flag and the Seal

Often carried in battle, flags stand for courage and camaraderie, safety and protection. Flags inspire the heart and symbolize patriotism and love of country. 

Seen from a distance, bright colors raised high to catch the eye, flags help identify a battalion, a ship, or a border. They mark territory and represent a nation's physical presence. 

A seal's design is more deliberate and thoughtful, a blending of images that impact the brain on many levels. Seals inspire the mind. 

Seals are intended to be seen up close, where their details can be considered, their purpose understood. Composed of symbols and words, seals graphically capture ideals and express purpose. 

The colors of the Great Seal are the same used in the American Flag. As described by Congress in 1782, "White signifies purity and innocence. Red signifies hardiness and valor. Blue signifies vigilance, perseverance, and justice." 

Patriots honor their nation's Seal, just as they do their Flag.  It is the official seal of the United States government. It is two-sided, having both an obverse and a reverse. Only the obverse has been cut as a die (a device used for stamping materials), but the design of the reverse has been copied and appears on items such as the U.S. one-dollar bill.

History of the Seal

On the same day as the Declaration of Independence, July 4, 1776, the Continental Congress formed a committee with Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson to "prepare a device for the seal of the United States of North America." 
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Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson submitted a design that was deemed unacceptable, as were designs submitted by two succeeding committees. Then the matter was referred to the Secretary of Congress, Charles Thomson, who asked the assistance of William Barton, a prominent citizen of Philadelphia. Barton proposed two designs, then Thomson submitted his own, which was revised by Barton.  The design was finally adopted on June 20, 1782.

The Design of the Seal

The Great Seal was carefully designed by our nation’s founders to symbolize the United States.  It is America's symbolic mission statement, created by the people who gave us our freedom. 

In their written Declaration of Independence, the founders express their "firm Reliance on the Protection of divine Providence." 

In their graphic Great Seal, adopted six years later, they illustrate their vision of the United States, including their very real experience of "Providence in favour of the American cause." 

Although the eagle (obverse) side quickly became popular, the reverse side remained obscure until it appeared on the one-dollar bill in 1935.  Consequently the image of the pyramid and radiant eye is typically associated only with financial matters, as opposed to an alternative view that says it should be interpreted as "God Bless America." 

When given the attention it deserves, the Great Seal communicates the original founding principles that gave birth to and sustain the United States.  It links us to our ancestors who pledged their lives to protect our liberty.

The Parts of the Seal

Every illustration of the Great Seal is actually a graphic interpretation of the written description that precisely defines the design.

A revolutionary American creation, the Great Seal is a unique combination of natural elements (eagle, olive branch, stars, cloud, light rays, eye) and universal symbols (pyramid, arrows, shield).
On the Obverse Side

American Bald Eagle 

Charles Thomson was the one who chose the American bald eagle, which is only found in North America, as the centerpiece of the Great Seal. Furthermore, he specified that it be "on the wing and rising," with the wing tips down. Later this was changed to “displayed.” Thomson's original 1782 version is shown here.


In its talons, the eagle carries symbols representing "the power of peace (olive branch) and war (arrows)." 

Shield

The shield is composed of the blue Chief (top horizontal bar) and the red and white Pales (thirteen vertical bars), which represent the original colonies all joined in one solid compact group, supporting a Chief, which unites the whole and represents Congress.  The motto "E pluribus unum” (“Out of many, one”) alludes to this union. 

Thompson’s remarks continue:

The Pales in the arms are kept closely united by the Chief, and the Chief depends upon the union and the strength resulting from it for its support to denote the Confederacy of the United States of America and the preservation of their union through Congress. 

NOTE: The shield has seven white and six red stripes, but the flag has seven red and six white stripes. 

Olive Branch

The designers of the Great Seal used the phrase: "the power of peace and war."  To further emphasize the superiority of peace, they placed the olive branch in the eagle's stronger right talon as well as turned the eagle's head toward the olive branch.

Bundle of Thirteen Arrows 

In the final Great Seal design, Charles Thomson placed a "bundle of thirteen arrows" in the American eagle's left talon. Five years later, the symbolism would be echoed in the Preamble to the Constitution of the United States: "... provide for the common defense... and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity."  The arrows bundled together are much stronger than a single arrow.  This is symbolic of the thirteen colonies joining together “for the common defense.”

Motto on scroll in eagle's beak: E Pluribus Unum (out of many, one)

The first Great Seal committee chose “E pluribus unum” in 1776. Consultant and artist Pierre Du Simitière recommended this Latin motto, and his design is essentially an expression of this theme.

The phrase's English translation, “out of many, one,” is a clear reference to the thirteen colonies united into one nation, and symbolized by the shield on the eagle's breast. 

Cloud (Glory)

The glory is the only symbol found on both sides of the Great Seal. A glory emanates from the constellation of stars over the eagle's head, and a glory surrounds an eye in a triangle in the zenith of an unfinished pyramid on the reverse side.

"Glory" is a heraldic term for a circle of rays, an emanation of light, gold or yellow in color, similar to the halo used by artists to depict angelic beings.  Its closest natural equivalent is the twilight rays of sunlight that shine through breaks in high clouds and illuminate dust particles in the air.

In the official description of the Great Seal, the glory is "breaking through a cloud" over the head of an eagle on the obverse side. Many early illustrations depicted the light rays extending beyond the cloud.

Constellation of Thirteen Stars

“A radiant Constellation of 13 stars" was first suggested by the second committee's consultant, Francis Hopkinson. Mr. Hopkinson had designed the American flag three years earlier. The sketches of his two versions show the stars surrounded with light rays, but in no particular formation.

William Barton (third committee) also included several groups of stars in both of his elaborate designs.

Charles Thomson's original drawing showed the stars in a random arrangement. All dies of the Seal, however, have depicted the thirteen stars in the shape of a hexagram, a six-pointed star.

Also, it does not specify whether the individual stars are to have five or six points. In each of the committee's sketches, the stars were drawn like asterisks (with three intersecting lines).

In 1782, the first official Great Seal had six-pointed stars. Since 1841, however, dies have had five-pointed stars, including the one in use today (as seen on the one-dollar bill). 

On the Reverse Side 

A pyramid, truncated near the top, is the central figure of the reverse side. The base of the pyramid is inscribed with the date 1776 in Roman numerals: MDCCLXXVI. 

At the top of the pyramid, within a triangle surrounded by a glory, “appears the all-seeing eye of Divine Providence.” Above the eye is inscribed the motto “Annuit coeptis” (“He has smiled on our undertakings"). Below the pyramid is a scroll bearing the motto “Novus ordo seclorum” ("New order of the ages").

Pyramid

William Barton, the consultant and artist on the third Great Seal committee in 1782, originally suggested the pyramid: "A Pyramid of thirteen Strata, (or Steps)." On the final design of the Great Seal, it is described as "A Pyramid unfinished," and explained with only a brief remark: "The Pyramid signifies Strength and Duration."

Barton was undoubtedly influenced by the pyramid on the 1778 $50 bill, designed by Francis Hopkinson, the consultant for the second Great Seal committee two years earlier.

Eye and motto

The eye over the pyramid and the motto, “Annuit Coeptis” signify interpositions of “providence in favour of the American cause.”

 This Latin phrase has been traced to Virgil, the renowned Roman poet who lived in the first century B.C. In his epic masterpiece, the Aeneid, he tells the story of Aeneas, son of Venus, ancestral hero of the Romans, and his journey from Troy to Italy.

In book IX, line 625, is the phrase: "Jupiter omnipotens, audacibus annue coeptis." (“All-powerful Jupiter, favor [my] daring undertakings.”) Also, in Virgil's Georgics (book I, line 40) are the words: "Da facilem cursum, atque audacibus annue coeptis." (“Give [me] an easy course, and favor [my] daring undertakings.”)

Charles Thomson changed the first person imperative "annue" to the third person "annuit." In the motto “Annuit Coeptis,” the subject of the verb must be supplied, and the translator must also choose the tense.

Thomson said: "The pyramid signifies Strength and Duration: the Eye over it and the Motto allude to the many signal interpositions of Providence in favour of the American cause."

The eye is therefore the missing subject, and the translation could be: "It (the Eye of Providence) is favorable to our undertakings" or "Providence has favored our undertakings" or "God favors our undertakings."

Date and Motto on Base and Beneath Pyramid

The date on the base of the pyramid is MDCCLXXVI, Roman numerals for 1776. 

Thomson coined the motto "Novus ordo seclorum." The accepted translation is: "A new order of the ages." 

Thomson explains: "The date underneath [the pyramid] is that of the Declaration of Independence and the words under it signify the beginning of the new American Era, which commences from that date." 

The Use of the Seal

In 1789, the custody of the seal was entrusted to the Secretary of State, in accordance with a law that further provided that the impression of the obverse of the seal should be affixed to all civil commissions given to officers of the U.S. appointed by the President. 

Use of the impression was later expanded, and it now appears on a wide variety of documents. 

Documents that Qualify for the Great Seal 

The Great Seal is the actual engraved metal die that impresses the design onto a document. It is also the impression made by the die (and the substance bearing the impression).

The Secretary of State normally affixes the Great Seal to documents that serve a purpose in international affairs. After the President of the United States has signed them, the following types of documents qualify for the Great Seal: 

· Proclamations of treaties and other international agreements 

· Instruments of ratification or acceptance of, or adherence to, treaties and other international agreements 

· Appointment commissions of Ambassadors and Foreign Service officers 

· Assignment commissions for consular officers 

· Letters of credence and recall for Ambassadors, and letters of credence for special representatives on ceremonial diplomatic missions 

The U.S. Presidential Seal is similar to the Great Seal, but differs from it in the border inscription "The Seal of the President of the United States." Each U.S. state has a seal of its own.

Conclusion

Today, the Great Seal of the United States continues to connect us with the energy and strength-of-spirit embodied by our ancestors, the people who gave us our freedom and fought for our liberty. They count on us to continue the effort. (


















"The founding principles are the road which alone leads to peace, liberty, and safety." – Thomas Jefferson
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