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Short Abstract

This dissertation examines the writings and the cultural, social, and political actions of Abigail
Adams and her daughter-in-law Louisa Catherine Adams, in an effort to further our
understanding of the ‘republican courts’ in the early federal capitals of the United States. By
examining the influence of European court life on these two women, as well as their complicated
and comparative interests in monarchical aesthetics and etiquette, we can better understand why
and how they attempted to transfer monarchical Europe’s social hierarchies, ceremonies,
protocols, and material aesthetics into the United States capital. This dissertation argues that
these efforts were extremely controversial in light of the fact that America had just separated
itself from Europe and its royalist traditions. Consequently, the elite actions of the Adams women
had a long-lasting impact not only on the reelection outcomes of John Adams and John Quincy
Adams, but also on the larger narrative of American political and cultural history. The republican
court is still a rarely acknowledged term in the historiographies of the early United States, yet as
this dissertation makes clear, this term best describes the social and cultural scene of New York,
Philadelphia, and early Washington D.C. from 1789 to the rise of Jackson in 1829, and that the
Adams women were the most significant adopters of those European traditions. By reconsidering
the Adams women as major key players and facilitators of the republican court, we must
conclude that the Adams women were far more complex political figures than has previously
been suggested, and because of their efforts, European court culture and high society traditions
played a far larger role in the founding of the American government than has previously been
realized.

Long Abstract

This dissertation examines the letters and diaries of Abigail and Louisa Catherine Adams in an
effort to understand how they influenced New York, Philadelphia, and Washington’s republican
court, and by extension early American politics, in the early decades of the American republic.
Their experiences in the elite diplomatic courts of Europe offered them a unique insight into
monarchical court culture, and they endeavored to bring part of that Old World system into the
political culture and social organization of the early U.S. capital. Both of the Adams women took
an active interest in setting and inventing the aesthetic and social precedents in these three cities,
by influencing etiquette and social protocols, ceremony, fashion, and interior décor, and by doing
so, they created a social role for themselves and the other elite women in the capital. Their
introduction of European customs, manners, fashions, and social structures was a complex
endeavor to ensure they themselves had a role to play in the new nation, and also that the newly
created United States would not be overlooked as a major world power, yet it was at the same
time an effort to dissociate America from Europe by creating a new and uniquely republican
political culture, albeit a controversially elite one which had serious political consequences for
the Adams family’s presidential reelection chances.



Abigail and Louisa’s efforts to set the precedents for republican culture were complicated
by their desire to present the new republic as a dignified and cosmopolitan world power, which
resulted in the creation of a hybrid elite culture. Their efforts must be understood as neither
republican nor monarchical, but as something uniquely unprecedented and complex which had
significant impacts on how the capital functioned and how it materially looked. By examining
these women as cultural trendsetters, we can gather a new sense not only of how they
comparatively viewed republicanism and their own place in this elite culture, but also how that
culture was dependent on the actions of elite women. By reexamining the two Adams women as
importers of European manners and style, we can gather a greater sense of their own complex
identities and their differing visions of how they believed the republic ought to be outwardly
presented, and how that presentation affected the early republic’s political beginnings. Their
writings and actions clearly reveal that the early republic’s capital was far more ‘Europeanized’
and monarchical than historians tend to suggest, and the Adams women’s contributions to this
cultural creation cannot be underestimated since they created and recreated the social spaces in
which the most powerful men in America were politically maneuvering.

With the revived and increasing interest in republican court studies in the last ten to
twenty years, or, what we might call the aristocratic turn in current American historical studies,
this dissertation will contribute to this small yet growing body of early republican historiography
to showcase a less nationalist view of the capital’s beginnings. Having spent years of their lives
abroad, the Adams women saw first-hand how America and Americans were perceived by the
British and the French, but also to a lesser extent by the Dutch, Prussians, and Russians, which
significantly impacted these women’s’ views on how best to promote the American republic as a
strong country that could remain both independent of monarchical Europe but also impress its
Old World governments and leaders. Creating a dignified and refined court culture was one way
in which the women of early Washington could help to secure America’s footing as a key player
on the world map whilst also carving out a political role for themselves and their families.

The role of the Adams women clearly revealed that politics and the governmental
structure was tightly connected to culture, and if we are to understand the political environment
of the early republic, then we must absolutely examine the women who were crafting that
environment and what their efforts accomplished and why they made the efforts that they did.
These women were not trifling with their cultural trendsetting decisions, every public action was
clearly thought through and calculated, as the Adams letters and diaries clearly reveal. These
women were constantly thinking through their social agendas and public actions through writing,
and these letters are a goldmine which American court studies have tended to ignore or wrongly
debase as petty gossip. Abigail’s obsession with court fashion and Louisa’s exasperated letters
about rules of etiquette reveal far more than just their aesthetic ideas, they offer us a fascinating
insight into how these women closely linked themselves to everyday political life.

The study of the republican court is still a recent addition to the history of the early
republic, with only a few historians consistently writing in the field. Fredrika J. Teute, David S.
Shields, Catherine Allgor, and Jeanne Abrams are the key names that stand out, and they are



really the only names currently progressing this scholarship. Clearly, there is an immense amount
of research yet to be done on this complex and fairly unacknowledged concept, and especially
more research yet to be written that addresses how the court had evolved between the 1790s and
the 1820s. The few studies that do exist tend to focus almost exclusively on the 1790s, and the
role that Martha Washington played in the foundations of America’s elite political culture. Dolley
Madison has also been given extensive credit as a key figure in early Washington, yet for some
unaccountable reason the Adams women have been given comparatively little attention. Abigail
has been spotlighted as a woman with a strong political mind, but her actual influence in political
society has only occasionally been examined. Louisa has hardly been written about at all, save
for one finished biography and a chapter or two in a few books about the early first ladies. Her
entire historiography can be summed up in about ten bibliographic citations. Meanwhile, not
only have these women been so little acknowledged as major public figures in their own right,
but their commitment to bringing European ideas into New York, Philadelphia, and Washington
has been almost entirely ignored. This dissertation will fill in these holes in the early republican
scholarship by addressing Abigail and Louisa as significant cultural trendsetters and social
thinkers, whose influence and European experiences majorly impacted the ways in which the
early capital looked and operated, both aesthetically and socially, and ultimately, politically. The
Adams women brought their own lived experiences to the table as they helped set the precedents
of the elite culture in America. Therefore, we cannot overlook their influence if we are to fully
understand how the political culture of the early republic was created and why it was in large part
based on European courtly traditions.

The dissertation is a comparative study, focusing on Abigail’s influence over the
republican court in the 1790s and Louisa Catherine’s influence in the 1820s, in order to showcase
how the republican court had evolved over time and how the two women envisioned it
functioning as the republic matured and protocols and aesthetics were cemented and/or
questioned. By examining the beginning of the early republic and its end through the letters and
diaries of these two women we can gather a greater sense of the state of confusion which
persisted in this time period as the women of New York, Philadelphia, and Washington continued
to grapple with ideas about social refinement and how it could be utilized to reflect the
government. For instance, which ideas of Abigail’s lasted into the 1820s, and how were those
ideas changed by Louisa? What were the continuities and what were the ongoing questions about
protocols and ceremonial procedures? Was it easier for Louisa to craft the political scene as the
nation became more cemented in the European imagination, and countries began to take America
more seriously? A generational or comparative study allows us to answer those questions, and it
reminds us to ask what the republic meant to these women and how they materially defined it up
until the end of the 1820s. The dissertation will be comprised of five chapters.

Chapter one will examine how Abigail and Louisa comparatively understood ideas about
social hierarchies, social rank, titles, and the issue of elitism in the republic. For instance, how
did Louisa’s ideas about titles differ in the 1820s from Abigail’s views in the 1790s, and how did
their respective elite societies respond to their ideas? It will demonstrate that both women held



deeply complex views on the subject, and these views are crucial to understanding the actions
they took in creating and recreating the republican court’s social structure and political culture.
The chapter will emphasize the fact that both Abigail and Louisa have been studied previously as
too simplistic. It is not enough to say that Abigail was the ideal republican or that Louisa was
merely ‘English’ in her outlook. Both women held far more complicated thoughts about rank and
elitism than is usually suggested, and this cannot be overlooked in a study about their part in
bringing European polish and cultural ideas to the U.S. capital.

Chapter two will examine Abigail Adams’s part in establishing the first republican court
during the Washington and Adams administrations. It will take a close look at Abigail’s central
part in setting the rules of official court-style etiquette and protocols, and how ceremonial and
state events would operate. For instance, how did Abigail incorporate European etiquette into
republican court protocols, and how did she justify these actions? It will also examine the kind of
social events that Abigail established and their close parallels to the courtly events she had
experienced abroad, including her involvement in setting the capital’s precedents for salons,
ceremonial balls, levees and state receptions, and drawing rooms, and how men and women were
to behave in these settings. Abigail’s part in the creation of the first republican court has been
given some credit, but not to the extent that she deserves, for Martha Washington tends to be the
focus of these 1790s court studies. This chapter will emphasize just how integral Abigail was to
the Europeanized court culture that arose in the 1790s in Philadelphia, and how and why she
brought those customs to Washington City in the city’s foundational months.

The third chapter will address the same themes as chapter two (ceremonial occasions and
official protocols and etiquette) but will shift the focus to Louisa Catherine Adams’s part in
updating these ideas for the ‘second’ republican court. This chapter begins with an overview of
the transitional period between the 1790s and 1810s, highlighting the cultural confusion that
arose in Washington in light of the Jeffersonian and Madisonian administrations to showcase
how the elites in Washington were desperate to revert to the royalist social holdovers of the
1790s. The chapter will emphasize that Louisa deserves far greater attention as a central figure in
the latter years of the early republic, as a Europeanized trendsetter in her own right. She butted
heads with the Monroes for dominance over Washington’s elite cultural scene, and she helped
recreate and update the social precedents that her mother-in-law had founded in the 1790s. This
chapter, in addition to assessing Louisa’s part in setting the scene for the second republican
court’s social organization, will also examine Louisa’s part as a ‘liability’ in the election of 1828,
and how her aristocratic-like maneuverings unintentionally brought about the end of the
republican court.

Chapter four will address how Abigail and Louisa comparatively influenced outward
displays of elite republicanism via court dress and imported fashion. For example, what did it
mean politically and socially for these women to import French fashion? What were Abigail’s
thoughts about American homespun by the 1790s? How did Abigail and Louisa expect women to
dress themselves for balls, drawing rooms, the theatre, etc.? To what degree was fashion a
republican or politically significant representation of party and country? What rhetoric did these



women use to justify how they presented themselves in public settings? How did Abigail and
Louisa politically criticize the fashion of others in the capital, and what part did elitism and
classism play in these critiques? What did it mean for Abigail, who had praised American
homespun clothing, to wear imported fabrics and styles in the president’s mansion? Questions
such as these are important not only to reinterpret the ways that historians have traditionally
viewed the Adams women, but also to remind us that fashion in the early republic mattered and
should not be deemed as simplistic or trivialized.

Lastly, the fifth chapter will assess how Abigail approached styling state rooms
(ballrooms, drawing rooms, levee rooms, salons, etc), and how her knowledge of European high
society interiors affected the appearance of the federal capital’s social spaces. For example, what
was the significance of importing rich European furnishings, and how were these incorporated as
being part of a uniquely republican aesthetic? Why were certain colors, materials, and motifs
chosen and why were they placed where they were? What message was being presented by
incorporating a hybridized republican and monarchical aesthetic? This chapter will also take a
closer look at Abigail’s décor at Peacefield and why her decor mattered as the Adams women
were creating a political environment at home and within the presidential mansion.

The Adams women brought European ideas, etiquette, and luxury into the new capital of
the U.S. and set the social scene’s standards there based on the elite traditions of Europe, thereby
improving their own social standing and ensuring that America would remain a respected nation
in an increasingly globalized world. By doing so, they also — as each chapter will demonstrate —
ignited waves of criticism from the press, resulting in both Jefferson’s and Jackson’s attempts to
dismantle the court. The republican court was never without its naysayers, and the Adams
women’s involvement in bringing European traditions to the capital proved to be a liability for
the success of both Adams administrations. They attempted to combine the republican ideal with
monarchical protocol and material aesthetics, which effectively helped shape a distinct and
increasingly exclusive American elite culture which drew heavily from monarchical precedents,
whilst it simultaneously and inevitably drew divisions within the societies of New York,
Philadelphia, and Washington. Abigail and Louisa’s influential public roles were integral parts of
the republican court story, which reveal how complicated the creation of political culture was to
the people of the federal capital. Their influence demonstrates the complexities not only of how
women crafted roles for themselves in this era, but also how they understood and presented
republicanism as a material and social idea. The socio-cultural scene which they envisioned and
created was neither wholly republican nor wholly monarchical in its presentation, but a uniquely
and unprecedented combination of both.

The creation of political culture and the evolution of women’s roles in elite society is an
ongoing study, changing with every era of American history. To understand the roots of those
political cultures we have to look at how that culture began, and what those precedents were,
who was setting the precedents, and to what effect. The Adams women were trendsetters,
bringing ceremony, monarchical styles, and aristocratic social ideas into the capital. Their



influence simply cannot be overlooked if we are to understand the beginnings of America’s elite
cultural history.
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A Note on Abbreviations for Archival Collections and Key Names

Since this dissertation relies so heavily on a few enormous archival collections and centers
around one family in early U.S. history, I will be following the conventional Adams studies
practice of abbreviating names and archival collections in the footnotes throughout this
dissertation. The footnotes will follow the same abbreviation formats which have been used for
decades by the editors of the Massachusetts Historical Society. These are also the standard
abbreviations used in most scholarly works on the Adams family.

Archival Abbreviations:

FO — refers to Founders Online, a major online database of the correspondence of the founding
fathers and their families, available online via the U.S. National Archives.

MF — refers to the Adams Family Papers Microfilm Collection via the Massachusetts Historical
Society.

AFC — refers to the Adams Family Correspondence, a massive editorial project which includes
most of the Adams family’s letters, published via the Massachusetts Historical Society. Volume
numbers will follow the abbreviation.

Abbreviated Key Names:

JA — John Adams

AA — Abigail Adams

AA2 — Abigail “Nabby” Adams Smith
JQA — John Quincy Adams

LCA — Louisa Catherine Adams

CFA — Charles Francis Adams

GWA — George Washington Adams
JA2 — John Adams II

TJ — Thomas Jefferson

MSC — Mary Smith Cranch
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Adams Family Values

Abigail and Louisa Catherine Adams and the Influence of Europe on the
‘Republican Courts’ of New York, Philadelphia, and Washington D.C.
(1789 - 1829)

Introduction

Wend you with the world to-night?
Juno in her court presides
Mirth and melody invite
Fashion points and pleasure guides!
Haste away, then seize the hour
Shun the thorn and pluck the flower
Youth, in all its spring time blooming
Age, the guise of youth assuming
Wit, through all its circles gleaming
Glittering wealth and beauty beaming
Belles and matrons — maids and madams
All are gone to Mrs. Adams!!

In January 1824, these lines of a poem were to be found in almost every major newspaper
circulating across the United States. The poem, written by the mysterious ‘Orlando,’ presents
Louisa Catherine Adams as a successful hostess managing one of the most dazzling social
spectacles that Washington D.C. had yet witnessed. Her husband, the accomplished diplomat
John Quincy Adams, was then serving as President James Monroe’s Secretary of State, and
Louisa was a fiercely loyal proponent on John Quincy’s presidential campaign trail. It was
estimated that over one thousand guests arrived for Louisa’s ball at the Adams house on F Street
in Washington D.C. on the night of January 8", 1824, to honor the ninth anniversary of Andrew
Jackson’s victory at the Battle of New Orleans. Her event was a thinly veiled attempt to promote
John Quincy’s presidential ambitions whilst at the same time pay strategic tribute to his future
opponent. The politics of the night were not lost on the invitees, but it was the elegance and
social brilliance of that evening which history would remember. John Quincy would be elected
as the nation’s sixth president just months later in a heated election which would forever taint his
historical legacy. Louisa Catherine, however, would be remembered as one of Washington D.C.’s

! Orlando, “The Recess,” The Genius of Liberty (Leesburg, VA), March 9%, 1824, 4.
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most famous and admired women, only to be largely forgotten and vaguely referred to as “the
other Mrs. Adams,” before the start of the twentieth century.?

Cosmopolitan, well-traveled, and a cultivated socialite born to the charms of Europe,
Louisa was naturally a fashionable and popular hostess, with a keen understanding and skill for
political maneuvering. The poem puts it clearly that she was the center of a powerful social elite
in Washington D.C.’s early days. She was a “Juno in her court,” and the choice of wording was
certainly not trivially decided. To be compared to the Roman goddess Juno was to refer to Louisa
as a queen, a protector of the state, and the leading lady of politics. In short, she was referred to
as everything an American republican woman was not expected to be. Nevertheless, the fact that
she was not yet the first lady in 1824 tells volumes about Louisa’s cultured style and agile
political acumen in a time when most women held little direct sway in politics. But the Adams
women, both Louisa and her formidably intelligent mother-in-law Abigail Adams, were
exceptions to the standards of their day. They moved in worldly circles, conspired with and
befriended the political elites of Europe and North America, and perhaps most significantly, they
actively helped shape the political culture of the growing United States capital and set the tone
for the controversially elite social environment that still exists there today.

Unlike nearly all of the other major female trendsetters in the early capital, the Adams
women had witnessed firsthand and engaged with courtly societies in Europe, and they knew
better than any of the other early first ladies what America needed to become in order to ensure
that the young United States would be deemed dignified and respectable in a western world
dominated by traditionally monarchical states. As first ladies historian Jeanne E. Abrams put it in
her assessment of Abigail, “most women of her era had little opportunity to acquire political
knowledge; Abigail conversed with statesmen in Europe and the United States and wrote long
letters of political commentary. Few if any of her countrywomen matched her experience.”” The
same can easily, and must, be said of Louisa. Abigail and Louisa acutely understood the minute
details of what it would take to ensure that the political stage in America was taken seriously
amongst the ever critical and ever elitist world powers, because they themselves had stepped into
those countries that looked to America with an amused skepticism and doubt as to whether a
large republic could possibly thrive. There were other women in the early capital that had also
lived abroad, like Elizabeth Monroe and Anne Willing Bingham, but it was the Adams women
who, more than anyone, took their observations of Europe home with them and wielded their
knowledge of what they had seen abroad for the advantage of America’s international reputation.

Orlando’s poem very pointedly calls that political stage a ‘court,” a word that Abigail
Adams had first circulated into the American political vocabulary to define the U.S. capital’s

2 Louisa Catherine Adams, 4 Traveled First Lady: Writings of Louisa Catherine Adams, ed. Margaret A. Hogan and
C. James Taylor (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2014), xv.

3 Jeanne E. Abrams, First Ladies of the Republic: Martha Washington, Abigail Adams, Dolley Madison, and the
Creation of an Iconic American Role (New York: New York University Press, 2020), 193.
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elite social environment.* The word court is no longer used to describe the American political
scene, nor is Abigail’s first usage of the word often remembered by her biographers, but as this
dissertation will show, this word best defines the social scene that the women of the United
States capital shaped during the early years of the republic. The poem makes it clear that this was
a setting of rich “glittering wealth,” “fashion,” and “pleasure,” - hardly the words to describe a
humble American social party. The early federal capitals were an understudied world of fashion,
European décor, luxury, and social settings ruled by elite socialites, in always opulent interiors
that immediately appeared equally as aristocratic and royal as they did republican. The influence
of women on this American court culture cannot be taken for granted, and few in the early years
of America’s political history were more involved in both European diplomacy and American
high politics than the Adams family.’

What is the Republican Court, and Why Does It Matter?

As we will see, the republican court has been almost as little studied as the Adams women’s vast
efforts to incorporate it. Indeed, the republican court has been so little studied that readers are
likely baffled by what I mean by this term, and since it is the overarching backdrop of this study,
I must give it a brief definition before we proceed. The republican court is a paradoxical term
referring to the regal-like political culture and elite ceremonial presence which emerged in the
early republic’s capital in the late eighteenth century, a time when there was no clear distinction
between high society and the state.® The court was instituted in an attempt to establish a visible
governing class whilst giving the federal capital a sense of elevated social civility and aesthetic
refinement, in order to inspire confidence in the men and women who resided in the heart of the
nation’s political circles. In other words, America’s early federal capital was a scene which was
half rooted to the precedents of monarchical elite society and aristocratic salons whilst being,
controversially, half committed to the republican ideology that the government was
simultaneously trying to promote. As Fredrika Teute and David Shields, two of the republican
court’s few leading historians, have put it:

“although [America’s] capital society was created anew, it was not entirely an

innovation...Let us imagine for early America a space where femmes savants

might speak freely about politics with politicians, art with artists, gentility with

gentlemen, and even the theory and practice of domesticity if they so chose. It

should have the cosmopolitanism of the French salon — with its heterosociability —

yet there should be something more, an interest in forming a civil sorority found

4 Abrams, First Ladies of the Republic, 79.; See also Abigail Adams letter to Abigail “Nabby” Adams Smith,
Philadelphia, February 21%, 1791, as quoted in Fredrika J. Teute and David S. Shields, “Jefferson in Washington:
Domesticating Manners in the Republican Court,” Journal of the Early Republic 35, no. 2 (2015): 239.

5 For a similar argument, see Joseph J. Ellis, First Family: Abigail and John Adams (New York: Vintage Books,
2011), 143-144.

¢ Toby L. Ditz, “Masculine Republics and “Female Politicians” in the Age of Revolution,” Journal of the Early
Republic 35, no. 2 (2015): 267.
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in certain British women’s circles. We can visualize a domain of private society

that, while permitting mixed conversation, also enabled women to project public

concerns — to reform manners, cultivate taste, and critique culture.”’

The republican court was therefore a carefully crafted social environment established by the
leading women in the capital, who attempted to both imitate and republicanize European court
and salon traditions, manners, aesthetics, and social hierarchies. It was also created to promote
women’s inclusion and influence in the capital’s political environment to ensure that American
elite women maintained the powerful status which women in Europe had long enjoyed in similar
high political circles. By preserving courtly precedents and incorporating them into republican
political society, women like Abigail and Louisa were very determinedly giving themselves an
impactful role in the republic, to showcase themselves as the equivalents of the aristocratic
women of Europe who had long enjoyed a certain behind the scenes power and influence in
political affairs. Since the American men in power had failed to include their wives and
daughters in politics and in the nation’s founding documents, women like Abigail and Louisa
took it upon themselves to carve out a political role for themselves and their fellow women in the
capital. After all, as they knew, nothing in the founding documents of the nation excluded women
from becoming involved in political culture or being close to the seats of power, and their
ambiguous status as citizens of the republic offered them a chance to, by that logic, do and say
whatever they pleased.

In their efforts to establish an American sense of civility that could persuade foreign elites
to see the new American republic as well reputed on the world stage, the early capital’s
residential homes, drawing rooms, state levees, balls, and dinner receptions became the chief
sites in which women held the dominant ruling hand. In these seemingly domestic settings,
women had a free reign to oversee ceremonial etiquette and aesthetic standards through their
proximity to executive power. After all, the executive mansion and the homes of cabinet leaders,
senators and congressmen, were far more social than they were domestic spaces. In the federal
capital, women hosted not only the most important political figures in the United States but also
the celebrated diplomats and ambassadors from abroad. These were no mere domestic tea parties
and dinners for the neighbors, but rather highly formal and often party-driven events, which were
never immune from the praises and criticisms of the public press. When one entered the
presidential mansion, they did not meet Abigail the traditionally feminine republican wife and
mother, but instead they met Abigail the worldly and leading hostess of the nation. Men
controlled the politics in the capital, whilst women chiefly controlled the society in which those
politics took place.? In the late eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century, there was a

7 Fredrika J. Teute, “Roman Matron on the Banks of Tiber Creek: Margaret Bayard Smith and the Politicization of
Spheres in the Nation’s Capital,” in A Republic for the Ages: The United States Capitol and the Political Culture of
the Early Republic, ed. Donald R. Kennon (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1999), 95-96.; Fredrika J.
Teute and David S. Shields, “The Republican Court and the Historiography of a Women’s Domain in the Public
Sphere,” Journal of the Early Republic 35, no. 2 (2015): 171.

8 Abrams, First Ladies of the Republic, 216.; See also Catherine Allgor, “A Republican in a Monarchy:” Louisa
Catherine Adams in Russia,” Diplomatic History 21, no. 1 (1997): 34, and Jan Lewis, “Politics and the Ambiguities
of the Private Sphere: Women in Early Washington D.C.,” in 4 Republic for the Ages: The United States Capitol and
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significant blurring of the lines between public and private spaces, and some of the most
important political conversations and decisions came about in mixed-gender social settings
typically thought of as female spaces. Unfortunately, because the home was considered a
‘private’ space throughout most of American history’s many historiographies, the impact that
women had behind closed doors has been too little examined. Yet in the early republic these sites
were actually just as politically significant, if not more so, than the masculine spheres of offices
and debating halls.

Those in power in the 1780s until the 1820s were still rooted to the early modern idea
that politics was a social phenomenon, almost always occurring in places where women were
either closely nearby or in the room itself. The stereotypically repressive and masculine Victorian
Age was still a distant day away. During the early republic, residential settings were as
frequented as official offices, and one needs only to examine the overwhelming number of
calling cards from this era to see just how many times in a single day men and women in the
capital paid visits to one another during the congressional season. In just a single day, Abigail
noted sometimes having more than sixty visitors, of both men and women, come to call at the
presidential mansion.” Most political men and their wives and daughters spent an enormous
amount of time each day making house calls, as chapter three of this thesis will particularly
discuss, and women ruled the scene of those drawing rooms and parlors, overseeing everything
their guests said and did during the several hours of the day that were laid aside for social visits.
As John Quincy and Louisa’s writings reveal, the conversation topics during these house visits
were almost always political in nature, whether they were discussions of policies, legislative
debates, or seemingly trivial gossip about other political figures in the capital.

Indeed, as Catherine Allgor reminds us, “artificial gendering” of traditionally feminine
spaces “stems from modern historians’ presentist assumptions about the universality of public
and private separations and male/female distinctions,” which have led many historians to
discount the seemingly private political writings of women like Abigail and Louisa.! American
politics in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century was never a gendered space,
there was no clear division line. In this era, there was no difference between high society, elite
culture, and federal politics, these terms were synonymous for those living in the capital. Yet as
with all of women’s history, just because women appear to be invisible in early modern politics
does not at all mean that they were. As Fredrika Teute and David Shields rightly point out,
women’s power in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries “is often invisible because they must
make it so, because it is mobilized on behalf of male power structures.”!! Despite not being as
spotlighted as their presidential spouses in most early republican histories, Abigail and Louisa
were far from being quiet background characters, as Abigail herself reminds us: “Our Legislators

the Political Culture of the Early Republic, ed. Donald R. Kennon (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press,
1999), 133.

 AA to MSC, Philadelphia, May 16, 1797, AFC: 12, 117.

10 Allgor, “A Republican in a Monarchy,” 37.

! Teute and Shields, “The Republican Court and the Historiography of a Women’s Domain in the Public Sphere,”
183.
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never having considerd our Sex sufficiently dangerous to enact a salique Law or perhaps
entertaining too good an opinion of us to suppose we would encroach upon their establishd
perogatives have left us to the free exercise of our judgments and opinions upon political
subjects...At such an Aeon as the present who can be an unconcern’d Spectator?”!? Abigail and
Louisa, and the other leading women in the early capital, took it chiefly upon themselves to unify
the capital society’s manners and lead the cultural scene, to ensure that the social environment in
which America’s federal politics and diplomatic relations occurred would be viewed as
comparably dignified and as refined as its models and counterparts in the power centers of
Europe. Their presence and influence must certainly have been visible and deemed as impactful,
considering political leaders like Jefferson were quick to turn to the press to make the court a
politicized problem in need of erasure.

Yet despite the overwhelming evidence that women like Abigail and Louisa were clearly
situated at the forefront of the capital’s political society as ceremonial trendsetters and salon-like
hostesses, the history of the republican court has nevertheless been a particularly understudied
and misunderstood part of U.S. history, just finally and recently making its comeback as a
serious scholarly interest after a brief spell of popularity in the nineteenth century. As Fredrika
Teute and David Shields have stated, “it was common knowledge” to contemporaries living in
antebellum America and the subsequent Gilded Age that Washington City had experienced an
early court society, yet these facts were a source of widespread confusion and shame, only to live
in history books for a short time in the nineteenth century before disappearing from popular
interest.!? In the late antebellum and the Gilded Age, a number of historians had begun to take an
interest in examining the culture of the early federal capitals, which brought the republican
court’s existence into the spotlight for the first time as a subject in need of explanation. Rufus
Wilmot Griswold’s The Republican Court, or, American Society in the Days of Washington, first
published in 1855, was the first serious effort to understand the female-driven court society
which existed under the Washington administration, and it may rightly be considered the first
work in the historiography of republican court studies, even though the Adams family is rarely
mentioned in it.!* Griswold was the first historian to rediscover the early capital’s near obsession
with gentility and cosmopolitan polish, and he was the first to recognize the major contributions
that elite women had on the aesthetics and social organization of the capital. His book sparked a
brief revival in studies about aristocracy in America, which itself was proof that what the Adams
women had set into motion was still a topic that was discussed and even popular long after their
deaths. Though Griswold’s work is easily overlooked, as so many antiquarian sources inevitably
are in favor of more modern and thoroughly researched works, his book nevertheless remains
groundbreaking for republican court studies.

12 AA to George Cabot, January 17th, 1794, AFC: 10, 42.

13 Teute and Shields, “The Republican Court and the Historiography of a Women’s Domain in the Public Sphere,”
171.

14 Rufus Wilmot Griswold, The Republican Court, or, American Society in the Days of Washington (New York: D.
Appleton and Co., 1867).
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Following Griswold’s lead, Elizabeth F. Ellet published her own follow-up to his work in
1869, titled The Court Circles of the Republic, which is a winning and still fairly reliable account
of the early first ladies and their contributions to the ceremonial and stylistic precedents in the
federal capital.!> As Ellet summed up of her own work, “no attempt has been made to portray the
social character of any administration...The aim [of this book] has been to exhibit statesmen,
leading ladies, etc., in their drawing-room aspect.”!® Ellet’s work was a breakthrough moment in
republican court studies, for she was the first to delve deeply into the connection between
female-driven high society and its links to both political life and to politics itself, to give the
early first ladies the upper hand as America’s cultural innovators. She was also the first to
recognize the significant part that Abigail and Louisa Catherine Adams played in the creation of
the capital’s decorum and aesthetics. Meanwhile, Anne Hollingsworth Wharton’s 1893 book,
Through Colonial Doorways and her follow-up book Salons Colonial and Republican too
examined the vibrant court life established by the early first ladies, and the former enjoyed
seventeen reprintings in its heyday before being all but forgotten by the early 20" century.!”

Yet despite the brief popularity of these works in America’s elite-driven Gilded Age, and
these authors’ eagerness to uncover the truth about America’s cultural beginnings, their
republican court studies were nevertheless quickly dropped from the spotlight, dimmed and
forgotten, and condemned as a regressive anti-American idea by the turn of the century. It
remained a nearly untouched subject for the next hundred years. As Fredrika Teute and David
Shields have put it, historians up until our recent times were hardly eager to showcase the early
United States’ capital as an exclusive elite society. After all, as they say, “the study of elites as
agents of change does not fit comfortably into any American historical construct.”'® Yet
dismissing their inevitable naysayers, Teute and Shields were amongst the first of a small wave
of historians to revive the work begun by these Victorian authors, to again see the republican
court as a legitimate academic study in its own right, and as a counter-argument against
traditional nationalist and overly-patriotic narratives of America’s political beginnings. Though
despite their efforts, Teute and Shields’ papers remained unpublished for many years, being
written in the 1990s and early 2000s, but only finally appearing in print in the summer of 2015 in
a groundbreaking special issue of the Journal of the Early Republic.'®

As Sophia Rosenfeld has chronicled, throughout most of the 20" century, progressive
historians were vehemently dismissive of the republican court’s existence and they were quick to

15 Elizabeth F. Ellet, The Court Circles of the Republic, or the Beauties and Celebrities of the Nation (Hartford:
Hartford Publishing Co., 1870).

16 Ellet, The Court Circles of the Republic, iii.

17 Anne Hollingsworth Wharton, Through Colonial Doorways (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Co., 1893).; Anne
Hollingsworth Wharton, Salons Colonial and Republican (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Co., 1900).

18 Teute and Shields, “The Republican Court and the Historiography of a Women’s Domain in the Public Sphere,”
182.

1 Teute and Shields, “The Republican Court and the Historiography of a Women’s Domain in the Public Sphere,”
169-183.; Teute and Shields, “Jefferson in Washington,” 237-259.; Fredrika Teute and David S. Shields, “The Court
of Abigail Adams,” Journal of the Early Republic 35, no. 2 (2015): 227-235.; Fredrika J. Teute and David S. Shields,
“The Confederation Court,” Journal of the Early Republic 35, no. 2 (2015): 215-226.; See also Teute, “Roman
Matron on the Banks of Tiber Creek,” 89-121.



20

criticize those nineteenth century histories that focused on elitism and the upper classes.
Consequently, the word court all but vanished from the narratives of American history, to be
buried under heaps of post-war patriotic and nationalist infused rhetoric.?® As Teute and Shields,
as well as Elaine Chalus, similarly remind us, those progressive historians who “dismissed the
significance of the republican court” in their noble efforts to spotlight the disenfranchised and
downtrodden, consequently and perhaps unintentionally, “reanimated the wish of the
Jeffersonian republicans to contain women’s action within the discourse of domesticity. The
social vision of Progressive reformers and historians blinded them to the existence of an
American past framed by etiquette and politics and controlled by upper class men and women.
Furthermore, in an effort to showcase women as victims of male power in the founding era, as
mere supporting characters in a longer and more unified story of women’s liberation, 20" century
feminist and progressive historians were quick to dismiss and glance over the few elite women of
the early republic who actually did hold a considerable sway over America’s political culture and

2921

over politics itself. Surely no truly feminist historian would overlook Abigail Adams as one of
their own, yet this appears nevertheless to have oddly been the case throughout most of the 20™
century.

In a strange irony then, it was the progressive and seemingly feminist historians of the
20™ century who most ignored the efforts of the women in the early republic who actually held
considerable social, cultural, and political power. Perhaps we ought to redefine their meaning of
progress, for if downplaying and ignoring the self-driven impact and significance of powerful
women in the early republic is somehow part of a progressive agenda, then we must surely
reconsider what the word progress actually means in the context of women’s history. If women’s
history is to be generally defined by the sex’s tumultuous and inspiring struggle for voting
power, their gradual stepping away from the home and family, and their entry into male
dominated professions, then the progressive historians have a point. But if we examine the power
and influence of women through the lenses of the elite few’s access to executive privileges and
view them as significant political actors through their cultural and social trendsetting efforts, we
will immediately find a very different side narrative of women’s history that is too rarely told.

Though it is not the main focus of this dissertation, it will be clear in each chapter that
Abigail and Louisa strayed far from the domestic American ideals of their era. They simply do
not fit the ‘republican motherhood’ theories made famous by 20" century women’s historians
like Linda Kerber and Rosemarie Zagarri.?? Instead, the Adams family - as their award-winning
biographer Joseph J. Ellis has put it - was “surrounded by the kind of human debris subsequently

20 Rosenfeld, “"Europe," Women, and the American Political Imaginary,” 276-277.

2! Teute and Shields, “The Republican Court and the Historiography of a Women’s Domain in the Public Sphere,”
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Century England,” The Historical Journal 43, no. 3 (2000): 675.
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Perspective,” American Quarterly 28, no. 2 (1976): 187-205.; Rosemarie Zagarri, “Women and Party Conflict in the
Early Republic,” in Beyond the Founders: New Approaches to the Political History of the Early American Republic,
edited by Jeffrey L. Pasley, Andrew W. Robertson, and David Waldstreicher (Chapel Hill: University of North
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depicted in the plays of Eugene O’Neill.”** Sadly, this is a strikingly accurate comparison. Of
Abigail and John’s four surviving children, both Charles and Thomas succumbed to sad lives of
alcoholism, Nabby married so poorly that she and her children would later move back in to live
with her parents, and John Quincy — the shining star of the family — was an emotionally
depressed and socially awkward man plagued by his parents’ need for him to be the perfect high
achieving son. Tragically, John Quincy’s own children would follow a similar path — John
achieved almost nothing, George committed suicide as a young man, and Charles Francis — like
his father — became the same emotionally stunted star of the family. This was not a high
functioning stable family by any means, which throws out any chance of latching onto the
common stereotypes of motherhood and femininity in the early republic to help explain the
Adams women’s’ narrative and objectives. For much of their children’s upbringings, both sets of
parents were absent for years at a time. Indeed, neither John Quincy nor Louisa could recognize
their son George when their family was finally reunited in London in 1815 after a separation of
over five years.?* The women of the Adams family simply had more civic interests than ensuring
family stability and the ideal domestic life. Perhaps it is for this reason that they have been so
little acknowledged not only in women’s political history, but in women’s history in general.
They simply did not fit their contemporary norm.

Abigail and Louisa and the other leading women in the early republic may not have been
representative of most women of their era, but that does not matter. After all, few American men
in the early republic could have related to John or John Quincy Adams, let alone even the most
junior congressmen, but no one has ever said ‘let us not study a president because he is amongst
the anomalous and unrelatable elite.” It may no longer be fashionable to study the fashionable,
but if we are to understand the early republic’s socio-political mechanisms and its associated
culture and women’s dominant part in its construction, then we must study those women who
represented convoluted ideals. And, truly, the raison d’etre of the republican court could not have
been more convoluted if it tried.

The only allusions to the republican court found in 20" century historiographies are
discovered in non-political studies about American elite behavior and etiquette, or in occasional
diplomatic histories. For instance, Michael Curtin in 1985 outlined the history and the
historiography of manners in American culture, noting bitterly that the best of these studies were
being carried out by “amateur” historians or anthropologists, whose works were hardly read or
recognized as game changing for political history let alone any history.?> Meanwhile, a few more
serious academic works touched on the fringes of court studies, including David Waldstreicher’s
In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes, Susan Branson’s These Fiery Frenchified Dames, Richard
Bushman’s The Refinement of America, and Sandra Moats’ Celebrating the Republic, all of
which focused in on the economic and class structures which enabled an early American high
culture of refinement, luxury consumption, and grandiose public displays of patriotism. These

2 Ellis, First Family, 220.

24 Harlow Giles Unger, John Quincy Adams (Boston: Da Capo Press, 2013), 182.

25 Michael Curtin, “A Question of Manners: Status and Gender in Etiquette and Courtesy,” The Journal of Modern
History 57, no. 3 (1985): 395.
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works made great strides towards recovering the environment in which the court existed,
showcasing the many complex antitheses and hypocrisies inherent within republican ideology,
and they have certainly influenced the rising interest in republican court studies, yet the court is
rarely mentioned in these works.2¢

By the late 1990s, perhaps due in part to these works’ gradual incline towards the larger
picture, the republican court began to reappear as a concept in itself, as if in hushed tones in
conference circuits dedicated to the history of the early republic. According to David
Waldstreicher, the papers of Teute and Shields, prior to 2015, circulated for some time like
desired bootleg records for scholars of the early republic who were eager to partake in the
beginning of the court’s revival studies.?” Unpublished for many years, likely due to the small
field’s unpopularity in a discipline that was increasingly far more interested in histories of the
non-elite, their work only began to be taken seriously by the wider academic community after the
summer publication of the Journal of the Early Republic in 2015. At that point, more and more
cultural, political, and transatlantic historians began taking an interest in their work and
subsequently began to view the early capital’s elite culture as a subject worth investigating
further for the sake of better understanding the political community at the forefront of the United
States’ origin story.

Francois Furstenberg and David Waldstreicher have both praised the methodology of
Teute and Shields, indicating in 2015 that despite having been written twenty years earlier, their
work remained “remarkably fresh” and inspired a renewed interest in the republican court, albeit
from a still very small cluster of interested historians.?® This was where the work of Catherine
Allgor stepped up to the task. Beginning in the late 1990s, Allgor had become the champion of
voicing the actions and importance of the early Washington women. Her renowned book Parlor
Politics helped to revolutionize republican court studies, and it paved the way for current
historians to step into the ring for closer examinations of the subject.?” Allgor’s more recent
interest in women’s patronage networks too has added to the field’s growing awareness and
interest in the many Europeanized ways in which the women of the early capital conducted their
strategic political affairs.? Yet despite the great popularity of Parlor Politics, Allgor herself in
2015 lamented that her book’s main argument, that women’s history reveals that “the early
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federal government was more dependent on aristocratic forms than previously thought,” has had
“less traction” than its popularity would suggest, and few historians had actually taken up her
cause.’! As she put it, “in spite of discoveries that suggest that there was more continuity with
English and European courts in the new nation’s development than previously thought, U.S.
historians have shown little interest in participating in the field of “Court Studies.””3?
Nevertheless, her assessment of the early republic’s capital could not be any closer to the truth:

“The traditional narrative presents the New World as different from the Old,

especially in its system of government, as one ruled by exceptional individualist

“founding fathers” who threw off the shackles of kings and courts. In contrast,

analyzing the work of women from political families and circles reveals how the

new and aspiring ruling classes adopted and adapted court practices in order to

garner legitimacy from the populace, amass personal power, and facilitate the

business of politics. Close study of the women behind the patronymics of

marriage also demonstrates that, from the start, the new nation was ruled not by

exceptional men but by a class of families.”?

Yet Allgor also wrote in 2015, on a more positive note, that she was beginning to “detect a new
“turn” toward studies of aristocracy in America and court studies in the wider literature, which
may attract the attention of political theorists,” and that “US historians are just beginning to
apprehend the role of this royal holdover in the republican experiment.”** Daniel Kilbride,
writing in 2013, similarly reasoned that “for all their brave talk of cultural independence, [first
generation] Americans still craved a connection to Europe and deferred to its cultural authority”
as a way to “situate the republic within the Atlantic community.”*> Indeed, dissertations such as
the one presented here, are exactly following these leads.

All of these components that have arisen in modern scholarship in the last century have
paved the way for the rise in republican court studies, and how we can approach its relevance to
other major historiographical trends which continue to redefine our understandings of the early
republic. The fact that the press, both the Federalist and Democratic-Republican, almost
obsessively looked for signs of aristocratic corruption in the activities and words of the capital’s
society women is itself a sure sign that the court was thriving, women were its center, and it was
making the weekly newspapers, spreading waves of both emulation and fear across the country.
As Daniel Kilbride succinctly puts it, the “boundary between decadence and gentility in a
republican society” was thinly veiled, and “Americans wondered whether refinement, with its
roots in European courts, could be reconciled with republicanism. Many observers on both sides
of the Atlantic doubted it.”3® The Adams women however, as this dissertation makes plainly
clear, very pointedly believed the opposite.

31 Ibid., 40.
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John Adams was certainly not the only member of his family being consistently accused
by the press for harboring monarchical tendencies. The Boston Independent Chronicle sneeringly
wrote of John Quincy as the “American Prince of Wales,” who had gone to Europe and married
“an English Lady.”” Unfortunately for the Adams family, the accusations that Louisa was
English could hardly be rebutted. Meanwhile, Abigail’s imports from Europe, crate after crate
containing the best of British fashion and interior décor, did not help the family’s determined
case to present themselves as mere humble and modest republicans. In many ways, the Adams
family unintentionally aided their enemies in the press, as every chapter in this dissertation will
discuss, signifying that the republican court and the Adams family’s part in it had far greater
political consequences and effects within the early republic than has yet been acknowledged. The
Adamses were, as one of Washington’s biographers put it, the founding family who most
believed in courtly formalities.’® After all, as Richard A. Ryerson correctly points out, based on
the family’s own definitions of what an aristocrat was, the Adams family were more or less
describing themselves.’® From the outside looking in, their lives could not at all have appeared
representative or comprehensible to the average American, which perhaps can explain why
historians have been hesitant to refer to them as major cultural innovators in early republican
studies. Yet the Adams family were extremely complex republicans, and it is beyond time we
reassessed their views on European court precedents to better understand how their power within
the capital’s society was influenced, how they wielded that power, and how Abigail and Louisa’s
elitist cultural interventions directly affected John and John Quincy’s reputations and presidential
re-election chances.

Clearly, there is so much research yet to be done to demonstrate the many ways in which
women altered the course of America’s early political culture and helped establish the capital’s
ongoing elite social environment and its traditions. My contribution to this scholarship is not so
much about what the republican court was or how it operated, but how the Adams women chiefly
influenced it, understood it, and used it to their political advantage, to demonstrate that Abigail
and Louisa were far more instrumental to the creation of the early republic and to the course of
America’s cultural history than historians have yet fully acknowledged. By closely reading their
colorfully detailed letters and diaries and how they viewed themselves and the polished world of
the European court societies, we can better understand how they shaped the republican court into
a significant and consequential part of America’s political and cultural beginnings.
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Despite the lack of scholarship on republican court studies, the idea and influence of Europe was
nevertheless a highly discussed topic in the early republic, and it was constantly on the minds of
those men and women who held the reins as the American capital came into being. Europe, in
general, was a place that simultaneously represented to post-revolutionary Americans both the
aspirational ideals of civilization and the dangers of corrupted power and the non-egalitarian
allures of elitism. For most late eighteenth century Americans, Europe was a vague collective
place, hardly imaginable, and many harboring fervent republican sentiments by default assumed
that Europe must have been the opposite other, a place that represented every vice and
immorality that the republic had seemingly warded off.*’ As Jeanne E. Abrams summed up, just
the word “’Europe’ for many Americans became a code for everything that needed to be
eradicated in the quest to become an independent American nation: rank, status, elaborate
ceremonies, excessive luxury, corruption, ostentatious fashions, and profligate lifestyles.”! On
that score, words such as courts, salons, courtiers, and aristocracy were similarly words to be
feared by an American public who had just thrown off the ‘shackles’ of the Old World class and
political systems, and these words and warnings tended to emphasize the deep set fear of
powerful women behind those corruptions. As Sophia Rosenfeld succinctly puts it, “ideas of
Europe in the early republic were always inextricably bound up with ideas about the status and
function of women in the public realm.”*? Indeed, women were excluded from the U.S.
Constitution entirely, and the only mention of women in The Federalist Papers was a reference
by Alexander Hamilton regarding the dangers of powerful courtly women throughout European
history.*3 There was often a tone of paranoia in the written rhetoric of this time, that anything
remotely seeming to be European must be a danger to America’s unformed cultural foundation,
as an effeminate stain on the nation’s emerging character.

When Thomas Jefferson became president, one of his major agendas was to crush the
elitism in Washington D.C. which he had criticized in the previous two administrations, fearful
of the aristocratic model that Abigail Adams had helped incorporate into the capital’s social
scene. Jefferson attempted to brush off ceremonial protocols and etiquette in favor of discovering
the true American spirit, but the damage was done, and would persist at least through to the end
of John Quincy’s administration. One needs only to read the newsprint commentary
accompanying Orlando’s poem from a spectator in Petersburg, Virginia to realize the
controversial extent to which the Adams women were indulging in Old World traditions, for the
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only “objection” the American press had against Louisa’s 1824 ball was that it too much
resembled the “English style of court parties.”** This was just one of hundreds of examples from
sources revealing a deep set fear of the European other and what it might mean for the new
American nation.

Yet, as this dissertation emphasizes, republicanism was paradoxically perhaps the most
used, the most ignored, and the most misunderstood concept in the early republic. It was, to most
Americans, merely a standard to be idealized and a dividing line between a perceived American
purity versus an imagined European courtly corruption. As Linda Kerber puts it, for those living
in the early republic, the word “republicanism was simply what monarchism was not; the usage
was vague.”® It was a material and active concept, as seen in parades and festivals, a character
trait, and a way of thinking which was to define the first decades of America’s political culture.
Republicanism and nationalism, terms which go easily hand in hand, have been widely studied
by historians for generations.*® It is the defining hallmark trait of America’s beginnings, and an
unavoidable word to anyone studying any part of this time period. Yet, it is also clear that no one
living in the early republic actually knew how to define republicanism, or could suggest what its
associated culture ought to be. As Daniel J. Boorstin has commented, the early republicans
“bragged of being Americans without being able to say just what they meant.”*’ John Adams
himself, even after his presidential term had ended, still could not define what republicanism
truly was, and he plainly stated in a letter to Mercy Otis Warren in 1807 that “there is not a more
unintelligible Word in the English Language than Republicanism.”*

It also did not help matters that the American people had no modern republic in the world
that they could look to as a shining model to emulate. At the time of the American Revolution,
the only republics that then existed were several Swiss cantons and a few tiny and obscure
European principalities, which in no way reflected the enormous post-colonial crisis of nation-
building which the American people now faced.*’ Having no republican model to look to for
guidance in creating a worldly and dignified republican political culture, nor any sense of what
the ideal American woman ought to be, and lacking the real-world modern definitions of
republicanism which might have aided their efforts as cultural and aesthetic trendsetters, women
such as Abigail and Louisa naturally resorted to the next best thing, by looking to monarchical
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Europe for “aspirational prototypes,” the only examples they knew of successful mixed-gender
power centers.>°

England in particular proved to be the go-to imitative model for the Federalists, who
continued to see themselves as the cultural inheritors of Britain’s “language, literature, religion,
and even political tradition,” a fact which was controversial yet also inevitable having lived their
whole lives until 1776 as British colonists.>! As Daniel Kilbride has said, though “Americans
agreed that their political relationship with Great Britain was finished with, the terms of their
cultural independence were unclear.”? Indeed, Abigail Adams had echoed these same sentiments
in 1774 in a letter to her English correspondent, the renowned writer Catharine Macaulay:
“connected as we are by Blood, by commerce, by one common language, by one common
religion as protestants, and as good and loyal subjects of the same king, we earnestly wish that
the three fold cord of Duty, interest and filial affection may not be snapped assunder.”* Even
after the revolution, Abigail would remind her friends and relations that she still maintained a
kind of affection for England. Take for instance three letters that she wrote in the 1790s: “I know
very well by experience the strong attractions which England possesses, and Should prefer it to
any other country that I have seen America excepted...I have a love for that same country
[England], and an affection for many of its valuable inhabitants...England you know is the
Country of my greatest partiality.”* Meanwhile, for Louisa, the attachment she felt to England
was far greater, for London was her birthplace and the only city in which she ever felt at home.

As John Murrin and Randolph G. Adams have put it, for most Americans with English
ancestry, all they had known in their lives was a loyalty to the crown and to parliament, and
anything beyond those English traditions appeared “impromptu, artificial, and extremely
fragile,” for “the logic of national identity pointed back to Britain.”* After all, as Kariann Akemi
Yokota has further posited in her excellent book Unbecoming British, “the process of creating a
separate society out of a people who so recently thought of themselves as British in outlook and
tradition was fraught with hypocrisy and confusion. Americans vacillated between celebrating
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their future as a sovereign nation and struggling to overcome the cultural insecurity born of their
colonial past.”® Furthermore, as Daniel Kilbride reminds us, Americans after the revolution still
remained fascinated by the allure of aristocrats and their luxurious lifestyles, and they struggled
not to be enthralled by aristocratic and elite traditions of refinement.’” For Abigail and Louisa,
that struggle was even more profound than it was for most Americans, for they shamefully
understood to what extent the United States was a major outlier and underdog in a world of
powerful monarchies, being themselves some of the few women with influence in the capital
who had seen how those power centers abroad operated. They bitterly knew how obscure and
insignificant America appeared in the eyes of those foreign governments. As Abigail put it in a
letter to Thomas Jefferson, who for a time shared her sentiments, “these missions abroad
circumscribed as they are, in point of expences, place the ministers of the united States in the
lowest point of view, of any Envoy from any other Court, and in Europe every Being is
estimated, and every country valued in proportion to their shew and splendor.”® It is little
wonder then that Abigail and Louisa were eager to establish a court structure in America that
matched the gentile standards that elites had long enjoyed and expected in the courtly power
centers of Europe.

Adopting and tweaking the European court model came easily to Abigail and Louisa, for
they saw the introduction of a court culture in the federal capital as the likeliest way to improve
America’s international reputation. They knew firsthand how those elite and courtly societies had
functioned in Europe, how they were intimately connected to the state and the seats of power,
and what they materially looked like. In the attempt to fit in with court societies during their
years abroad as diplomatic wives, they adapted to courtly and aristocratic cultures, adopted it,
and then brought it home to try to give some sense of familiarity and a foundation to the new and
blank slated culture in the American capital. Though politically the early U.S. capital was
attempting to create a near unprecedented republican government, the culture surrounding that
government remained unquestioningly rooted to monarchical precedents thanks in large part to
the efforts of the Adams women. Once again, we must ask the same questions which Peter Onuf
and Gordon S. Wood put forth in 2015 and 2009 respectively, questions which echo the
conundrum the founders faced: “how sharp was the break between the British Empire and the
new federal republic?” and “how far back toward monarchy should Americans go? Just how
royal and kingly should America become?”>® My research offers a new case study to help answer
those questions, by insisting that historians reconsider the early republic’s capital as a political
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culture not very distant from those European court cultures it attempted to ward off, and to see
the Adams women at the forefront in the creation of that hybridized republican and monarchical
political environment.

Thus, this dissertation will address two main points which have until now been
unexamined. One, it will show that Abigail and Louisa Catherine Adams ought to be seen as far
more complex republicans than has previously been addressed, for though they were patriotic
Americans, they were also and perhaps more significantly elite cultural trendsetters in the early
capitals by controversially adopting and implementing monarchical holdovers in terms of
etiquette, ceremony, and luxurious aesthetics. And two, this thesis will demonstrate that the
republican court these women devised had very real political consequences which directly
affected the course of American political and social history. The Adams women were far more
instrumental to the course of American politics and to the creation of Washington D.C.’s cultural
beginnings than has ever been addressed, and the precedents that they set were by no means
trivial. This dissertation will thus take a deeper dive than has ever before been written into the
Adams women’s experiences in Europe, to reveal how they understood the court settings in
which they found themselves a part of, how they adopted those elite traditions to create an
American court culture in the early American capitals, and how their republican courts affected
the course of politics in America’s first four decades.

Both of the Adams women took an active interest in inventing and reinventing the
aesthetic and social precedents in the early federal capitals — New York, Philadelphia, and
Washington City - by assuming for themselves the dominant hand as influential trendsetters
regarding the introduction of monarchical and aristocratic social hierarchies, ceremonial etiquette
and protocoled events, fashion, and interior décor. By doing so, they created a powerful social
role for themselves and the other elite women in the capital, and they established elite precedents
which set the royalized tone for what every first lady after them would attempt to evolvingly
reintroduce to the White House and Washington’s associated political environment. Their efforts
must be understood as neither wholly republican nor wholly monarchical, but as something in
the middle that was uniquely unprecedented and complex, which had significant impacts on how
the capital functioned and how it materially looked. For the Adams women, the American capital
first and foremost needed to be a dignified place, and for it to appear worldly, sophisticated, and
dignified, it needed to have elaborate ceremonial agendas and elite symbols that would confirm
America’s rising place on the cosmopolitan world stage, one which was overwhelmingly marked
by royal regimes. After all, the Adams women were, more so than nearly all of their American
contemporaries, no strangers to royalty. By reexamining the two Adams women as importers of
European manners and style, we can gather a greater sense of their own complex identities and
their differing visions of how they believed the republic ought to be outwardly presented, and
how that presentation very directly affected the early republic’s political beginnings. Their
writings and actions clearly reveal that the early republic’s capital was far more ‘Europeanized’
than historians tend to suggest, and their contributions to this cultural creation cannot be
underestimated since they created and recreated the first social spaces in which the most
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powerful men in America were politically maneuvering. Indeed, this study is further proof that
what happens behind the scenes in political environments and how it culturally operates is just as
important and consequential as what happens on the congressional floor and within executive
offices, and that women like the Adamses were far more significant to the course of the early
republic’s political progression and the capital’s cultural structuring than has ever been
acknowledged. If we ignore the shaping of culture in the early republic, if we think that culture is
secondary to politics or that women were not important players in that scene, then we will
continue to miss a profound and fruitful point in our efforts to understand America’s cultural and
political beginnings.

This dissertation is therefore and very importantly a comparative case study (with the
exception of the final chapter), focusing on Abigail’s influence over the republican court in the
1790s and Louisa Catherine’s influence in the 1810-1820s, in order to showcase how the
republican court evolved over time and how the two women envisioned it functioning as the
republic matured and its protocols and aesthetics were cemented and/or questioned. This
comparison is particularly important, because the continuation of the republican court well into
the nineteenth century is a piece of the republican court narrative that has never been
acknowledged or examined. By including and acknowledging Louisa’s part of this narrative, we
can gather a much-needed sense of how elite political culture was a persistent and impactful part
of the early American political story, one that had long-lasting effects on American society,
culture, and election histories. By examining the beginning of the early republic and its end
through the letters and diaries of these two women we can also gather a greater sense of the state
of confusion which persisted in this time period as the women of New York, Philadelphia, and
Washington City continued to grapple with ideas of what constituted as acceptable social
refinements within a republic and how those refinements could possibly be utilized to reflect the
dignity of the government. For instance, which ideas of Abigail’s lasted into the 1820s, and how
were those ideas changed by Louisa? What were the continuities and what were the ongoing
questions about protocols and ceremonial procedures? Was it easier for Louisa to craft the
political scene as the nation became more cemented in the European imagination and countries
began to take America more seriously? A generational or comparative study allows us to answer
those questions, and it reminds us to periodically ask ourselves what the republic meant to these
women and how they continued to materially define it up until the end of the 1820s.

This dissertation is comprised of five chapters, with each one addressing a major thematic
point highlighting how and why the Adams women shaped the republican court. Each chapter
will also take into account the European experiences that they had in diplomatic and courtly
settings to better highlight how they attempted to recreate those experiences in the United States
capitals. Chapter one will examine how Abigail and Louisa comparatively engaged with and
understood ideas about social rank, elite or aristocratic titles, social hierarchies, and whether or
not elitism could hold any place in the new ‘egalitarian’ republic. This chapter will act as a
commentary or backdrop for the remaining chapters, to emphasize how Abigail and Louisa’s
ideas about elite culture were always paralleled with their views on social hierarchies. It will
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demonstrate that both Abigail and Louisa held deeply complex views about social rank and elite
society, and that we cannot overlook their complicated relationship with elitism if we are to ever
understand their role in the making of the early capital’s courtly society and their part in
establishing an elite governing class in America. This chapter will also compare and contrast
Abigail and Louisa’s very different upbringings and the different ways in which they interpreted
elitism, in order to better understand the actions that sprang from those views. Lastly, this chapter
will also emphasize that historians have, for far too long, viewed the Adams family as too
simplistic, as the ideal patriotic family, when in fact they held far more complicated and
controversial views about elitism and its place in a republican society.

Chapter two will examine Abigail’s part in setting the precedents of ceremonial and
etiquette standards in the early federal capitals during the George Washington and John Adams
administrations. Because of the mountain of primary material which Abigail left behind on the
subject of etiquette, protocol, and ceremonial state events, this chapter will exclusively examine
Abigail’s part in setting these precedents within the capital’s political society. For instance, how
did Abigail justify bringing monarchical court protocols into the republican capital, and should
we view her as the most important ceremonial trendsetter in the early capital’s social scene? How
did she incorporate European court etiquette into the capital’s republican court, and to what
degree was her work in this regard a success or a liability to John’s political career? This chapter
will therefore also examine the kinds of social events Abigail brought from Europe into the U.S.
capital and how she expected her guests to behave when attending them, including her formal
drawing room events and ‘levees’ at the presidential mansion and her incorporation of mixed-
gender political salons. Abigail’s part in the creation of the first republican court has been given
some credit, but not to the extent that she deserves, for Martha Washington tends to be the focus
of most of the 1790s republican court studies. This chapter will therefore emphasize just how
integral Abigail was to the establishment of the European-influenced culture which arose in the
early federal capitals, and how and why she was determined to bring those customs to
Washington D.C. in the city’s blank-slated foundational months.

The third chapter will address the same themes as chapter two, on the introduction of
European-like formal state occasions and official protocols and etiquette, but this chapter will
shift the focus to Louisa Catherine Adams’s part in updating these ideas for the ‘second’
republican court. The chapter begins with an overview of the transitional period between the
1790s and 1810s, highlighting the cultural confusion that arose in Washington in light of the
Jeffersonian and Madisonian administrations to showcase how the elites in Washington were
desperate to revert to the royalist social holdovers of the 1790s. This chapter will emphasize that
Louisa deserves far greater attention as a central figure in the latter years of the early republic, as
a Europeanized trendsetter in her own right. She butted heads with the Monroes for dominance
over Washington’s elite cultural scene, and helped recreate and update the social precedents that
her mother-in-law had founded in the 1790s. This chapter, in addition to assessing Louisa’s part
in setting the scene for the second republican court’s social organization, will also examine
Louisa’s part as a serious liability in the election of 1828, and how her royal-like maneuverings
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unintentionally brought about the end of the republican court and perhaps her husband’s
presidential career.

Chapter four will address how Abigail and Louisa comparatively influenced the material
displays of elitism via the introduction of monarchical-like court attire and the popularity of
imported fashions from England and France. It will attempt to unravel how and why Abigail
turned so sharply away from her praising of American homespun to later wearing the richest
imported fabrics she could acquire, and how Louisa became one of the early republic’s most
celebrated and emulated fashion stars whilst living abroad and within Washington society, and
what all of that meant in terms of early U.S politics. In light of these accounts, this chapter begs
us to wonder to what degree high fashion was considered republican at all, and if it was, to what
extent it was wielded as a political or a party issue? This chapter will therefore take a deep dive
into the Adams women’s writings, to unravel how they justified their materially public
presentation of classism or elitism in the capital. It will also unravel to what extent their
luxurious wardrobe choices positively and negatively affected John and John Quincy’s credibility
as presidential candidates in their second elections. Questions such as these are important
reminders that fashion in the long eighteenth century was never a trivial or a simplistic subject,
but one that was deeply steeped in political maneuvering, and reflective of many Americans’
longings to be included in a wider cosmopolitan trans-Atlantic community — a subject which was
ever on the minds of the Adams women as they attempted to create and recreate the federal
capital’s place in the world.

Lastly, chapter five will address how Abigail approached styling executive state rooms
and how her knowledge of European aristocratic and monarchical interiors affected her choices
in decorating the capital’s first formal social spaces. It will also address the question of why
Abigail thought it expedient and proper to import rich European furnishings and décor, and why
she decided to adopt English monarchical aesthetics as part of her agenda to transform the
United States capital into a sophisticated and aesthetically rich social environment. This chapter
therefore begs the question, to what extent were Abigail’s aesthetic choices in or out of line with
the republic’s virtuous ideals of frugality and simplicity? How did she justify her break from
those ideals? For instance, why was it important for her to import Chippendale style furniture
from England during the 1790s? How did her purchases and décor choices parallel with her
Federalist party alignment, and why did she make no effort at all to try to encourage a truly
unprecedented republican decorative style? This chapter will also take a look at the Adams
family’s private home of Peacefield in modern day Quincy, Massachusetts, in order to showcase
that her views on imported décor ran deeper than her publicly Federalist beliefs. Louisa will not
be a major part of this chapter, because she did not have strong written views on décor, nor did
her stylistic choices alter much from that established by Abigail. Louisa will appear sporadically
throughout this chapter, but because she left so few sources on the subject I cannot merit
spending much time discussing her views on European décor and its place in the capital.
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Why the Adams Women?

Having spent years of their lives abroad, Abigail and Louisa Catherine Adams saw first-hand
how America and Americans were perceived by the British and the French, and also to a lesser
extent by the Dutch, Prussians, and Russians. Their foreign experiences significantly impacted
their views on how best to promote the American republic as a strong country that could remain
both independent of monarchical Europe but also impress the governments and leaders of the
Old World countries. Creating a dignified and refined court culture was the surest way in which
the women of early Washington could help to secure America’s footing as a key player on the
world map whilst also carving out a political role for themselves and their families. And that task
was far from inconsequential, as Eliga H. Gould rightly reminds us, for:

“the drive to be accepted as a treaty-worthy nation in Europe played a role in the

making of the American republic at least as important as the liberal and

republican ideologies that have framed scholarship on the American Revolution

since the Second World War...in order to be at peace with other European nations,

in their own neighbourhood no less than in the world beyond, Americans needed

to have a nation that Europeans would recognize and accept.”®?

None of the women in the early federal capitals understood the importance of that fact more than
the Adams women. Abigail’s obsession with court fashion and Louisa’s endless letters about
rules of etiquette reveal far more than just their aesthetic ideas, they offer us a fascinating insight
into how these women closely linked themselves to everyday political life in America and also to
the wider transatlantic world.

Yet as we have already outlined, despite the overwhelming importance of the early
republic’s need to please foreign states, the study of the republican court is still nevertheless an
obscure and recent addition to the history of the early republic, with only a few historians
consistently writing in the field. The few court studies that do exist tend to focus almost
exclusively on the 1790s and the role that Martha Washington played in the foundations of
America’s elite political culture. Dolley Madison has also been given extensive credit as a key
figure in early Washington, yet for some unaccountable reason the Adams women have been
given comparatively little attention, that is, when they appear in these studies at all. Two cultural
historians, Sandra Moats and Simon P. Newman have even gone so far as to claim that the
Adams family was simply too ‘unpopular’ to have had any serious influence on political culture,
and that “John Adams’s presidency began with a ceremonial blankness that would characterize
his entire term.”®! This is a baffling statement, considering John won the election of 1796 and
could therefore not have been that unpopular, and it is doubly baffling when we again remember
that it was Abigail Adams who was the first to dub the capital’s social scene a court!5?
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Indeed, as this dissertation will prove, Abigail and Louisa had a far stronger influence on
the republican court than has yet been realized or acknowledged, and it is time they had their
spotlight to be viewed as potentially the most important political and cultural female trendsetters
in the early republic. They were women who not only set the precedents of the elite customs that
have evolved into today’s White House ceremonial and aesthetic agendas but also set the
precedent that first ladies could change the status quo to fit America into the wider western
world. Indeed, the candle they lit is still blazing today. No one presents a better case study for a
republican court project than the Adams women, who left behind thousands of pages of writings
illuminating their observations of foreign court settings and their efforts to shape the early
republic’s own elite political culture. Why they have not been given their due share in the few
existing court studies, let alone in wider American political histories, remains a strange and
unaccountable mystery.

Adams scholars and biographers have been too eager to portray the Adams family as the
ideal patriotic early Americans, the virtuous founding dynasty.®> However, one does not need to
spend much time with the Adams family’s writings to conclude that these were people who
admittedly wrote of themselves as both staunchly republican Americans and citizens of the wider
elite and cosmopolitan world. These sentiments were not unique to just Abigail and Louisa. On
June 10%, 1787, Abigail “Nabby” Smith, the daughter of John and Abigail, wrote to her brother
John Quincy just before leaving London that she was not eager to have the family return to
political life in America. She wrote cryptically of her views, as though the admittance of having
grown attached to life in England was too repulsive or shameful for her to admit, but it is clear
that she was not the only one in the family bothered by an attachment to England: “you my
Brother know, from what Cause it arrises—and will feel it with me—it springs from a source
which we know aught not to exist.”%*

John Quincy certainly did know the feeling, for he himself had not expressed much
enthusiasm for leaving Europe in 1785 to prepare for his admittance to Harvard University. As
Michael O’Brien has commented, John Quincy was “caught between worlds,” for he had
discovered that fitting back into Boston society would require far more determined effort and
will than instinct.® After experiencing the grandeur of European palace life since he was eleven
years old and undergoing more travels by the age of eighteen than most Americans of his era
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narrative. These include, though are not limited to, the following: David McCullough, John Adams (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 2001).; Lynne Withey, Dearest Friend: A Life of Abigail Adams (New York: Simon & Schuster,
2001).; Woody Holton, Abigail Adams: A Life (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2009).; Richard Brookhiser,
America’s First Dynasty: The Adamses, 1735-1918 (New York: The Free Press, 2003).; Ellis, First Family.; Unger,
John Quincy Adams.; Fred Kaplan, John Quincy Adams: American Visionary (New York: Harper Perennial, 2014).;
James Traub, John Quincy Adams: Militant Spirit (New York: Basic Books, 2016).; Louisa Thomas, Louisa: The
Extraordinary Life of Mrs. Adams (New York: Penguin Books, 2016).; Michael O’Brien, Mrs. Adams in Winter
(London: Picador Press, 2010).; and Jack Shepard, The Adams Chronicles: Four Generations of Greatness (Boston:
Little, Brown & Co., 1975).

% AA2 to JQA, June 10, 1787, AFC: 8, 84.

5 O’Brien, Mrs. Adams in Winter, 176.
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would experience in a lifetime, the thought of returning to a place where so few could relate to
him was less than appealing, as though the home he wrote about with such fervent patriotism had
transformed in his mind into a beloved backwater. Unsurprisingly, he quickly fell into a deep and
at times debilitating depression after his return to America, which would plague him until he was
at last appointed Minister to the Netherlands in 1794. Though he would later criticize Louisa’s
inability to step gracefully into life in Massachusetts as an English-born woman, he must have to
a degree understood his wife’s culture shock and misery having also clearly felt it himself.

For four generations, from John Adams to Henry Adams, the Adams family were
intricately involved in European diplomacy and foreign life, and their European experiences
altered them all significantly. Inevitably, none of them returned to America the same people who
left. Having experienced several European cultures and peoples, engaged in worldly
conversations, admired cosmopolitan luxuries of living, and adopted many foreign customs and
ideas, their sense of how to best present republicanism changed, and those changes manifested
not only in their altered written rhetoric but also in their consequential political actions.

Abigail has been spotlighted as a woman with a strong political mind, as her biographers
eagerly attest to, but her actual influence in political society and especially her European-inspired
influence over the capital’s political culture has only occasionally been examined.® Indeed, in
general overview histories of the early republic, she appears as a small background figure at
most. Take for instance Gordon S. Wood’s winning Empire of Liberty, a richly detailed tome
narrating the history of the early republic, in which Abigail is only briefly mentioned on three
pages out of eight-hundred, as well as Joseph J. Ellis’s After the Revolution, a book about early
American political culture in which none of the Adams women are mentioned at all.®” But truly,
what more could one expect from books in which the word ‘women’ has to be in the index.

Meanwhile, Abigail’s biographies, it must be said, cater to an expected patriotic agenda
that situates her too comfortably within the mythology of America’s nationalist beginnings, as so
many American political biographies have done in an unspoken attempt to curate an educational
curriculum rooted to the ongoing fluffed up story of American patriotism. To this day, the
majority of biographies and histories of the early republic are still either trying to make sense of,
or they directly pay into, the patriotic canon that emerged in the 1780s and 1790s. Yet we must
remember that America’s patriotic origin story is a mythology that emerged as a fear response
during the early republic, as a tactic that was designed to counter and distill the European
holdovers still visible in late eighteenth century America. Indeed, it is a strange irony that
Abigail, the woman most behind the republican court, the same court that America’s mythology
was in part devised to shun, is now hailed as an icon by that same mythology. That simplified

% See for instance the excellent biography by Holton, Abigail Adams.; Withey, Dearest Friend.; Phyllis Lee Levin,
Abigail Adams: A Biography (New York: Thomas Dunne Books, 2001).; Ellis, First Family.; Rosemary Keller,
Patriotism and the Female Sex: Abigail Adams and the American Revolution (Brooklyn: Carlson, 1994). See also,
for a good overview of the historiographical gaps in Abigail Adams studies, Elaine Forman Crane, “Political
Dialogue and the Spring of Abigail’s Discontent,” The William and Mary Quarterly 56, no. 4 (1999): 751.; For a
good overview on the problems of patriotic history, see Koch, “Teaching Patriotism.”

7 Wood, Empire of Liberty,; Joseph J. Ellis, After the Revolution: Profiles of Early American Culture (New York:
W.W. Norton & Co., 2002).
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narrative, which tries to overlook just how British the first Americans actually still were, still
holds an enormous place in America’s culture today. School children across the United States are
still taught to revere Abigail Adams, as they are taught to revere the other founding fathers and
mothers, and to think of Abigail as one of America’s greatest first ladies, without actually
learning about who she was or what her views truly were. Yet because of her praised status in the
pantheon of the American greats, there are few historians who have acknowledged, or have
perhaps been brave enough to point out, just how complicated, controversial, and unusual her
republican views actually were in light of her experiences within monarchical Europe.

Indeed, it is not an easy task to simultaneously make sense of Abigail’s fervent republican
views and her equally fervent elitist views, but if we continue to blindly see her as the ideal
patriotic wife and mother, as nearly every biography of her has done, then we have yet to truly
understand who she was and how her actions and views affected the beginning of the capital’s
society and culture. We would do well to take cue from the British historian Frank O’Gorman,
and remind ourselves that “the place of women in society during the long eighteenth century may
best be illuminated from their actual conduct, and not from theoretical discussions about it.”%®
Indeed, very few historians have tapped into the larger significance of the Adams women’s elite
interests and how those interests necessarily redefine and complicate our understandings of
America’s republican beginnings. It is relatively common to find historians grappling with John
Adams’s aristocratic tendencies, and some historians like the Adams Papers editor Richard A.
Ryerson have posited the likely possibility that John’s “growing interest in the role of aristocracy
in republican societies” arose out of his European diplomatic experiences, and that he was far
more tolerant of monarchy and aristocracy than most of his political peers, but none of those
studies have taken into account how those same elitist and traditionally monarchical views were
as much a part of the Adams women’s thinking or how Abigail and Louisa wielded those same
ideas for their family’s political interests and the capital’s cultural beginnings.®As Ryerson put
it, “was John Adams a monarchist, and if he was, what manner of monarchist was he? Was
Adams a republican as well as a monarchist, and if he was, what manner of republican was he? If
Adams was a republican monarchist, when and why did he become one?”’° I implore my readers
to ask the same questions of the Adams women. There is simply more to their story that needs to
be unpacked, re-compartmentalized, and reexamined.

Louisa Catherine Adams, meanwhile, has hardly been written about at all, despite her
vast influence on the reestablishment of the republican court in the second generation of early
Washington D.C.’s political society. Catherine Allgor remains one of the only historians who has
given any serious attention to Louisa’s part in the remaking of Washington’s political culture in

% Frank O’Gorman, The Long Eighteenth Century: British Political and Social History, 1688-1832 (London:
Hodder Arnold, 2007), 345.

% Ryerson, “John Adams in Europe,” 138.; See also Edward Handler, America and Europe in the Political Thought
of John Adams (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), in which neither Abigail nor Louisa are ever
mentioned, not even on one page.; Ryerson, “John Adams: Republican Monarchist,” 72-92.; See also Wood, Empire
of Liberty, 82.

70 Ryerson, “John Adams: Republican Monarchist,” 91.
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the 1810s and 1820s, lamenting that “historians rarely mention more than her presence in St.
Petersburg or in the presidential election of 1824 and have “never explored her political
significance as an actor.”’! Louisa has hardly been addressed at all by historians as a woman in
her own right, as someone separate from John Quincy. Only one full biography has ever been
written about her, and this was merely a Penguin biography that appeared in popular bookstores
in 2017. This biography, written by the journalist Louisa Thomas, whilst being a good and well
researched start to reincorporating Louisa’s place into the early republican narrative, is
nevertheless simply a basic biography addressed to a popular audience, and it therefore glosses
over any serious discussions about Louisa’s involvements in recreating Abigail’s republican
court in Washington.”? No comprehensive academic account of Louisa’s presence as an
influential figure in Washington has ever been written. Even Allgor’s exceptional book Parlor
Politics features Louisa as only one of many women operating behind the political scenes in the
capital. Meanwhile, Jeanne E. Abram’s excellent First Ladies of the Republic puzzlingly ends
with the Madison administrations, and all but ignores Louisa entirely.”> As the diplomatic
historian William Earl Weeks reminds us, the influence of Abigail and Louisa over the “psyche
and career” of John and John Quincy, as well as their dominant influence over the character and
aesthetics of their administrations, “is still but partially understood.”’*

Not only have Abigail and Louisa been so little acknowledged as major public figures in
their own right, but their commitment to bringing European ideas and traditions into New York,
Philadelphia, and Washington has been almost entirely ignored. Jeanne E. Abrams’s fantastic and

"1 Allgor, “A Republican in a Monarchy,” 39.

2 Thomas, Louisa. A few other attempts have been made by scholars since the 1970s to discuss Louisa’s biography,
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1979).; Joan Challinor, Louisa Catherine Johnson Adams: The Price of Ambition, dissertation, American University
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Yale University Press, 2014) - this was the first major scholarly attempt to write the biography of Louisa, but
Heffron unfortunately died halfway through writing the manuscript, and the narrative abruptly ends midway through
Louisa’s life.; O’Brien, Mrs. Adams in Winter - this is an excellent book, though it is focused primarily on a small
episode in Louisa’s life in Russia, and barely touches on her life in America or her contributions to Washington
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famously, Shepherd, The Adams Chronicles.
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recent book A View From Abroad: The Story of John and Abigail Adams in Europe, is the only
major book in Adams scholarship that exclusively focuses on the Adams family’s experiences in
European high society, yet this is more of a detailed narrative-driven biography of just John and
Abigail’s day to day life in Paris and London, and Abrams only glances occasionally at the
subsequent effects that European high society had on their writings and actions upon returning to
the United States.’”> Though Abrams states that John and Abigail came back to America “with a
set of attitudes toward American society that had been reinforced, strengthened, and even
evolved from those they had held when they set out,” she nevertheless refrains from commenting
further on what that evolution actually entailed or how those views directly affected America’s
beginnings.”® This dissertation will therefore fill in these holes in the early republican scholarship
and Adams studies by viewing Abigail and Louisa as significant cultural trendsetters and
impactful social thinkers, whose influence via their European experiences majorly affected the
ways in which the early capital looked and operated, both aesthetically and socially.

A Note on Archival Material and Methodology

Lastly, I cannot proceed without mentioning a few words about the source material which was
necessary to conduct the research presented in the following five chapters. My secondary source
pool relies chiefly on those few sources within the emerging field of republican court studies, as
well as sources specific to the Adams family, which I have mentioned throughout this
introduction and in its footnotes. Furthermore, considering that diplomatic experiences and
European encounters were such a vital part of the lives of the Adams men and women, I will also
be relying in large part on the work of diplomatic historians, especially those who have focused
on the still under-studied role of women and other non-state actors in early modern diplomacy,
such as Konstantin Dierks, Daniel Kilbride, Jennifer Mori, and Jeremy Black, to name just a few.
Additionally, I have also relied in some instances on historical studies which focus on European
court settings and European aristocracies, as well as the small pool of academic literature on elite
American and European ceremonies, fashion, manners, and aesthetics. Lastly, I have looked at,
where necessary, occasional histories of gender in America, theories of republicanism in
America, histories of travel in the long eighteenth century, the importance of print culture in
American party politics, the economics of luxury consumerism, and cosmopolitan studies about
the transatlantic world in which America was always trying to compete with and be included
within. All of these frameworks put together have allowed me to try to reconstruct the world that
the Adams women knew and to better highlight the significance of the Adams women and the
courtly and elite precedents that they established in the U.S. capital. Since the field of republican
court studies is so small, I have been fortunate to find similar ideas expressed in each of these
adjacent and complementary frameworks.

5 Abrams, 4 View from Abroad.
76 Ibid., 228.



39

As for primary material, I was very fortunate, especially considering that I began my
research during the 2020 pandemic, that more than 90% of all of the known Adams material is
held in the enormous Adams Family Papers collection at the Massachusetts Historical Society in
Boston. Most of this material has thankfully been accessible through microfilm, the society’s
publications in association with the Belknap Press of Harvard University, and the society’s
digitized sources which are readily available online. I have also made extensive use of an online
repository of digitized letters of the founding fathers and their families via Founders Online
through the U.S. National Archives. Additionally, I have occasionally tapped into smaller
archival collections in select locations such as Adams National Historical Park and the American
Antiquarian Society for those few runaway sources which somehow remain separated from the
major collection at the MHS.

Thousands of pages of the Adams family’s diaries and correspondence have fortunately
survived, showcasing the family’s multigenerational involvements in foreign courts and politics.
We have multiple daily accounts of their whereabouts, social activities, political thoughts, and
more within their letters and diaries. The Adams Family Papers at the MHS take up an entire
room in the archive, and the collection’s 608 reels of microfilm do not even cover the whole
extent of the collection. Biographers have spent years pouring over these writings, and the
editors of the papers have spent nearly seventy years in their multi-generational effort to publish
the family’s massive correspondence. To this day, as I am writing this in May 2024, the editors of
the Adams Papers are still tirelessly compiling, transcribing, and providing valuable commentary
on the family’s unending writings. To put into perspective just how massive this collection of
writings is — the first volume of The Adams Family Correspondence, or, the AFC, was published
in 1963, and the most recent volume in the series, volume fourteen, has only just made it up to
February 1801. Not only that, but each volume is between six-hundred and seven-hundred pages
in length, and most of those pages are entirely Adams writings, rather than editorial comments!
The AFC is one of the largest archival projects in American historical work, making it both a
goldmine for research as well as an intimidatingly massive collection to dive into for even the
most eager historians. It is an archival treasure trove that is overwhelmingly significant for
republican court studies, though it has only rarely been cited in these studies. Why the Adams
women have been so terribly overlooked in early U.S. history and republican court studies
remains a baffling mystery considering they left behind what must be one of the largest if not the
largest source pool by any American women of their era. Yet, perhaps the enormity of this
collection is itself the answer to why historians have been hesitant to delve into the Adams
sources to the depth that the family deserves. The overwhelming scope of the never-ending
source material has almost certainly, and understandably, intimidated historians, and struck them
as a warning sign to avoid becoming trapped with these writings for years on end.

Whatever the case, historians of the early republic have rarely tapped into the Adams
womens’ letters and diaries or addressed them with their full attention, which has led to some
strange and misinformed conclusions about the early republic’s political culture. One women’s
historian of the early republic, Rosemarie Zagarri, has even gone so far as to state that we must
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rely on men’s writings in the early republic to make up for a lack of women’s written material,
for women “played no role in elite politics,” and the

“records by and about women’s political activities in the distant past are much

less voluminous, less accessible, and more scattered than those of men. While

many archives preserved the correspondence of even the most minor members of

Congress, they much less frequently retained the letters from their wives. In fact,

only recently has the correspondence of Martha Washington and Dolley Madison,

wives of major political figures, been published in scholarly editions. In order to

study the political role of women in post-revolutionary America, then, we must

look to the traditional sources of male political history.””’
One has to wonder how this view has been taken seriously in light of the incredible archives of
Abigail and Louisa waiting for perusal in Boston. Admittedly, and to Zagarri’s credit, very few
families in the early republic left behind as much material about their everyday lives and political
ideas as the Adams family, or if they did, their works have not survived to the same extent that
the Adams Papers have. If we take the Adams family out of consideration, then Zagarri is not at
all wrong. Indeed, as of 2019, only six of Elizabeth Monroe’s letters have ever been discovered,
according to the editors of the Papers of James Monroe at the University of Mary Washington.”®
Eliza Hamilton famously burnt many of her letters (there is even a Broadway song about it!), as
did Martha Washington, and Dolley Madison’s correspondence fits neatly into a single volume.”
Thomas Jefferson’s wife died long before his rise to political fame, and the other top women’s
names in the early republic whose writings have survived, like the few letters of Anne Willing
Bingham, cannot compare to the unending amount we have of the Adams women’s. The Adams
Papers are by comparison an anomalous and overwhelmingly vast treasure to historians. Diaries,
letters, saved newsprints, calling cards, receipts, ball invitations, and all manner of ephemera
were carefully kept and preserved by the family themselves, as though they were knowingly
crafting their own archive for future historians. Abigail even occasionally writes directly to her
unknown historian. Take for instance this 1815 letter she wrote to John Quincy, in which she
stated that she would “grieve to lose a single Letter” of his, for all of his correspondence to her
was “filed and carefully preserved by me, and may serve some future Historian as authentic
records.”®® Even the letters of Louisa’s in which she pleaded for her recipients to ‘burn after
reading’ have fortunately survived and comprise several incredibly insightful reels of microfilm
and take up several shelves at the MHS.

Furthermore, and of astounding importance for historians of the early republic, the
writings of Abigail and Louisa reveal a certain freedom and liberty of expression which the
Adams men were reluctant to put into writing. The Adams men were public figures whose every

77 Rosemarie Zagarri, Revolutionary Backlash: Women and Politics in the Early American Republic (Philadelphia:
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action and word would be, and was, weighed for or against them. They had a given purpose, a
paid task, and an official reputation to uphold, as representatives of the United States at home
and abroad. Their writings reveal a more limited and cautious freedom of expression, fearful
perhaps of their ideas ending up in the wrong hands as John Adams had certainly reminded
Abigail about in several of his letters to her from Paris as he was secretly negotiating with the
French for revolutionary aid. Writing frustratedly to Abigail in February 1779, he stated:

“You are uneasy that I dont write enough. I understand you. You want me to

unravel to you all the Mysteries of the Politicks of Europe, and all the Intrigues of

Courts...if I did I would give the English Leave to laugh or swear as much as they

pleased if they should catch me in such a folly as that of Writing it, to your

Ladyship. There has been too much of that heretofore. No more — dont you know

that there are eagle Eyes, and eager Ears about you, to catch any Thing improper

from me, or from you. Read the Journal de Paris and be easy.”®!

Abigail, likely to his annoyance, nevertheless continued to write whatever she pleased. Women,
as she grudgingly knew, were not given guidelines or tasks by the government, nor were their
writings as public or deemed as important. They could write what the men would not, and they
did. It does not take long to realize when digging through the Adams Family Papers that
Abigail’s writings were far more candid and fierier than John’s, and Louisa’s were filled with
emotionally charged descriptions of people and places, using frank tones which John Quincy,
even in his diaries, rarely committed to paper. The Adams men were aware of their place in
history, and they were keenly aware that their writings — both the public and the private — would
likely be accessible to future generations of curious readers and scholars.

The Adams women, on the other hand, did not foresee their writings finding a second life
in an archive, despite John Adams’s admiration of Louisa’s lengthy news-like epistles of
Washington society and his insistence that Abigail’s letters were far “better worth preserving”
than his own.?? Fortunately, the Adams family’s later generations saw the merit in the women’s
writings and preserved them, even though they were little cited until the mid-20™ century and are
still relatively ignored today. One could say the family had a kind of mania for record keeping,
assuming whilst alive that they would be the talk of historians in the ages to come. Louisa, alone
it seems, thought of herself as an outsider in the family, as inconsequential, a woman sure to be
forgotten, and by her own self-assessment, a “nobody.”® It is indeed a great relief to Adams
scholars that her writings were not burnt, despite her having directed her correspondents to do so.
Because of the frankness of Abigail’s and Louisa’s writings, their words reveal a kind of back-
door, honest, and lesser studied insight into they and their family’s everyday lives and political
and social interests. In our age of increased scholarship into the everyday lives of women and

81 JA to AA, Passy, February 1779, AFC: 3, 183.; See also Abigail’s letter to John Quincy in 1813 in which she
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non-state agents, not to mention the recent increased interest in the republican court, the writings
of the Adams women have never been more important as we continue to reexamine and redefine
the culture of the early U.S. capital and its effect on American political history.
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Chapter One

The Aristocratic Problem: The Adams Women on Titles, Distinctions, and
Social Rank

If monarchy and hereditary aristocracy was the only social system Americans knew at the time
when the United States was founded, then how much of that system should be or could be
preserved and adapted for a republican society? This was the question plaguing the political elite
in the capital throughout the whole of the early republic, a political elite who themselves had
spent most of their lives until 1776 living as England’s provincial gentility, and who were eager
if not desperate to demonstrate that they had belonged to the upper edge of England’s traditional
social hierarchies. It was a question which would come up again and again in both of the Adams
and Quincy Adams administrations, and how a politician answered that question had the power
to make or break even the most powerful leader. Indeed, how elite could the elites be before
republicanism simply collapsed, before it was downgraded in favor of ambitious personal gain?
It was a conundrum that would baffle political high society in New York, Philadelphia, and
Washington City from the Treaty of Paris up until the rise of Andrew Jackson, and one might say
well into our 21 century, and it was a conundrum which was never fully resolved. Whatever the
case, the resulting culture of the capital in its early days was a strange hybrid social setting,
which attempted to combine monarchical precedents with republican ideology. The introduction
of the republican court and its inherent social distinctions and question of titles, the holdover of
English social hierarchies, and the continuing existence of assumed ranks, were constantly in a
state of flux as each presidential administration reassessed the significance of the court.

Meanwhile, women’s lack of true citizenship by the Constitution and their consequent
vague status in the republic drove many of the politically minded women in the capital to find
their own sense of purpose and identity within the new United States.®* Being left out of the
founding documents, and being practically forgotten as part of the citizen body, women quickly
realized that they could use their disenfranchisement and indirect involvement in politics to their
advantage, since no limitations were given as to how far they could go as cultural innovators and
political facilitators. Since they were considered non-political, women had, in theory, the
powerful ability to carve out whatever social status they wished for themselves. Abigail and
Louisa Catherine Adams would both find themselves intricately involved in creating and

84 Teute, “Roman Matron on the Banks of Tiber Creek,” 92.; Sarah M.S. Pearsall, “”’Citizens of the World:” Men,
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Sphere,” 122.
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recreating the early republic’s court style and means of social organization, an effort that was
intricately bound to their increasingly elitist views about their place in a seemingly egalitarian
society. Their part in casting the capital’s social stratifications simply cannot be overlooked if we
are to understand the mechanisms behind this European-influenced political environment.

Thus, this chapter will examine how Abigail and Louisa comparatively understood ideas
about social hierarchies, social rank, titles, and the inherent problem of elitism in the republic.
For instance, how did Louisa’s ideas about social hierarchies differ in the 1820s from Abigail’s
views in the 1790s, and how did their respective elite societies respond to their ideas? The
following pages will demonstrate that both women held deeply complex views about elitism’s
place in the republic, and these views are crucial to understanding the actions they took in
creating and recreating the republican court’s social structure and political culture. Every action
they took — whether it was by trendsetting the fashion precedents in the capital, the decorative
aesthetics of the state’s interiors, or their ideas about proper etiquette in the republic, all stemmed
from their overarching thoughts about social rank and the privileges of elitism.

The chapter will emphasize the fact that both Abigail and Louisa have been studied
previously as too simplistic, as too patriotic.®> They were patriotic and they were republican, but
we need to question what exactly those words meant to them. It is not enough to say that Abigail
was the ideal republican or that Louisa was merely ‘English’ in her outlook. Both women held
far more complicated thoughts about rank and elitism than is usually suggested, and this cannot
be overlooked in a study about their part in bringing European polish and cultural ideas to the
U.S. capital. Abigail and Louisa faced very different challenges as they took center stage as
cultural creators, and they had vastly different ideas about social rank and prestige and how an
elite society ought to operate, and if it should at all. It only makes sense, then, to compare their
efforts, to best understand not only how the Adams women involved themselves in this culture,
but also how their differing experiences and views comparatively shaped the beginnings of
America’s elite culture at the start and the end of the early republican era.

Abigail Adams
On Titles and Social Rank

Abigail Adams had certainly never been an unconcerned spectator as the United States began its
tumultuous beginnings. She had been front and center as a leading figure of the Massachusetts
home front during the revolutionary years, providing morale, clothing, and musket balls for the
local militias while John Adams was away in Philadelphia serving in the Continental Congress.
Abigail had accompanied John in his final years as a diplomat in Europe, where she helped
improve the reputation of her countrymen and women before a multitude of curious European
elites, and in all of that time she had expressed an almost daily political commentary in her letters
to various friends and relations. It would be entirely fair to say that she lived one of the most
politically involved lives of any woman of her generation. Yet throughout all of that time, she had

85 Refer to the main introduction for the larger discussion of this problem in the Adams family’s historiography.
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been a secondary figure in American history, sitting mostly in the shadows and aiding where
necessary to promote John’s diplomatic work and ambitions.

Now, in the spring of 1789, she was about to enter the most public and the most impactful
decade of her life. When John Adams became George Washington’s vice president, Abigail too
became the first second lady, and in March 1797 she became the nation’s second first lady. Both
were unprecedented roles, for neither Martha Washington nor Abigail had been given guidance on
how to go about transforming a colonial society into an American republic. But both knew that
their first task was to set up a high society in the United States capital that would reflect the new
country’s ideologies as European heads of state arrived on the scene. As the elected men in New
York and Philadelphia began grappling with lawmaking and how to run the government, the
women simultaneously began to formulate how to organize and regulate society for this
unprecedented republican culture.

Yet before Abigail could question how best to regulate etiquette and ceremony, as the
next chapter will discuss, she first had to face a much more difficult challenge: how to address
the issue of the monarchical holdover of class hierarchies and social rank. Abigail had already
begun to contemplate the dilemma of social rank in the United States two years before the
revolution ended. In May 1781, she had mulled over the question of how a republic could
possibly justify the continuance of the British sense of class hierarchies that had already formed
the social norm in the colonies. At this point in her life, she was still firmly set on believing that
social rank would and should hold no sway over a newly created American society. “Property,”
she wrote, “is so equally distributed, Nobility excluded, Rank and precidency gained so small a
footing amongst us, that Heart for Heart is the only Barter known.” Yet, foreshadowing her own
wave of deeper thinking on the subject, she admitted that “Decorum alone is necessary,” that the
American people would need to uphold manners and etiquette, or some sense of social stability
and rules, if the new nation were to succeed on the global stage as a dignified and serious key
player in a world of monarchical and imperial powers.3¢ The Old World countries of France and
especially England watched the American experiment with fascination and confusion, for how
could citizens of a republic possibly fit into a world that was dominated by centuries-old
aristocratic customs?

Abigail could not then have predicted that the word decorum, and the associated word
‘rank,” would soon torment the politically minded new citizens of the early republic as the
scramble to build the nation’s culture and social customs quickly joined the legal discussions
around the creation of the government. Refinement, politeness, gentility, class, and rank, were
not just probing words to be found in informal tea room gossip, but also in congressional
speeches, in stately ballrooms, and in the public and the private spaces of New York,
Philadelphia, and eventually Washington City.

The early capitals instantly became places that symbolized a hybridized monarchical
style of republicanism and all that was decadent, luxurious, and perhaps most controversially,
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exclusivist.?” To many people in the republic, most of whom lived rural lives, cities represented
the worst of civilization. Yet even the revolution’s strong calls for moral reform and its insistence
that the American republic would be cleansed of European vices could not curb human nature’s
inclinations towards extravagance and ambition.®® Cities — both European and American —
appeared to many Americans as places of “political and moral degeneracy, parasitical wealth,
violent rioting, economic desperation, intellectual immoderation, spiritual vacuity, and religious
infidelity” — places opposed to frugality and simplicity, hardly the environment fit for a pure and
virtuous republican government to take up residence.®” But, of course, despite calls for an
agrarian-centered society, the early republican capitals were in two of the largest cities in North
America, and the third would quickly adopt all of the same social patterns of its predecessors. It
was a problem which the early republic never could quite come to terms with or regulate, at least
not with any long-term stability or collective acceptance. The issue of balancing high-class ideas
of gentility and transatlantically recognized class hierarchies simply did not feature as part of an
egalitarian and meritocratic republican system, yet these three cities did almost nothing to thwart
foreign influence or dismiss pre-revolutionary social hierarchies.

The very nature of rank and status implied a stark divide of social distinctions, which ran
anathema to the ideology which the early republicans were attempting to define and maintain.
Even before she ever ventured to England and France, Abigail knew that decorum would be
necessary to promote her country’s international reputation. What was less clear to her was how
far republicanism could be sacrificed for the sake of that reputation, and how loose the definition
of republicanism could be. Could the term allow for distinctions and high-class exclusivity, and
how could this European holdover be useful to the social formation and the cultural creation of
America’s capital? Could aristocratic-like rank still play a part in American society? To women
like Abigail, prior to her overseas journey, the answer was a definitive no. Her writings prior to
her embarkation reveal her unwillingness to concede that aristocratic notions of social rank could
potentially coexist with her ideas of republicanism. At this point in time, republicanism to her
meant by default the opposite of anything and practically everything European.

Abigail’s letters on the subject of America vs. Europe reveal a clear use of stark and
irreconcilable dichotomies, an us versus them narrative, always spoken alongside the deep fear
that European luxury and rank would infect Americans abroad, and worse, spread like wildfire
across the new United States the moment courtly ideas began to creep into social conventions.”
As Jeanne E. Abrams and Sophia Rosenfeld have summed up, for many egalitarian-minded
Americans in the first days of the republic, “the word ‘Europe’ became a code for everything that
needed to be eradicated in the quest to become an independent American nation: rank, status,
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elaborate ceremonies, excessive luxury, corruption, ostentatious fashions, and profligate
lifestyles.”! In short, to the Adamses at the time of the revolution, European society represented
everything that America should ideally never adopt or become. Europe, in Abigail’s speculative
imagination, was a dangerous and corrupting place, where Americans would find high society
norms alluring and catching.

Almost all of Abigail’s letters to John during this time centered on the topic of European
dissipating customs. Most of her letters carried almost the same message repeated again and
again, such as her letter of April 7%, 1783 to John, then serving as Minister to the Netherlands: “I
had much rather see you in America, than Europe. I well know that real true and substantial
happiness depend not upon titles Rank and fortune; the Gay coach, the Brilliant attire; the pomp
and Etiquet of Courts.”? Yet even as she wrote numerous letters warning her husband against
European luxury, Abigail was equally aware that her idea of republican equality and humble
simplicity would be laughed at, scorned, and misunderstood in the high society circles in which
John now found himself living and working amongst. As a diplomat, especially one coming from
a newly born country, establishing an unprecedented presence and friendship with the powerful
elites of England, Holland, and France was absolutely vital in establishing America’s new place
on the map, and these relationships depended on the fact that he appeared respectable and on an
equal footing with those he met. One small moment of social faux pas could irreparably damage
his credibility as a diplomat and therefore taint America’s reputation abroad, since it could too
easily be interpreted as an intentional hostile action.”

John had tried acting the part of the stoically humble republican, shying away from
luxury and the many rules of etiquette, but both John and Abigail knew that their republican
ideologies would gain them nothing amongst the Old World elites who would simply be
confused by American republicanism or simply feel insulted by the lack of respect typically
shown to powerful elites. John would find living as a republican in Paris and the Hague difficult
enough, but in London he would find fitting in practically impossible. John was instantly the
subject of harsh criticism and jokes the moment he arrived to the court of St. James where
London’s high society looked down on him condescendingly and disapprovingly. His plain
appearance, his clumsy French — the lingua franca of court societies since the days of Louis XIV
- and his stern Puritanical outlook on life were far from appealing to aristocratic power figures
accustomed to accomplishing diplomatic work with social charm. Writing in exasperated anger
to Abigail in February 1779 — well before he became Minister to Great Britain — John was
already sensing that the hostilities between England and America had extended far beyond the
battlefields and political debates, but indeed had extended to villainize him personally: “The
English have got at me in their News Papers. They make fine Work of me — fanatic — Bigot —
perfect Cypher — not one Word of the Language — aukward Figure — uncouth dress — no Address
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— No Character — cunning hard headed Attorney.”®* Unfortunately for John, the attack was a
fairly accurate assessment, and he surely knew it.

A strong mind and a fierce work ethic could only carry a minister so far, for as Arlie
Hochschild puts it, diplomats who shrouded themselves always with “official dignity at all
times” would come across as “preposterously arrogant,” and would “repel rather than attract”
their fellow diplomats.”> As a minister, John lacked the regal polish which elite Europeans
wielded as a political and diplomatic tool, not to mention the same elevated social status as the
higher-ranking ambassadors. Americans, after all, sent abroad ministers rather than ambassadors,
and the two terms were simply not equal or understood by the long-established lineage of
European ambassadors.”® Furthermore, American diplomats lacked a strong financial freedom
which most of the European ambassadors enjoyed. Diplomatic society was practically an
independent community in itself, comprised mostly of the nobility’s most cosmopolitan and
fashionable men in Europe, all of whom spoke French fluently and could host with learned
graces and excessive lavishness.”” Most ambassadors had governments that could pay them more
than generously, and most of the European diplomats of the eighteenth century were already
independently extremely wealthy, either part of the aristocracy or the upper bourgeoisie. They
could therefore afford to entertain as if they were kings — something that American diplomats
would complain about throughout the early republic for they simply could not keep up at the
same level with the meager sums the American government provided. Indeed, it was fully
expected and assumed that diplomats already independently possessed enormous fortunes, for
diplomats were always to be competitive with other diplomats to host the finest balls and the
most resplendent dinners.

John knew fully well that without a title or the deep pockets of the aristocracy, not to
mention natural charm, his success in European diplomacy would be limited, a factor which
certainly played out in his mind when the question of how to address the United States president
became a serious discussion. As Joan Challinor put it, John and Abigail were “well aware in what
little respect the United States was held in Europe and in what awe Europeans held titles.”®
Thomas Jefferson, after only four months living in France, had also commented in a letter to
James Monroe on the problem of social rank amongst their European peers, noting with dismay
how little Americans appeared in the eyes of the top European powers: “we are the lowest and
most obscure of the whole diplomatic tribe.”®® Jefferson, unlike Adams, at least could pass off as
the “Virginian aristocrat’ that he was, and he quickly found friends amongst the scientific
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community abroad. Adams, on the other hand, struggled to find like-minded acquaintances
practically everywhere he went, and he formed few close friendships abroad — always a bad
omen for a diplomat. After all, diplomats who did not or would not adapt to the cultural
expectations of their host country would be a detrimental problem for America’s foreign
relations, particularly at this vital time in the nation’s early history when forming these
connections was absolutely essential.!? In other words, one’s ability to adapt was a testament to
their diplomatic skill.

John was, to put it simply, a small fish in a pool of sharks, “stymied at every turn by
European leaders who jockeyed to secure their nations’ hegemony in the transatlantic world.
Americans abroad who eagerly but clumsily tried to fit in with high society were laughed at, but
those who did not even try could simply be shunned or overlooked.!?? John, initially choosing
the latter approach, was not only considered small in the eyes of the European elites, but he was
also merely an awkward shadow figure up against the notable Americans abroad who were far

101

more at ease with high society, and who lived far more lavishly and made friends far more easily
than he did. Ralph Izard, Silas Deane, Edward Bancroft, Anne Willing and William Bingham,
and of course Benjamin Franklin, were all living like aristocrats abroad and making powerful
friendships and vast social networks.!® As Richard A. Ryerson has pointed out, Adams was
unprepared for the opulent social scene that awaited him in Europe and the kinds of Americans
he would meet there, for he was “a man with a distinctly provincial personality but a powerful,
cosmopolitan mind who suddenly encountered a sophisticated metropolitan world.”!%* Franklin
understood that world in a way that Adams never would, having spent years of his life in London
and traveling around Europe well before the Revolution broke out. Franklin was in every sense
an eighteenth century “citizen of the world,” who charmed his way through every social circle,
and who was widely credited as the peacemaker behind the Treaty of Paris, much to John’s
jealousy and annoyance.!% Franklin had made himself an enormously popular figure in France as
a modern celebrity, by cleverly combining aristocratic customs, wit, and social ease with
elements of a mythologized version of republicanism — dressing like a backwoodsman delighted
the French royals and aristocrats, even though it was merely a costume and a persona he had
developed into an act.

Nevertheless, that act served the United States in more ways than Adams wanted to
admit, albeit at the expense of Europeans perceiving Americans in a way that was purely
fictional. In Adams’s eyes Americans like Franklin and the fashionable Binghams were hardly
representative of Americans, and seemed far too comfortable in the Old World to count as true
republicans, but he also could not ignore the fact that they were far more liked than he was, and
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therefore more useful for the American government, even if they appeared the very opposite of
the ideals which that government was trying to promote. The newspaper attacks on Adams were
not simply a criticism of his character, but they presented a potentially disastrous diplomatic
problem that could damage America’s credibility amongst the European powers which the young
country depended upon for validation. Abigail knew from an ocean away that John would have
to play the aristocratic game if he were to win anything for the American government, even if it
meant putting on a mask to hide his ardent republican spirit. Social rank would have to matter,
and he would have to find a way to climb the social ladder if he were to gain any level of respect
or valuable recognition.

Recognizing John’s need to impress his social superiors, Abigail wrote proudly to
Elbridge Gerry in 1780 of John’s nomination as “The Honorable John Adams Esqr. Late Member
of Congress” to become a member of the Philadelphia Philosophical Society. Abigail admitted
that “In a publick Society where they mean to Confer an Honorary Distinction, such things as
these ought to be attended to, especially as they have a much greater influence abroad where
Rank is considerd of more importance than in our Young Country.”!%¢ Without some proof of
social rank, or the independent means of financing enormous balls and grand dinners, not to
mention a larger government given salary, the American diplomats abroad found themselves
inevitably on the bottom rung of the social ladder, which in short meant that they were pitted into
obscurity or worse, ridiculed and laughed about. Eighteenth century diplomacy was almost
entirely about the art of entertaining and conversing in sociable and seemingly informal
environments with similar-ranked men. If one could not host a ball, or a dinner, or even a
drawing room, they were almost certainly to be left behind, and possibly taken off the invitation
lists of those whom they needed to impress. It was a serious defect, and one which Americans
faced constantly during the early republic.

Writing of the conundrum which the Adams family daily faced in their newly elite life at
London’s Grosvenor Square, Abigail would write bitingly of her family’s need to fit in with
London society: “such a set of Gamblers as the Ladies here are!! and such a Life as they lead,
good Heavens were reasonable Beings made for this? I will come and shelter myself in America
from this Scene of dissipation and upbraid me whenever I introduce the like amongst you. Yet
here you cannot live with any Character or concequence unless you give in some measure into
the Ton...An attendance upon Courts cannot be done in the small way, unless a person will
submit to be the object of universal Ridicule.”!%” Abigail “Nabby” Adams, John and Abigail’s
teenaged daughter, wrote similarly of the situation amongst Parisian high society in May 1785
that “you must either give into [aristocratic] manners and customs, you must be of their card
parties in the Winter and of their retirements in the Country in the summer, you must frequent the
Plays Opera’s Balls and all their amusements, which are necessary for them to pass away their
time and absolutely essential to their happiness, every thing in short must be sacrificed to
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pleasure amusement dress and etiquet, or you must live perfectly retired, and form but few
acquaintance...There is no such thing here as preserving our taste in any thing.”1%8

The latter option was simply not possible for a diplomatic legation, or for a minister’s
family. Personal and national reputation depended on one’s involvement amongst influential high
society, and showing face was the only sure way to earn respect and create beneficial friendships.
Both John and his family knew there was only one option: to rise up the social ladder in any way
they could, and give in to the aristocratic ideas of social distinctions, high society etiquette,
indulgence in luxurious styles of living, and engagement with the titled elites at the near total
expense of their republican beliefs. It was a compromise and sacrifice the Adams family was
increasingly willing, and eventually eager, to make. Indeed, Abigail was beginning to find she
somewhat liked playing the elevated high-class woman. Her letters home began to gradually shift
in tone the longer she resided in France and England. Gone were the days when she would write
repeatedly of her fears of European luxury, now she wrote of monarchical court customs and
cultures as something not inherently terrible. “Manners are very catching I assure you,” she
wrote from Auteuil to Royall Tyler — Nabby’s former suitor back in America, “and dissagreeable
as | found many customs when I first came here, 5 months habititude have made them less
50,7109

As John and Abigail reached the end of their time abroad, they began to take an active
interest in discovering their English ancestry, seeking out information and even traveling to see
family tombs. John went so far as to commission a researcher at London’s Herald Office to find
evidence of his Adams ancestors from Somerset.!!® When the search proved futile, John glumly
and rather desperately adopted the coat of arms of his maternal Boylston ancestors, as well as
Abigail’s Quincy ancestors, to be used for his book stamps and official wax seals.!!! Indeed,
Abigail had become devotedly enamored of her Quincy heritage: “There was formerly an Earl of
Winchester, by the Name of Saar de Quincy. He was created Earl of Winchester by King John in
1224, and signed Magna Charta, which I have seen...The family originally came from
Normandy in the Time of William the Conqueror. They bear the same Arms with those of our
Ancestors.”!? Abigail’s newfound interest in her titled ancestry bears mentioning, particularly in
light of the fact that she had just spent the last several years living amongst the titled men and
women of London and Paris. As one historian of gentility has assessed, Americans in the early
republic, particularly those exposed to the aristocratic circles of France and England, became
near obsessed with discovering their own ancestry, to prove that they too belonged to a pure if
not noble European stock, one untainted by the stereotypical criminal records and the
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‘vulgarities’ of the colonial lower classes.'!* Abigail was in no way an exception, for living in
fashionable Grosvenor Square had certainly convinced her of the need to prove that her family
was of the ‘better sort,” to demonstrate that though the British press might poke their needles into
the Adamses, they would not be able to charge her family for appearing above their station in the
societal order. As Abigail herself put it, the English “twit of us being descended from the refuse
of their Goals and from transported convicts. But it is well known that the first setlers of New
England were no such persons.”!!4

Indeed, given her new and elevated social surroundings, it would have been strange if she
did not see the connection between herself and the court men and women whom she had initially
criticized. It would be especially strange when considering that Abigail had now found an
appreciation for her titled ancestry at the same time that the new United States — a nation born
with ideals of social equality — was vehemently dismissing titled connections as irrelevant to the
burgeoning American culture. Yet Abigail would continue to hold a high regard for her Quincy
ancestors for the rest of her life, and John and John Quincy would adopt the family’s historic coat
of arms for their bookplates and seals. For a family that held no titles, and who represented a
country that condemned the idea of social distinctions, it is curious that the Adams family would
take such a strong liking to their titled past. Indeed, even the Bingham family, for all their
immense wealth and love for monarchical Europe, chose the patriotic symbol of a soaring eagle
as their family crest rather than embellishing their seals and bookplates with any kind of elevated
ancestral imagery.'!> It seems of the Adams family that Nabby alone was skeptical of her parents’
sudden interest in heraldry. Writing privately in her diary in July 1787, she wrote of her
discomposure at her parents’ lapse in republican thinking: “My father supposes the Quincys in
America to have descended from [Sieur de Quincy], and was solicitous to trace the descent; he
may be better acquainted with the importance of it than I am. To me it appears quite a matter of
small consequence. We can all trace our descent from Adam, and no one can go beyond him.”!!¢
The fact that Nabby implied that her parents’ interest in the family’s titled ancestors had become
a passion of theirs speaks volumes, indicating that their interest in heraldry surpassed a mere
personal interest but was indeed a desire for a title that could give them a greater sense of
“importance.”

What that importance was, none in the family would say, but the fact that John and
Abigail insisted on using their extinct coat of arms for official documents — from the one line of
the family that had titles — indicates their need to be accepted on an equal footing with the
aristocratic courtiers and elites with whom America’s international reputation depended. It is
indeed very puzzling why an American minister would sign the Treaty of Paris with an English
ancestral coat of arms — considering the image was entirely meaningless not only as an American
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diplomat but also because the coat of arms did not meet the requirements of any then recognized
form of heraldry.!!” But fabricated or not, the arms presented a symbolic language which the
English understood, and it was a way to prove their family’s gentility amongst a people who
looked questioningly on America as a classless society.

What is even more striking, is that neither Abigail nor John ever questioned their fixation
on the subject of heraldry, at least not in writing that has survived. As Leonard Sadosky asks,
might the Adamses have thought of themselves as American aristocrats? By their own definition,
they “would certainly have qualified...John’s intelligence, legal accomplishments, and oratorical
power all placed him among those men who could sway others, one mark of an American
aristocrat.”!!® Whatever the case, clearly the subject of heraldry was not contentious to them, nor
did they see their interest in titled ancestry as anomalous to their new republican government.
After all, John and Abigail both knew that the holdover of royal titles and high forms of address
would help to “strengthen the national government both at home and abroad by adding dignity to
new offices,” yet few in America understood, or approved of, the great importance of social titles
and elite social connections in the early processes of nation building.!" Indeed, few in America
were as sharply aware of America’s international standing as the Adams family, and for all John
and Abigail’s efforts to set the precedents of a new republican society, they were far more
invested in finding a way to fit America onto the elite stage of the Old World powers than they
were in establishing a uniquely American society. It was a stance which was easily
misunderstood by their American contemporaries, and a stance which clearly situated the
Adamses as more interested in maintaining a connection to royal regimes than most Americans
were comfortable with.

It was only later, in February 1797, that John realized their fascination with their titled
ancestry had reached its limit of acceptability in republican society. One month before John was
sworn in as the second president of the United States, Abigail in an uncharacteristic fit of
pseudo-aristocratic excitement, had their newly purchased carriage painted silver with either the
image of the Boylston or the Quincy coat of arms boldly presented on the door. Decorated
carriages were all the rage in 1790s Philadelphia, where they were viewed as a major status
symbol, so to have one was an obvious way to very publicly flaunt one’s place on the social
ladder. Furthermore, as Ethel E. Rasmussen has put it, since there were so many fine carriages on
the streets of Philadelphia, those people of the “better sort” at the top of the social ladder could
easily distinguish themselves as the capital elite by showing off their carriage’s “showy equipage
or by cyphers or coats of arms emblazoned on them.”?° For Abigail, painting the family’s arms
on the Adams carriage was not merely a lapse in judgement that tore against her republican
principles, but instead a way to prove that she and John now belonged to an elite and privileged
society that neither of them had been born into. Despite Abigail’s best efforts to establish the
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Adams family’s superior social credibility amongst America’s gentility, the carriage’s décor
clearly went a step too far for John’s less pretentious material tastes. John quickly fired a letter to
her, fearing what Philadelphia’s political society and press would say if they saw heraldic arms at
a presidential inauguration. “Have your Coach new Painted,” he demanded to her on February
271797, “and all the Arms totally obliterated. It would be a folly to excite popular feelings and
vulgar Insolence for nothing.”!?!

John and Abigail had already been reprimanded for their eagerness to incorporate titles
into American political high office — as famously seen during the Washington administration
when the subject of titles became a subject of heated debate. John had also already been outed
for his controversial views in his Defense of the Constitutions of Government of the United States
of America in which he had clearly expressed strong praise for the British Constitution, and
seemingly called for a strong American executive with the same powers as the British monarch.
He also did not help his reputation by publishing his equally controversial Discourses on Davila,
in which he very clearly expressed his belief that a strong government must by necessity have a
strong executive, a figurehead who would appear as dignified as any monarch in Europe. As
John put it, an executive — whether a monarch or a president — ought to endeavor to be
“esteemed, praised, beloved and admired by his fellows,” and he ought to make himself appear
as wealthy as possible, “because riches attract the attention, consideration, and congratulations of
mankind.”!'?? In other words, so much for egalitarianism. John’s views practically begged for
readers’ misunderstandings. As Joseph J. Ellis has assessed, “Davila only confirmed the
murmurings that John had lost the true republican faith during his long residence in Europe” and
that “he was a closet monarchist who favored making the presidency a hereditary office.”'? It of
course did not help matters that he was very visibly grooming his son John Quincy to follow in
his political and diplomatic footsteps, and that he defended the integrity of George III whenever
the King of England was brought up in political conversations.!?*

Though John never outrightly intended for Americans to “set up for a king,” as Abigail
put it, his views were (and still remain) indisputably questionable and raised red flags amongst
many of his political opponents, who were already quick to accuse him of exhibiting
“nobilimania.”!?® The Jeffersonians were particularly suspicious and quick to point fingers when
John expressed the possibility that President Washington might be addressed as ‘his excellency’
or ‘his majesty,” and they responded to John’s suggestion with harsh humor, referring to John as
“His Rotundity” and “His Serene Highness of Braintree” and other such monarchically-
caricatured epithets.!?¢ Again, John did not help his own case by stating that the president must
have “A royal or at least a princely title [which] will be found indispensably necessary to
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maintain the reputation, authority, and dignity of the President.”!?” In the eyes of the
Jeffersonians, not to mention many of Adamses’ fellow Federalists, the Adamses simply
appeared eager to desert the republican experiment, and John’s hint that America might gradually
slide towards a “hereditary president and senate” sat particularly ill at ease with Jefferson’s
followers.!?® Some Democratic-Republicans, like Albert Gallatin and Benjamin Franklin Bache
(two of Abigail’s harshest enemies), expressed the same regal slanders towards Abigail, calling
the new first lady “Her Majesty” and “the Excellent Lady of the Excellent President,” indicating
that to the political men of Philadelphia, Abigail was not immune from the antirepublican
criticisms being thrown at the newly inaugurated president.!?® Besides, it did not help that
Abigail herself often referred to her son John Quincy as John’s “heir apparent,” and that she
admitted that she believed “power in one hand better than in many.”!3°

Curiously, or perhaps inevitably, Abigail and John were pondering over what it meant to
take on extinct titles as a showcase of gentility at exactly the same time that American politicians
were beginning to debate the question of how to address one another. Would the president be
addressed as “his majesty,” for instance, as John and Abigail both promoted to a wave of
criticism, or should a president be addressed with any social distinction at all? Could distinctions
of social rank possibly coexist with republican ideology, or was social equality indisputably
fundamental to the system? Could democracy coexist with oligarchical tendencies? Could the
executive hold more power than the legislative or judicial branches? Would republican social
distinctions necessarily imply aristocratic notions of class divisions? To John and Abigail the
answers were a seemingly thoughtless yes, the two contradictory ideas could potentially coexist,
so long as power remained neither hereditary nor officially titled.!*! However, this of course left
a large gray area for endless interpretations.

Yet there was already a pre-existing elite class in America which was already in power,
and the social hierarchies which they had experienced as British colonists were not to be easily
erased from their minds. After all, as Kariann Akemi Yokota has said, “creating an American
national identity - unbecoming British - was a tricky business, and it did not necessarily entail a
categorical rejection of British culture.”!*? Nabby, always an astute and critical spectator of her
family’s political maneuverings, looked on the scene with a deep sense of dread that her parents
were foregoing the republican agenda. As early as November 1787, while the family was still
residing in London where they were receiving tidbits of the proceedings of the Constitutional
Convention, Nabby remarked that the Americans in London were perhaps too eager to see the
president assume the same dominant power as the British monarch:
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“We received an account of the result of the Convention, entitled the

Constitution...some persons would have preferred a system that would have given

us more consequence in the eyes of foreigners. The powers they have given to the

President are equal to those of many monarchs. I do not pretend to be a judge of

this subject, but it appears to me, that we are not yet prepared for such a system.

The principles of equality which we yet possess, would not admit of one person’s

being made so distinguished, as the name alone of a king would have done...[My

father] wishes they Had Entitled the Chief Magistrate to a greater degree of

independance, that they had given him the Sole appointment of all Offices — that

they had made provision for a Privy Councill...most of the Americans now in

Europe are in favour of it — being well Convinced that a Change is absolutely

necessary to the respectable Establishment of our Country in the Eyes of Europe —

and her importance as a Nation.”!3
Yet despite Nabby’s republican voice of reason, it cannot be denied that John and Abigail
returned to the United States in June 1788 profoundly and irreversibly changed from their years
in European high society, amongst whom they had gained altered views about class divisions.
John even admitted to a stranger whilst he was vice president that Europe had irreversibly altered
him and Abigail:

“a Gentleman of very respectable Appearance told me last Evening without

knowing or Suspecting me, all the Politicks of New York and Philadelphia for and

against the V. President. “The V.P. had been as all Acknowledged a great Friend to

this Country, but had given offence to his Fellow Citizens in Massachusetts, by

writing something in favour of hereditary descent. That he had been long in

Europe and got tainted.” I told him laughing that it was hard if a Man could not go

to Europe without being tainted. that if Mr Adams had been Sent to Europe upon

their Business by the People, and had done it, and in doing it had necessarily got

tainted I thought the People ought to pay him for the Damage the Taint had done

him, or find some Means to wash it out and cleanse him.”!'3*
John and Abigail also evidently had returned to America with a changed view on where they
themselves stood on America’s social ladder and how wide the gaps on the ladder could
rightfully be in a nation that promoted constitutional social equality. The question of whether or
not American political society could allow for titles and distinctions would continue on for the
next few decades, yet in the late 1780s and throughout the 1790s, Abigail was still referring to
George Washington in regal terms as late as June 1789, writing in a letter to her sister that she
had gone to pay her respects to be “presented” to “His Majesty.”!3

Abigail’s views on social rank and titled distinctions reached a crisis point, as it did for
everyone in the capital, once the French Revolution began to reveal an influence amongst the
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American political elites, particularly amongst the Democratic-Republicans who were quick to
embrace the shining egalitarianism emanating from the newly born French republic.
Philadelphians from every corner of society took to singing revolutionary songs like “Ca Ira”,
and they toyed with adopting the Jacobin’s “citoyen” form of address while their republican
toasts took on hints of increasing Francophilia.'*¢ Abigail, ever the loyal Federalist wife with
sympathies closer to Britain than to France, looked upon the new wave of French republicanism
seeping into America with skeptical fear, which once again reinforced her idea that the American
Revolution had been fought only to change the government, but not traditional social
hierarchies.!3” Like many Federalists who belonged to the American gentry, the social leveling of
republican France spelled out a serious threat for America’s social hierarchical system, upon
which the dignity of power in the capital depended.!*® Writing to Nabby in February 1793, as the
Terror was sparking havoc across France and plunging Parisian society into a frenzy of paranoia
and bloodlust, Abigail looked on the American political scene with fear that the Jacobin sense of
social equality would do more damage than good to an American society still defining its own
social structures. Referring to the gathering storm in Philadelphia, she wrote fearfully that “You
will see by our newspapers the rage for civic feasts, the sacrifice of the ox, and the jubilee for the
success of the French over the Prussians and Austrians. They are citizen mad.”!?" It is significant
to point out here that Abigail feared French republicanism more than she feared British
aristocratism as concepts with the power to damage America’s social stability.

The fact that she criticized an even playing field speaks volumes about her acceptance — if
not embrace of - American class divisions. Indeed, it is not difficult to see why some historians,
such as Gordan S. Wood, have asserted that John and Abigail were “backward-looking” with
“little faith in democracy,” or that they supported a republican vision that “emphasized the
inequality and vice-ridden nature of American society.”!*? One could make the argument that
French republicanism was difficult to idolize during the Terror certainly, but to speak so harshly
of another system of republicanism, America’s radical sister by ideology, and not to speak in the
same vehement tone against the ancien régime or monarchical Europe in general is puzzling, and
reveals that her mind was tormented by a desire for the peace associated with ancien régime and
Georgian class divisions. Still, for a woman who had spoken so harshly against British
monarchical social structures just a decade earlier, her hostility towards Jacobin republicanism
bears mentioning if only to point out that her republican views were far more complex than many
historians and biographers have acknowledged. Gone were the days when she saw Britain as the
starkly contrasted ‘other’ to America’s republican haven. Now, in light of the republican fire of
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France, she found herself strongly on the side of Britain, the very country she had before
condemned.

The United States had only achieved peace with Great Britain a decade earlier. It would be a
great oversimplification to assume that American elite society had achieved a strong sense of
social and cultural independence overnight, one that was suddenly able to strongly support its
uniqueness in such a short time frame. After all, the American republic was an experiment,
merely a weak union of states. Having no sizable eighteenth-century republican example to
follow — the closest equivalent being the Swiss cantons and a few small European principalities —
Americans had no choice but to maintain aspects of English law and culture and blend it with
modernized ideas of classical republicanism.!*! Some merely supported that holdover more than
others. The resulting social landscape, nevertheless, resembled eighteenth-century England far
more than it resembled ancient Rome. England was the country which, naturally and
paradoxically, Americans felt the most animosity towards and the most connection with. It was a
tie that was nearly impossible to sever, and for John and Abigail who had actually lived there
amongst England’s elite circles, that tie was even harder to break.

After all, Americans had no other precedent to turn to besides the centralization of
monarchical and parliamentary rule, and suddenly having to aggressively devise a whole new
government system and rethink political ideas for the first time came as a monumental crisis
even to the most devoted and radical patriots.'*? As Randolph G. Adams has assessed, colonial
Americans’ attempts towards reconciling with England before the signing of the Declaration can
certainly be interpreted as “the gropings of a people who really knew little besides monarchy.”!4?
Indeed, as Francis Russell put it, England was the country that John and Abigail “admired most,”
it was “the mother country, Shakespeare’s island, source of their blood, their speech, their
thought. English institutions, the common law John so revered, English literature, were as much
theirs as any born Englishman’s, as were the time encrusted names the homesick New England
settlers had given to their new settlements.”'** England was neither a stranger nor a foreign place
to the founding generation.

The fact that Abigail identified as a republican but also adhered to pre-Independence
social views about class and social divisions should not be examined as an anomaly in her
thinking. Instead, we should view her complex writings during the 1790s as a hybridized way of
looking at the newly created and still culturally unformed nation. She, like the other Federalists
were looking at their new country as a blank slate, but also as a country that still bore a clear
reflection of the times that preceded 1776. There was no erasing that past, and the fact that
Abigail’s writings reveal her to be sometimes the staunch republican and sometimes the elitist
onlooker of a country that was still craving the social and cultural norms of English America
should not be taken lightly. It was that very confusion, that very sense of tug of war desires for
social equality and desires for social distinctions that would define so much of her direct activity
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within America’s republican court. Social rank, distinctions, and titles would continue to be a
subject of contention, concern, and confusion for Abigail for the remainder of the early republic,
yet her daughter-in-law Louisa Catherine would have even more extreme views on the subject, as
the second half of this chapter will discuss.

Louisa Catherine Adams on Titles and Social Rank

By Abigail Adams’s estimation, Louisa Catherine Johnson was far from the republican ideal.
Born in London in 1775 on Tower Hill to an English mother and a merchant father from
Maryland, Louisa was raised in a world of cosmopolitan social parties, where expatriate
Americans and all manner of men and women from across Europe daily came to call. The
Johnson house was far more like a diplomatic residence than a family home, with a constant
revolving door of visitors, and Louisa learned early in life how to play the part of the fashionable
hostess.!'* In her autobiographical Record of a Life, Louisa recalled that her greatest joy as a
child was playing aristocratic dress up with her sisters, for it was their “greatest ambition to play
Ladies or in other words to dress in my Mothers Hoops and trim gowns, and to assume the titles
of the great, aping as far as we could their airs and manners. I never would be anything but a
dutchess, and never answered to any title but that of her grace.”!*® Louisa spent part of her youth
in Nantes, where she was taught to speak French fluently, and like many of the women of her
privileged background she was given lessons in the feminine accomplishments of the arts and
hospitality — decorative rather than practical needlework, French, dancing, music lessons, and
drawing took up most of her day-to-day education.!#’

For Louisa and her sisters, domestic duties were merely an afterthought, and servants
were a familiar sight since infancy. As Louisa recalled of her youth, her father had under his
employment eleven long-term house servants, all superintended by Louisa’s mother, and Louisa
and her sisters were thus taught from birth that house work and most domestic concerns were not
necessary skills for cosmopolitan young ladies.!*® Indeed, from a very young age, Louisa
exhibited a certain class pride and snobbishness towards her family’s servants, as she herself
alludes to in her Record of a Life in one particularly telling passage about having her childhood
teeth removed: “one day [the dentist] insisted upon taking out two of my double teeth the idea of
it was so horrible that I refused to undergo it — After much vain entreaty, my Governess called
the man Servant and told him he must hold me in his arms — This succeeded, for rather than be
thus poluted, I submitted, exclaiming “do you think I will be held by a servant” — The good old
Lady was so amazingly struck by the look and manner in which these words were said, that
instead of using the rod, she always used to say she was sure I was intended to be a very great
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personage.”'* As Joan Challinor succinctly summarized Louisa’s upbringing, “from such a
background, it was impossible to fashion a thoroughly American republican.”!>°

When it became clear that Abigail Adams’ eldest son John Quincy, then Minister to the
Netherlands, had his mind set to marry Louisa after his many visits to London in 1796, Abigail
began sending a series of warning letters, practically begging him not to marry a privileged
English lady. For though Abigail too had become unalterably refined by the 1790s, she feared
that Louisa was far too European to ever feel at home in America. Abigail feared that Louisa
would become insupportably accustomed to the rich life of courts and high society if she were to
marry the young American diplomat, and that she would never fit into American society after the
luxuries of Europe. Writing to her son in November 1796, Abigail made her sentiments bitingly
clear: “my fear arose from the Youth and inexperience of the Lady with whom you was about to
connect yourself, least she should contract Tastes and Sentiments altogether Anti American, least
the Stile and Manners of a court Should make too Deep an impression upon a Youthfull Mind, to
realish the Republican Manners of an American.”!! Yet despite her somewhat hypocritical
barrage of efforts to dissuade him, John Quincy Adams persisted with the courtship, and he and
Louisa married in London on July 26", 1797.

Abigail’s fears proved to be in many ways correct, as John Quincy also realized in the
early days of his marriage, and newspaper writers in Boston were quick to point out Louisa’s
British background. The Independent Chronicle sneeringly stated that “young John Adams’s
negotiations have terminated in a marriage treaty with an English lady...It is a happy
circumstance that he had made no other treaty.”!>? Unfortunately for the Adamses, criticisms
such as these could hardly be refuted. Louisa never would feel at home in America, nor would
she ever quite accept the republican society in which she found herself playing so large a part.
Until the age of twenty-six, America for her had always been a faraway unimaginable place, and
republicanism was merely an abstract theoretical concept. As Katharine Corbett and Michael
O’Brien put it, Louisa’s education and life experiences had “prepared her neither to accept nor to
be accepted in her husband’s culture,” and she would always be more bicultural and transnational
than American.'>* Whilst living in the White House in 1828, she would send bitingly critical
letters to her family, riddled with sarcastic attacks on the republic. On one occasion, at the end of
a long tirade against the unpolished manners of the Jacksonians in Washington, Louisa quipped
to her son Charles Francis “this is a terrible Country. hurrah for independence.”!>* Given the
heated tone of the letter, it is highly unlikely she meant it as a joke.

She considered herself a “forlorn stranger” in her husband’s country, and her feelings of
unbelonging never disappeared, so much so that in 1821 she would refer to her own sons as “you
Yankees,” clearly identifying herself as something foreign both to American society and within

149 Tbid.

150 Challinor, Louisa Catherine Johnson Adams, 167.

15T AA to JQA, Quincy, November 11, 1796, AFC: 11, 399.

152 Boston’s Independent Chronicle as quoted in Shepherd, The Adams Chronicles, 191.
153 Corbett, “Louisa Catherine Adams,” 72.; O’Brien, Mrs. Adams in Winter, xv & 172.
154 LCA to CFA, Washington, August 12", 1828, MF reel 487.



61

her own family.!>® In the opening pages of The Education of Henry Adams, Louisa’s literary
grandson would write that as a boy in the 1840s he could sense that she still had not quite
adjusted to life in America, even by the final years of her life. “Try as she might,” he wrote in the
third person

“the Madam could never be Bostonian, and it was her cross in life...He liked her

refined figure; her gentle voice and manner, her vague effect of not belonging

there, but to Washington or to Europe...The Madam’s life had been in truth far

from Boston and her sense of nationality must have been confused. Louisa was

charming, like a Romney portrait, but among her many charms that of being a

New England woman was not one. The defect was serious.”!%¢
Louisa certainly would have agreed with Henry’s future assessment of her, for she had written in
her Record of a Life in 1825 that “English society was the only society natural to me” and
therefore “the only society I liked.”'*” Indeed, the fact that Louisa would title her later 1840
memoirs The Adventures of a Nobody speaks volumes about her lifelong feelings of isolation and
her profoundly emotional sense of displacement both personally and politically in America.

At the young age of twenty-two, Louisa had already achieved wide reaching travel
experiences and had found herself a popular favorite at the Prussian court, which much to
Abigail’s horror, Louisa described as a “fairytale.”!>® Louisa had been given epithets which most
Americans, men or women, could scarcely imagine, and she was immensely proud of them: “I
was the Wife of a Foreign Minister,” she would recall in her Adventures, “and daughter in law to
the President of the United States — always addressed as your Excellency, and sometimes called

Princess Royal.”!>® Louisa first stepped foot on American shores at the age of twenty-six in late
1801, freshly arrived to Quincy, Massachusetts from the glittering Prussian court of Berlin, and
her first impressions of her adopted country and the Adams family home were far from laudatory.
In fact, the experience was shatteringly disappointing:

“Had I stepped into Noah’s Ark I do not think I could have been more utterly

astonished...Even the Church, its forms, the snuffling through the nose, the

singers, the dressing and the dinner hours, were all novelties to me; and the

ceremonious party’s, the manners, and the hours of meeting 2 past four were

equally astounding to me. In England I had lived in the City of London. In Berlin

at Court! But the ettiquettes of Court society were not half so burdensome. I had

promised Mr. Adams at his particular request never to talk about Berlin, and I

faithfully kept my word...yet do what I would there was a conviction on the part
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of others that I could not suit, however well inclined — I was literally and without

knowing it a fine Lady.”!®
After the social distinctions which Louisa had gleaned from court and her elegant upbringing,
Quincy and even the elite crowds in Boston appeared provincial and unpolished. It was a shock
coming from the strictly regulated society of the Prussian court, and a shock to her polite
sensibility. Abigail no doubt did not aid Louisa’s first days experiencing what to her was a
foreign society, but it is clear that Louisa felt out of place, as someone deemed superior because
of her polished upbringing and rigidly protocoled experiences. Indeed, John Quincy would
desperately and repeatedly remind Louisa to try harder to embrace her newfound role as an
American wife: “I wish you could reconcile yourself to consider the public Events of America, as
a subject not totally remote even from your attention. In my situation they have a necessary, and
not a very indirect connection with and influence upon the most material occurrences of my
private life. They have of course a similar influence upon your’s, and therefore may deserve
some part of your observing moments.”!6!

Yet it was undeniably true that Louisa’s first experiences of life in Quincy were so far
removed from the kinds of experiences she had been raised to expect of married life, that she was
at a total loss to make sense of her new life and surroundings. For a woman who had been raised
with servants and an education centered on polished hospitality and genteel manners, it came as
an unfamiliar shock that she was now expected to manage household domestic duties such as
baking her own bread — of which she had almost no experience - and to care for her son without
the help of maid staff.!é> To make matters worse, John Quincy was hardly patient as he tried to
mold Louisa into a serious and self-sufficient republican farm girl, and his efforts proved useless.
“I have wasted the past week,” John Quincy wrote exasperatedly in his diary after Louisa, with
soot across her face, presented house guests with a burnt cake, “and fear I shall waste the
next, 163

Yet Louisa’s feelings of displacement were not just about her unfitness for what she
considered to be a society that was beneath her, they were also born out of her confusion about
what high class Americans even were. When John Quincy took up his office in the U.S. Senate in
March 1803, Louisa found herself in a society that was equally far more familiar to her yet also
far more confusing than Berlin and Boston had been. Washington D.C. was not yet a city, it was
hardly a town, and the gentile standards which Martha Washington and Abigail Adams had taken
pains to create were now being dismantled by President Jefferson, who did not have a first lady
to set the tone for women’s conduct in the capital. The fact that the English minister’s wife,
Elizabeth Merry, felt constantly shocked by her rustic surroundings compared to her London life
was a feeling Louisa felt keenly. When Louisa reported in her Adventures that Mrs. Merry served
a boar’s head whenever she had American guests to dinner, “because the Americans could not sit
down without ‘hog meal,”” it was hardly a surprise in a society in which high society standards
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of living were still being refined.!®* To Louisa, Washington appeared as an up-and-coming city
still in the process of creating a political culture and in need of courtly etiquette; to Mrs. Merry it
was simply unrefined.

The English were putting on airs not because they necessarily looked down upon the
Americans in early Washington — although that certainly happened in the Merry’s case - but
because there was no alternative mode of conduct for them to adopt, so they simply acted as they
would at home, thus souring diplomatic relations. As we will see in the following chapters, the
republican court of the 1790s had practically vanished by 1801, as Jefferson attempted to bar
women from political discussions and cultural innovating. If it was difficult to navigate feelings
of culture shock, it was also equally if not more difficult to navigate what it meant to be a
republican woman in a capital city that had not given women a clear definition of their social
status since the 1790s. Thus, Louisa entered America’s political scene with almost no sense of
what was expected of her, or what a republican woman ought to be and how they ought to
behave. Writing years later in 1821, Louisa was still tormented by the question of republican
womanhood: “Could I explain what Republicanism is it would be possible to find some rules by
which to regulate my future conduct.”!% As a result, Louisa resorted to the way she had behaved
at court, having no alternative model to which she could easily follow:

“My manners were frigid, cold, and repulsive, and being naturally timid and

educated under much restraint, much was attributed to pride which was caused by

fear of giving offence, or clashing with some usage which I did not understand, or

some omissions of ceremonial with which I was totally unacquainted. At the

Courts of Princes you get written instructions to teach you the forms and etiquette

— you are therefore seldom liable to give offence by erring — In a democratic

government where all are monarchs, although one yourself, there is a perpetual

struggle.”!%6
Though John Quincy’s appointment as Minister Plenipotentiary to Russia came as another shock
to Louisa in 1809, it was at least somewhat of a relief to return to a style of life which Louisa
understood, not to mention a lifestyle that necessitated having a full house of servants which she
had greatly missed in America.

The Adamses’ five years in St. Petersburg were far from happy, but Louisa managed to
shine at the court of Tsar Alexander I, and quickly helped establish the Adams party as court
favorites. Alexander made it a special point to hand-write invitations to the Adamses himself, and
to give the Adams party private access to palace entrances, and he regularly set Louisa and her
sister Kitty (who traveled to Russia as Louisa’s female companion) apart from the crowd by
insisting on dancing with them and holding up dinner to have long conversations with them.!®’
On many occasions, Louisa would attend elite balls and dinners without John Quincy, who had
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always disliked the excess of nightly events and rounds of drunken dissipation, and at these
events she was the recipient of the court’s special honors in her own right.!%® Her mastery of the
French language — still the lingua franca of court societies — and her ease amongst elites rendered
her the perfect match for John Quincy, who, like his parents, lacked the elegance and eloquence
practically required for social entertainments.

When John Quincy opted to stay home attending to late night work or leisurely study, it
was Louisa performing the diplomatic duties of socializing, and it was Louisa who earned John
Quincy his allies at court.!®® John Quincy, for all his remarkable talents for diplomacy, did not
have the personality of the ideal diplomat, and he could not see the overwhelming importance of
high-class manners as part of the road to diplomatic and political success. He had, what
Catherine Allgor has called, “a spectacular lack of charm,” which John Quincy believed was a
proof of his stoic republican virtue.!”® Others, however, found his cold manners severely off
putting. John Spear Smith, a young American who had joined the Adams legation in Russia,
famously ridiculed his diplomatic superior for being “the Mute of Siberia...He has no manners,
is gauche, never was intended for a foreign minister. You would blush to see him in any society,
and particularly at Court circles, walking about perfectly listless, speaking to no one, and
absolutely as if he were in a dream. Dry sense alone does not do at European Courts. Something
more is necessary, which something Mr. A does not possess.”!’! It was a cutting remark, but
nevertheless representative of the kind of personality analyses that other contemporaries had
written of John Quincy, including Louisa, who time and time again tried to coax a pleasant
demeanor out of him to no avail.!”?

No one could dispute that John Quincy had a talent for diplomatic work, but given that
his orders were to “bear assurances of [America’s] sincere friendship” with Russia, it was Louisa
who had the talent for creating those friendships, for, as Catherine Allgor and other Adams
historians have rightly suggested, “when it came to social occasions, Louisa was the diplomat of
the family.”!”® John Quincy, writing of himself, would come to the same conclusion: “My wife
says that I looked all the ill temper that I suppressed in words — The result is that I am a man of
reserved, cold austere and forbidding manners; my political adversaries say a gloomy
misanthropist, and my personal enemies, an unsocial savage — With a knowledge of the actual
defect in my character, I have not the pliability to reform it.”!”* Whereas Louisa was an
extraverted and lively conversationalist, who could charm her way through even the most
intimidatingly stuffy events, John Quincy was in almost every situation her opposite. Louisa’s
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ability to glide easily and cheerfully through high society and gain respect for the American
legation was an enormously beneficial talent which had been little foreseen by Abigail, who
shared her son’s sober personality.

Furthermore, unlike her mother-in-law, Louisa would find liberation in her ability to
shine amongst cosmopolitan high society, and she was eager to better understand it. It was not
for her the burdensome chore which Abigail felt it to be, but instead an exciting opportunity to
prove her worth in the world. Louisa spent her nights immersed in the fashionable crowds of the
imperial palaces, and her days were spent idling away the time returning visits to the elite society
and ambassadorial families. In her few moments of leisure time, she devoted herself to an
amassed library of lurid court memoirs. She wrote in her diary a list of the books she had read in
the winter of 1812, and nearly all of the titles were court biographies or histories of court life,
including the Memoirs of Diane de Poitiers, Dictionaire des hommes illustre, Memoires de
Madame de Lamballe, Memoires du Chevalier Bayard, La Couer de Catherine de Medici, and
several books on the lives of Louis XV and XVI.!”> She voraciously absorbed all that she could
about the historic lives of European royalty, in part for amusement, but also because it was a
reflection of the world in which she now belonged. Whether or not she took advice or ideas from
these books to apply to her own life and mannerisms at court is difficult to discern, but her
fixation on the lives of high society was certainly an indication that she was enthralled by the
elite world in which she found herself immersed.

When John Quincy was subsequently appointed Minister to Great Britain following his
success as the key negotiator of the Treaty of Ghent, Louisa would find herself happily in
London’s high society again. Based on the tone of her writing during this period from 1815 to
1817, it can easily be concluded that Louisa’s years back in the world of her youth were the
happiest years of her adult life. During that time, she wrote beamingly joyful letters back to her
extended family in America, emphasizing how glad she was to be returned to the mode of life
that she best understood. Writing pointedly, if not bitingly, to Abigail on the 4" of July, 1816,
Louisa made her feelings about English high society perfectly clear: “this mode of life seems to
agree perfectly well with me.”176

Louisa’s experiences amidst the high society circles of Berlin, St. Petersburg and London had
made her one of the most unique women in America, and also one of the most socially elevated.
Her closest friends belonged to the aristocratic echelons of European society - lords and ladies,
richly titled ambassadors, and various members of European royalty. Yet, she still looked upon
John Quincy and herself as obscure, not quite unworthy of the glittering court scenes, but also
certainly not the guests of honor. She would write in her Adventures that “I had learnt to consider
the boasted greatness of ephemeral dignity... An American Minister was to me a very small
personage, and in my eyes is so still, in as far as place goes, and the only superiority he can ever
claim in any Country of Europe is, the possession of superior talent to ensure him a real standing
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in reputation.”!’” It was thus important to Louisa that she and John Quincy befriended the titled
elites, to ensure they were not overlooked in court settings. John Quincy knew this as well as
Louisa. “For myself I am not ambitious of rank,” he wrote from the Hague prior to his marriage,
“but it is impossible to be indifferent on the point of reputation.”!”® To gain respect meant to
sacrifice all republican pretensions - though Louisa never understood them anyway.

For Abigail, the pressure to conform to elite European society had been stifling and a
long-acquired taste, being wholly contrary to her republican pride, but to Louisa it was simply a
way of life that she accepted without question. Abigail and John had tried to maintain their
republican beliefs by keeping themselves aloof from court life, but when they quickly saw their
aloofness had the potential to damage John’s credibility as a diplomatic minister, they gave in
and joined the ‘ton.’ It was out of dedication to America’s international reputation that Abigail
brought the model of European etiquette into the American capital, as the next chapter will
discuss. Louisa, by contrast, was eager to join the bejeweled palace crowds and transform herself
into one of the European elites. For Louisa, being at home amongst the diamond encrusted elites
was not a price to pay for her country, but rather a privilege for her to shine in her own right.
Whereas Abigail had clung desperately to the few American women she could find abroad,
Louisa was determined to join the international circles of aristocratic women, to learn from them,
and become one of them. It was a way for her to maintain a sense of rank and overcome the lack
of it, being one of the only untitled women in the courts. Louisa’s knowledge and graceful usage
of court rules and manners was to her a badge of honor, a name tag that told everyone that she
belonged in the room.

In Berlin, St. Petersburg and London, Louisa quickly sought friendships with elite
women who could instruct her on how to present herself amongst royalty, and who could elevate
and promote the social status of the Adamses and strengthen the outcomes of their diplomatic
mission. To be seen fitting in with the local elites was no small matter considering that social
interactions with the rich and powerful were the keys to diplomatic success. It was even more
important to Louisa than it was perhaps to John Quincy, for just days before the young
newlyweds arrived in Berlin, Louisa had heard the news of her father’s bankruptcy and his hasty
and humiliating departure from London for self-exile in America. Joshua Johnson’s downfall was
a major low point in Louisa’s life, and her family’s sudden plummet was a serious blow to her
own reputation. Undoubtedly, Louisa’s eagerness to befriend the high society of the Prussian
court was an extension of her strong desire to reclaim her family’s reputation. Louisa’s eagerness
to befriend aristocratic ladies was therefore not merely an attempt to aid John Quincy’s
diplomatic agenda, it was also a way to elevate her own status as a woman of high society, to
show the world that her family’s fall from fortune need not reflect badly on herself or John
Quincy’s diplomatic relations. Climbing the social ladder in Berlin was an obvious way to regain
her confidence and her place in the polished circles of the cosmopolitan world. She wanted to be
a part of their scene. To Louisa, the women at the Prussian court were fashionable and influential

177 LCA, “The Adventures of a Nobody,” MF reel 269.
178 JQA to LCA, The Hague, July 9, 1796, AFC: 11, 333-334.



67

guiding lights who she eagerly wished to emulate. Her earliest friend in Berlin was the Countess
Pauline de Neale, a maid of honor to Princess Louise of Prussia. Though the Countess was
several years younger than Louisa, she was nevertheless “a sort of Mentor, ever ready to instruct
me in the usages and customs of high life, and to assist me in the duties of its performance.””
Louisa would also be dazzled by Lady Elizabeth Carysfort, the diplomatically brilliant wife of
the British ambassador to Prussia and the sister of Lord Grenville, who arrived to Berlin in 1800.
Lady Carysfort was to Louisa “one of the finest women I ever knew...her conversation so
instructive, so entertaining, and at times so delightful. I clung to her as if she had been my own
mother, and loved her with equal sincerity.”!3° Louisa also gave equally strong praise for the
young Queen of Prussia, Louise of Mecklenburg-Strelitz: “Never shall I forget with what
inexpressible admiration I saw the Queen of Queens — In her every thing was combined that can
shed loveliness on female beauty — Grace affability sweetness amiability and the most irrisistable
beauty formed a combination of loveliness to which no language can do justice and which the
painters never could depict.”!8!

Later, while John Quincy was serving as Secretary of State for President Monroe, Louisa
would take frequent holidays out of Washington to visit the elite circles in America, to those
places that were filled with rich Europeans and the Americans who clung to them to gain social
status. Usually she would travel to Massachusetts, where she preferred to stay in Boston amongst
the local elites than at the farm in Quincy, which she never grew to like. Amongst the rich
families of Boston and Washington, where Louisa was treated as a high society social equal, she
felt particularly at home.!®? Writing of her first months in America, she happily reflected that
“All the elite of Boston called on me, and entertained me most handsomely, and it never entered
into my head to regret Europe.”'®3 She may not have been a success in Quincy or in the eyes of
her domineering mother-in-law, but in the fashionable circles of Boston she could at least feel
somewhat at home amongst crowds who were not so remote from the kinds of people she had
known in Berlin and London.

Traveling for elite getaways in America quickly became habitual for Louisa, and she
usually would sojourn unaccompanied once or twice a year, with John Quincy staying behind in
Washington to live vicariously through her colorfully rich letters. In 1822 she spent several
weeks visiting Bordentown, New Jersey, where Joseph Bonaparte had taken up residence after
his abdication as the King of Spain. Louisa was a frequent name on his list of invited guests that
year, and she spent long absences from Washington attending lavish parties at his mansion house
at Point Breeze.!* But all her life she would feel most at home around elite English women, who
had the same upbringing, manners, and cultural ideas as herself. Writing of her discovery of
other English women at the Prussian court, Louisa would rejoicingly reflect that “At home the
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English sought me, abroad they flattered me, and I naturally felt much pleased with their
acquaintance.”!®?

Louisa saw the city of Washington as a city that appeared far more in line with the
monarchical class hierarchies of Europe than as a republican small town. To her there was no
difference in the people, with the exception that the English and Europeans simply had titles to
go along with their elite status, and many of the wealthy in Washington boasted of having slaves
to command rather than teams of servants. Louisa quickly discovered upon returning to
Washington that she and John Quincy would need to hire a large number of servants to maintain
the same outward displays of gentility as those coming from the southern states with their pools
of unpaid labor. It was a problem which John and Abigail had also faced upon returning to
America from Great Britain, when they found the servants in Philadelphia and New York more
of an expensive inconvenience than helpful. As Abigail put it in 1798, “old England possesses so
many conveniencies of a domestic kind and house keeping is such a science there, to what it is
here, where you can organize your Household, with due subordination that I do not at all wonder
a Lady feels discontented when she sits down in this Country with the domesticks which are to
be had here.”!8¢ Clearly Abigail had become desperate for decent servants, for she began
enquiring of Louisa’s English mother if she knew of any good English servants that might do for
a housekeeper in Philadelphia and later in Washington City.!%

Even in the final year of her life, in 1818, Abigail was still complaining about how
difficult it was to find reliable servants like those she had employed abroad, still wishing that
America might adopt the same class system which servants in Europe grudgingly understood as
part of the everyday status quo. Writing in sympathy to Louisa, who resorted to hiring foreign
immigrants rather than purchase slaves, Abigail recalled the difficulties of trying to maintain
gentile appearances: “Much of a well ordered home depends upon our Domesticks, and it is so
difficult to get, in this Land of ease and freedom such as will serve with honesty and
integrity.”!88

Relying mostly on white servants from the German states and England, who were
accustomed to societies with far more rigid social hierarchies and a servant/master lifestyle,
Louisa was determined to set up her house with as much help as possible, employing at one point
at least fifteen servants in their house in Washington on F Street, the same number of servants
they had employed in their diplomatic residence in Russia to prove their status and wealth
amongst the European courtiers.!®” Though the Adamses employed very few servants compared
to the great ambassadors of Europe, some of whom had upwards of three-hundred at their beck
and call like the French ambassador Caulaincourt, fifteen was considered respectable and
therefore passable as befitting elite society. Washington society with its sea of black slaves was
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therefore not a surprising sight for the Adamses, but it did mean that they had to find clever ways
to shield the fact that they did not have slaves in their keeping or the same numbers of help in the
house.

Once again, John Quincy and Louisa faced the same problem as they had abroad, in
having to make up for the lack of domestic help that others in the city flaunted. Most of the
wealthy women in Washington were southern during the Monroe years, as Elizabeth F. Ellet
recalled, and the republican court now glistened far brighter than it had in the 1790s with women
who had full teams of domestic servants or slaves on hand to help them shine in the social
season.'”? As Ellet put it, “the wealth of the sugar and cotton planters, and of the vast wheat
fields of the agricultural States, enabled Southern Senators and Representatives to keep their
carriages and liveried servants, and to maintain great state...A few of the richer members from
the North vied with Southern members in their style of living and entertainments; but so
inconsiderable was their number, that they furnished only exceptions to the rule.”!*!

It was a status problem that John Quincy and Louisa immediately felt upon arriving into
the capital in 1817. Indeed, John Quincy, in a desperate attempt to prove he and Louisa’s elite
and cosmopolitan status, would sometimes have their dinner parties secretly catered by
restaurants in Washington — a trick they had learned in St. Petersburg to disguise the fact that
they did not have the enormous kitchen staff that others had in the city.!®? It was a testament to
just how nobly the politicians in Washington lived and that the republican court was certainly
thriving. The fact that Louisa and John Quincy even felt the need to trick their guests into
thinking they were amongst the top elites in the city proves just how determined they were to
present themselves as the American elite, that they could entertain as well as any ‘southern
aristocrat.” The fact that there is no evidence to suggest that John Quincy and Louisa were
considered beneath the southern aristocrats, or laughed at or mocked for their social inferiorities,
says volumes about their cleverness and successful ability to disguise themselves as wealthier
and more socially elevated than they actually were.

Louisa’s views on elite society became a repetitive topic that she dwelled on time and
again during her four years in the White House. Writing privately in her Record of a Life
memoirs in 1825, Louisa bluntly stated what most Americans were hesitant to admit, that living
“among republicans” was “a thing very difficult to people who have lived in the European cities
as [ have found to my cost,” an experience which left her to conclude that “a Republick in theory
and a Republick in practice are two essentially different things as many wiser people have found
as well as my self.”!”3 Two years later, in 1827, she made these sentiments more known to her
friends and family, for while she was living in the White House as the nation’s first lady, Louisa
would write a parody dramatic piece about elite society in Washington, titled 7he Metropolitan
Kaleidoscope. It was a scathing attack on the different politicians and their wives whom she
encountered in Washington’s political high society, who were hardly concealed behind
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caricatured character descriptions. It was, in short, her way of calling out everyone in the capital
for failing to practice what they preached, that republicanism was a term that was said more than
it was believed. It was also her way perhaps of justifying her own controversial opinions about
American high society, by situating herself as the star of a drama in which those around her were
not so American — or, foreign - to her as they appeared to her in real life. By setting the drama in
aristocratic London, she could see with clearer eyes the scene happening around her in
Washington. In her drama, Washington City was thinly disguised as London, and Congress was
characterized as the English House of Lords. She and John Quincy were the stars of the drama,
named Lord and Lady Sharply, and all around them were Lords, Barons, Countesses, and all
manner of English aristocracy taking the stage in place of notable Americans. It was a brutal
attack on the key American politicians of the day and their efforts to play in the same league as
the real aristocrats, but more interestingly, it was Louisa’s interpretation of American elite
society. The fact that she saw little difference between the City of Washington and the elite
circles of London, or rather that she could tell that all of Washington society including herself
were trying to live up to the London example, is deeply indicative of her perception of
Washington being a place made for and run by an exclusive and classist high society. And not
just that, but a society in which she favorably found herself in a starring and almost regal role.

Clearly for the Adams family, the need to present themselves as upper class was far more than
just an attempt to brush shoulders with the southern slaveholding elites, foreign aristocrats, and
wealthy dignitaries. It was more importantly for them a way to showcase that their time abroad
had affected them and left them with a heightened sense of awareness of the cosmopolitan world,
as a way to demonstrate that they were indeed the American authority figures on all things
foreign, noble, and sophisticated. For Louisa, that need to shine as a cosmopolitan figure went
even deeper, for living the elite life based on European customs was not only desirable to her, but
natural. It was, for her, a great relief to live in Washington just as she had in London, with several
of the same servants, the same furnishings, and the same pace of a privileged social life. It was
not merely desirable, but familiar, which gave her the confidence to shine in the American capital
as if she were still amongst the court societies abroad.

As we will see in the next chapters, the elitist views of Abigail and Louisa Catherine
Adams were far from inconsequential, nor were the actions which stemmed from these views
ever simple or easy to fathom. Abigail was half patriotic and half elitist, half American and half
cosmopolitan. Louisa was barely American at all, and found herself a foreigner to republicanism,
and increasingly hostile to it as she saw more and more of the insufficiencies and hypocrisies in
the American class system. They were both women who held deeply complex and paradoxical
ideas about what it meant to be a first lady in a nation that was still trying to define its place in
the world. Their efforts to support and create the political culture in the early capital simply
cannot be understood without first understanding the mindset behind those actions. As this
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chapter has demonstrated, Abigail and Louisa were not only struggling to understand their own
elitist and monarchical-infused views about political society, but they were also struggling to find
ways to operate the social structure of the American capital in a way that could fit both the
republican and the Old World social systems. As the next chapters will suggest, this endeavor
was no easy task, and though the republican court that was developed from those views was a
success, it came at a politically consequential and long-lasting cost.
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Chapter Two

The Etiquette Question: Abigail Adams on Ceremonial Protocol and Social
Organization

Abigail Adams was one of the most active women involved in the creation of America’s early
republican court, a political and cultural environment that first and foremost relied on ceremony,
protocol, and courtly etiquette. Yet despite the importance of establishing a unified etiquette and
ceremonial protocol for the early republic’s political culture, for many years, up until nearly
today, the topics of early American ceremony, etiquette, and official protocol were subjects little
studied and rarely taken seriously by political historians. Indeed, there is a significant lack of
material on the subject before the 21 century, and those studies that do exist dominantly focus
on the 1790s rather than the latter decades of the early republic.

William Roosen was amongst the first historians to rethink the part ceremony and
etiquette played in the evolving creation of America’s first political culture, recognizing its
potential for serious study, especially considering that it still plays a vital part in state functions
today. In 1980, he lamented that when the topic of early republican ceremony was addressed
amongst American historians, it was generally ridiculed as “dull,” “a comedy,” “time-wasting,”
“ridiculous and trivial,” or a topic only fit for “amateur historians.”!** As he put it, “few
individuals today have any desire to study ceremonial. Those writing several decades ago
devoted long pages to describing the ceremonies themselves while giving little or no thought to
their significance.”®® Elaine Chalus and John F. Kasson joined him in stating that historians have
too little studied or taken seriously the “social aspects of politics” in the eighteenth century and
particularly women'’s central role in establishing America’s social organization, that etiquette and
manners “are generally a subject for anecdote, but rarely for analysis.”!*® Even in 1800, Abigail
Adams herself knew that ceremony and etiquette were subjects mistakenly deemed as
insignificant, yet “However trivial these things may appear to those who know not the etiquet of
courts — with those who do they are considerd with much meaning and have great weight in the
affairs of nations.”!”’

Nowadays, ideas about Europeanized court ceremony and etiquette and its significance to
the history of America’s budding foreign relations and political culture has very recently become
a topic of discussion thanks to the groundbreaking work of Fredrika J. Teute and David S.
Shields. Their work laid the foundations for the history of the republican court, which had not
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seriously been discussed since the late nineteenth century. Indeed, Teute and Shields have
lamented in just the last eight years that the royalist holdover of ceremony and etiquette is still
not taken seriously as a political construct in American history, for historians “still often fail to
grasp fully the centrality of manners to the self-understanding of the early republic.”!*® This lack
of scholarship is baffling, considering the early republic very clearly developed a curriculum in
the capital for etiquette and ceremonial protocol. As Catherine Allgor has rightly assessed,
Americans in the country’s beginnings were “doubly conscious of status and symbols” as a way
to promote the republican ideal, and this consciousness needs to be seriously examined.'*” After
all, as Lynn Hunt adds, “the exercise of power always required symbolic practices.”?%

Thus, this chapter will demonstrate by zooming in on the ceremonial ideas of Abigail
Adams, that these protocols and practices were foremost on the minds of the women in the early
capital, who had taken it upon themselves to command the social season’s general demeanor.
How capital citizens behaved and conducted themselves was a vital part of how the capital’s
society presented itself to the rest of the world. The women of the court emphasized the
importance of social conduct based on their perceptions of European gentility by dictating how
men and women were to behave in formal settings and in varying social occasions — at
receptions, salons, drawing rooms, state dinners, balls, and house calls.?’! In the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, a nation’s reputation was tightly linked to its social respectability,
or, how polite, polished, and cosmopolitan its people were. Ceremonial events and usages of
etiquette were recognized as symbols of national power. As Amy Hudson Henderson put it,
etiquette and ceremony were measuring sticks of a country’s “gentility, politeness, taste,
sociability, and civility” — all of which were needed for an elite community to thrive and receive
nods of approval from other culturally-similar nations.?%?

Until the signing of the Declaration of Independence, America had always been a
peripheral part of the British Empire, an afterthought in Parliament, a colonial little brother, and
an unpolished wilderness. Now Americans found themselves for the first time competing for
power and recognition amongst the long-established countries of the Old World. Foreign
dignitaries and the few curious travelers from Britain and Europe were certainly not silent about
their reviews of the American people, its government, its customs, its landscapes, arts and
sciences, and so on. So to be taken seriously as a world power in its own right, America would
have to step up and adopt many of the high society and monarchical norms which the
revolutionary ideology had inherently stood against. As the Adams family well knew, having
been considered the bottom of the elite barrel during their engagements in European foreign
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relations, establishing ceremonial etiquette and strict protocol for federal events was one way in
which America could easily portray itself as a strong civilized power, as a place not so different
from the established old countries across the Atlantic. Though many in America would shun the
Adamses’ desire to instill high forms of ritualized ceremonies and etiquette, John and Abigail
knew that it would be foolishly naive to think that Europeans would find dignity in a nation that
refused to demonstrate that dignity through recognizable traditional forms. A state’s power, they
knew, had to be displayed to be believed. Indeed, as Teute and Shields point out, “it was
manners, not laws or institutions, that entitled the United States to be numbered among the most
civilized nations.”?* The need to fit in and be taken seriously became an increasingly obsessive
problem for Americans in the capital, who every day were under obligations to please aristocratic
ambassadors and elite Americans who longed for the luxury and extravagances of metropolitan
life, whilst also maintaining the revolutionary rhetoric of frugality, simplicity, and republican
virtue. For John and Abigail, who had extensive experience dealing with those European elites,
the stakes to impress appeared even higher.

Republicanizing an age-old court system that had been created solely for a monarchical
elite society would be no easy task. First of all, the American people could not agree on one
uncontested definition of republicanism. There were far too many pre-Independence sub-cultures
existing across the eastern seaboard. After all, the seafaring and self-sufficient people of
Massachusetts shared little in common with the landed slave-holding elites of Virginia.
Meanwhile, a predominantly presbyterian Scottish community in Pennsylvania would not
necessarily view republicanism the same way that a Dutch community in upstate New York
would. Yet it was not merely a problem of Americans having regionally different ways of life, for
Americans across the eastern seaboard also hailed originally from innumerable sub-cultures in
England and other European countries, where they had held various religious, economic, ethnic,
and class differences which further affected the ways they interpreted republicanism and the role
of the American government. The United States was a union in theory, but its people were
anything but united in personal interests, behaviors, and manners.

Indeed, as Karen Ordahl Kupperman rightly puts it, the American people were
“international before they were national.”?** Americans were already culturally diverse at the
time of Independence, living in some places almost “clannishly,” which meant that etiquette and
manners, and ceremonial protocol, needed to be codified in the capital in order to be the glue that
tied Americans — particularly the elite Americans with power — together.?% If the United States
were to successfully portray itself as a sophisticated and cosmopolitan new world power, then its
elite leaders needed to find a way to unite people’s actions and behaviors. Everyone in the capital
would need to act seemingly as one American people. For how could America pass itself off as a
serious world power if foreign dignitaries found the American people so wanting in manners and
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etiquette? If one woman were to curtsey and one were to shake hands, the message coming
across would not be one of politeness, but instead a clear signal that Americans lacked the
regulated mannerisms that were crucial to late eighteenth century polite society, and by
extension, international ally-building. Regulating and setting the standards for etiquette and
ceremonial protocol was therefore an absolute necessity in the capital, and Abigail Adams
quickly became the central figure behind its formation.

With etiquette codified, all Americans — and all foreign dignitaries — could partake in the
same culture without fear of committing any social faux pas. Ironically then, in order to maintain
republicanism, those with authority had to adopt a degree of aristocratic condescension, to
preside over social order and social norms.?% After all, as William Roosen rightly puts it,
“creating an elaborate body of rules governing the behavior of participants and also the
widespread practice of agreeing beforehand on even the minutest detail of ceremonies greatly
lessened the possibility of a wrong message being sent or perceived.”??” Americans may have
spoken in great praise of their republican ideology, but in practice they were still fascinated by
European grandeur and eager to carve out a strong place amongst the European world powers. To
be worthy of notice, the American elite had to adopt the mannerisms and protocols of their
foreign equivalents, to ensure that America operated in a way that would be recognizable and
acceptable to European visitors.2?® If national reputation depended on foreign opinion, then those
in the capital needed to do everything in their power to ensure that opinion would be positive.?”

Besides, there was no republican precedent to follow, no foreign example to look to for
guidance in establishing a large republican government. To be the first modern government of its
kind was a serious and lonesome burden to bear.?!? The founders never truly defined how the
American capital’s social scene would operate, and they certainly never took much interest in
how the capital’s political culture would operate.?!! Yet having no better alternative, no clear
guidelines on how to go about creating a republican society, and being keen to associate with
European people and governments, England and France were the obvious models which the early
republicans looked up to as they strategized how best to incorporate a dignified and
internationally-respected court system into a republican setting. A setting which, by its nature,
ran counter to practically everything the Old World monarchical courts stood for. Yet Americans
— not knowing any other system — still craved a connection to monarchical-style ceremony, so
courtly etiquette prevailed over America’s capital society throughout the administrations of the
first six presidents.?!
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This chapter will therefore be a close tie-in and necessary follow-up to the previous
chapter, by examining Abigail Adams’s part in establishing the first republican court during the
George Washington and John Adams administrations. We have already assessed Abigail’s
controversial views about the role of elitism and social distinctions in the capital. Now we will
examine how she used those ideas to establish courtly events and ceremonial protocols, all of
which were directly inspired by the royal court precedents that she had witnessed abroad. This
chapter will therefore take a close look at Abigail’s central part in setting the rules of official
court-style etiquette and protocols, and how ceremonial and state events would operate. For
instance, how did Abigail incorporate European etiquette into republican high society, and how
did she justify these actions? This chapter will also examine the kind of monarchical social
events that Abigail helped establish in the 1790s by taking a closer look at her introduction of
European-style salons, ceremonial levees, and drawing rooms, and how she expected men and
women to behave in these settings. Though Martha Washington tends to be the chief focus of
most republican court studies, this chapter will emphasize just how integral Abigail was to the
Europeanized court culture that arose in the 1790s in New York and Philadelphia. By suggesting
that Abigail actually held a far stronger influence than Martha did over the social scene in the
capital, we will find a very different view of the capital’s origin story, one that highlights the
Adams family as being far more vital to America’s cultural beginnings than has ever before been
addressed.?!

By the 1790s, it was immediately clear to Abigail Adams that American society and culture was
not as far removed from European luxury and indulgences as she had imagined prior to her
journey to Europe. The rustic and socially homogenous America which she had envisioned
during the American Revolution had never really emerged after the signing of the Treaty of Paris.
Where Abigail had envisioned women wearing homespun, she found imported crates of silks
from France. Where she had imagined humble domesticity she found lavish ballrooms, French
dancing lessons, and expensive dinners.?!* She expected that after the revolution she would
simply return to her farm life in Braintree, yet now she found herself a very public figure in one
of America’s richest and most bustling cities. Philadelphia, still the capital when John and
Abigail stepped into the presidential mansion in the spring of 1797, had never been on a
trajectory towards anything resembling quiet or humble. It was America’s most fashionable and
cosmopolitan city, the most welcoming to elite foreigners, and also then the country’s largest
city, with a long history of social stratifications with gaping division lines.?!> The elite circles of
Philadelphia ranked amongst the top wealthiest people in the country. The city was practically
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run by socialites like the fashionable Binghams, who had an unquenchable desire to adopt the
social polish of the English and especially the French.?!® Anne Willing Bingham, one of
America’s early female celebrities, and who like the Adamses had spent time in France, England,
and the Netherlands, established a strong elite social network in Philadelphia centered in her
mansion house, which attracted every notable local and visitor in the city, including the
Adamses.?!” Anyone who wished to please the elites of Philadelphia were seemingly forced to
take cue from her, rendering high society in America’s early capital unavoidably lavish and
exclusive.

Meanwhile, the foreign elites also stole the spotlight in Philadelphia. Members of French
royalty as well as self-exiled revolutionaries who had fled to Philadelphia throughout the 1790s,
like the Duke d’ Orleans, the Duke de La Rochefoucauld-Liancourt, Charles-Maurice de
Talleyrand-Périgord, the Duke de Montpensier, the Vicomte de Noailles, and Louis Philippe (the
future king of France), all quickly became local celebrities and flaunted their status as if
Philadelphia were the new court of Versailles.?!® And, by all measures, Philadelphia was
certainly America’s closest equivalent at the end of the eighteenth century. Whereas Washington
would be a city built without social precedents, literally rising out of the nothing of a marshland,
Philadelphia was already a thriving paradise for those who could afford to enjoy it when the
republican court arrived.

When asked by George Washington how she could “realish the simple manners of
America after having been accustomed to those of Europe,” Abigail replied that where she found
simple manners she “esteemed them,” yet she thought the Americans situated in Philadelphia
“approachd much nearer to the Luxery and manners of Europe than most persons were sensible
of, and that we had our full share of taste and fondness for them.”?!* Where before Independence,
she would have blindly upbraided anyone who saw to adopt European social customs and highly
refined manners, she could now see that America could indeed benefit from attaining a
republicanized version of gentility and elite polish. After all, Abigail’s views on elite society had
gone through a revolution of its own in the 1780s, as the previous chapter suggested, and now
that she found herself at the center of America’s own elite society, she found her elevated place
more to her liking than she ever could have predicted. Whereas the Abigail of the revolution
would have criticized her own adherence to social distinctions and exclusive society gatherings,
she now welcomed elite social invitations with a newfound eagerness to partake in the American
version of the social circles she had grown accustomed to abroad.

Writing in December 1790 to Nabby — who was now married and living in New York —
Abigail discussed her newfound social life as the second most important woman in politics,
expressing her eagerness to join the elite circles of Philadelphia: “I have received many
invitations to tea and cards, in the European style...I should like to be acquainted with these
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people.”??° By now it had already been established that the political scene in the federal capital
of Philadelphia was to be a “court,” directly inspired by the social precedents long established in
monarchical and imperial Europe. Abigail herself would use the word court to refer to the
political environment in the capital, without seeming to give the concept a second thought.
Everyday trivial letters such as her February 21%, 1791 letter to Nabby reveal how informally the
term had entered into her political vocabulary: “On Thursday last I dined with the President, in
company with the ministers and ladies of the court.”??! Yet, for all its elitist pretensions, manners
and ceremonial etiquette in the federal circles of New York and Philadelphia were far from
codified, nor had they been introduced yet when Abigail arrived at the side of First Lady Martha
Washington. It was a subject which needed to be addressed, and fast, for it was clear that the rich
Europeans and American political families arriving into New York were totally unsure of how to
approach one another — what were the etiquette rules republicans were expected to follow, and
how were Europeans to acknowledge these rules? Were Europeans expected to even follow
them? Americans abroad were expected to adapt to the etiquette and ceremonial standards of the
Old World, yet what would be the opposite scenario? America had not yet decided upon these
questions, but women like Martha Washington and Abigail Adams were at the forefront of
swiftly arranging those precedents.

Abigail had long noted the confusion amongst Europeans in their interactions with
Americans, a problem she had noticed during her time in France and England, having
experienced firsthand the conversations which inevitably arose about forms of address. After all,
European aristocrats could hardly address American elites as titled equals, but, what could be the
republican equivalents? As early as 1787, Nabby mentioned in her diary an exchange between
she and her mother and the Grecian Count Lusi: “The Count was very inquisitive about America,
the manners and customs...He complains of the sociability of the English, and inquired
respecting the manners of the Americans.”??? Abigail recorded a similar exchange in 1786 with
the English painter John Cranch, who in writing to Abigail expressed his apologies for not
knowing the proper forms of address towards Americans: “being much ignorant of the republican
distinctions of preeminency in title, as well as of American etiquette in general, I must anticipate
your pardon for any errors in that kind.”>?* Clearly, if the republican court was to thrive and
present American political society on an equal footing with the Old World countries, whose rich
elites were everyday pouring into New York and Philadelphia, then forms of etiquette, protocol,
and standardized court ceremonial events would need to be established. Like in the courts of
Europe, with so many people in residence at the capital from so many diverse cultures and
governmental backgrounds, a uniform standard for social behavior and social occasions would
need to be regulated to maintain not only a sense of confidence and dignity as a rising world
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power, but also to maintain an equalizing peace amongst the diverse nationalities present in
Philadelphia.

Amongst the first points of protocol which Martha and Abigail made strides to codify
were the etiquette rules for calling and visiting. Making house visits to the other prominent
women in the capital — typically those in political families or those with wealth and community
distinctions — was a vital part of political culture during the early republic. One’s politeness and
understanding of gentility were serious aspects of their social standing in the countries of the Old
World, and it was one of the first points which Americans incorporated into their elite political
culture. Whereas the men in office took part in congressional debates, lawmaking, and all
manner of direct political action, their wives and daughters were making the more informal
social visits — not so different from those long practiced in diplomatic relations. Maintaining
friendships and political allies could be achieved by social means in informal home settings with
tea and polite conversation.

As America’s federal scene evolved in the first decades of the country’s beginnings, the
etiquette around calling — particularly who was expected to make the first call — would take on an
increasingly significant meaning. By the 1820s the etiquette of calling would reach a boiling
point as social hierarchies grew more divided, but in the days of Martha Washington and Abigail
Adams it was simply a system of social organization adopted and adapted from Europe, though
especially from England. Abigail had already experienced this long-established social norm in
Paris and London, where she mulled over her own take on the traditions. By the time she had left
Auteuil and had moved into the Adamses’ fashionable townhouse in London’s Grosvenor
Square, she had taken it upon herself to establish her own rules for calling, “it is an invariable
rule with me to receive the first visit.”??* She would carry that precedent to New York and
Philadelphia as the wife of the vice president, assuming for herself a regal air of superiority to all
but the Washingtons: “I have laid down one rule which is, not to make any morning visits
myself, and in an afternoon after six oclock I can return 15 or 20.”2%5 Abigail would return any
visits made to her on a near daily basis, but she would never condescend to make the first visit to
anyone, including the foreign elites, since all were below her in perceived social status, even
though social hierarchies did not actually exist in the republic. It was, however, a way to ensure
respect was given to her as the second most senior woman in the country, and to maintain the
English holdover of social distinctions as a form of social stability.

Calling was not therefore simply a way to ensure political ties between families, but more
importantly it was a way to ensure that foreign elites knew their place when they arrived into the
American capital. Writing of Elizabeth Merry, the wife of the British diplomat to the United
States under Jefferson’s first administration, Abigail remarked that “Mrs Merry can only do as
the dutchess le Vanguyon did at the Hague, she refused to make the first visit to the princess of
orange, the princess the daughter & sister of a king and the consort of a prince, thought it
descending from her rank and dignity to yeald. The consequence was Madam never went to
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court, nor into any other society.”?? In other words, real aristocratic seniority — that of the
foreign elites in the capital who held actual titles - needed to be suppressed and discouraged for
the republic to thrive, especially considering many foreign elites proudly flaunted their social
distinctions in the capital as if to lord over the untitled republicans. Abigail knew fully well that
social hierarchies loomed large over the European diplomatic scene, and she knew those
hierarchies could be a danger to the American republic if foreign elites tried to exhibit their
enviable status in America. Thus, in an ironic twist of fate, women like Abigail attempted to
thwart European seniority by assuming for themselves a higher seniority. By adopting the same
courtly rules of calling, Abigail could assume the upper hand which the European elites held in
their own countries.

Though republicanism inherently implied a lack of social hierarchies and seniority,
Abigail knew that without expecting some degree of homage she and Martha Washington would
not be addressed with the level of respect expected for wives of the heads of state. After all, as
Abigail put it — ever outward looking towards what foreigners would think of the United States —
“a Nation which does not respect itself cannot expect to receive it from others.”??” Martha and
Abigail may not have been queens, but they were the closest American equivalents, and as public
figures in their own right as the wives of the president and vice president, they needed to ensure
that people viewed them as women with the same seniority as any of the royal women overseas.
Compared to Washington City in the 1820s, the custom of calling in the 1790s was practically a
non-issue. Martha and Abigail returned so few visits, and the rules were so basic — and so
restrictive — that there was almost no cause for any woman to complain of their misconduct. And,
as we will see in the next chapter in the assessment of Louisa Catherine Adams’s experience of
calling two decades later, the fabric of the etiquette rules surrounding house visits would
gradually become so tangled and so specific that practically no one knew what the rules were.
But in the 1790s, Martha and Abigail left no room for anyone to question their level of seniority
in the capital, and the custom was followed without the fear of social faux pas being committed.

Of course, calling was not the only point of etiquette which Martha and Abigail
established in the 1790s. The European practices of holding courtly occasions — formal dinners,
lavish balls, drawing rooms, salons, and ceremonial levees — were quickly adopted and adapted
to fit the republican capital’s elite milieu. Levees, or ‘public’ receptions, had long been an
established and expected rite of court ceremony, dating back to the days of Louis XIV when a
few specially selected people were invited to Versailles to meet the king, nearly all of them
hailing from the highest social circles in France, including the king’s ministers and aristocratic
favorites. It was a chance for his court to briefly meet the king in his bedchamber, to exchange a
few words of small talk or the day’s business, and then be ushered away with a feeling of awe. In
Louis XIV’s time, levees were morning events so people could attend as the Sun King arose for
the day, as if he represented the sunrise itself.??® England adopted the ceremony in the early
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eighteenth century, and transformed the practice into a circular assembly-type event in which
select elites were invited to briefly meet the king and exchange a few words of small talk — a
practice still in use today. The king’s levees were held at specific times, and guests would be
introduced by a chamberlain or a master of ceremonies, who had already given the guests the
rules of etiquette before they ever entered the room.??°

George and Martha Washington, as well as John and Abigail, adopted the same
ceremonial protocol for their individual social occasions, based purely on the formal events at
Versailles and St. James. However, Martha and Abigail’s drawing rooms were not so much
designed as spaces where people could simply meet the president and vice-president and their
wives, but rather they were designed with the intention to exhibit what elite American manners
and ceremonial etiquette should be. The drawing rooms and levees of the early republican court
offered the easiest solution to demonstrate and by example teach the American elite from across
the eastern seaboard how men and women in the capital should behave. The fact that the
American elite needed to be taught courtly etiquette speaks volumes about Martha and Abigail’s
commitment to ensuring that royal court traditions held an immediate and very visible place in
the American capital. Their events sent a very stark message that republican egalitarianism was
not to be tolerated in the presence of the leaders of the country. But whereas critics of the court,
most noticeably Jefferson, expressed horror that drawing rooms and levees were to be imitated
and perpetuated in the republic based on the most elitist events in Europe, for Abigail they
merely represented a visible way for the American elite to come together to learn state protocol
as one united people, and by doing so, to ensure that the American elite appeared polished,
worldly, and cohesive when foreign emissaries arrived.

The problem, of course, was that Martha and Abigail’s events, despite their good
intentions, did inevitably appear far more aristocratic and courtlier than anything resembling
republican. Some republican court historians have tried to demonstrate that American drawing
rooms and levees were less grand and showy than their European models, in an effort to maintain
the patriotic agenda of American biographical studies. Some have also claimed that American
court events were somehow distinct from their European precedents, though I must argue that
there is little evidence that these events actually were less regal in appearance or behaviors.?3°
Indeed, the only discernible difference was that Martha and Abigail served ice-creams and
lemonade rather than savory dishes and expensive wines to their guests.?}! Besides the serving
tables, there was no real difference between the drawing rooms and levees of America versus
those of France and England.

As early as May 1789, Martha set Friday evenings aside for her weekly drawing rooms,
and George set his for Tuesdays, at which only “eminent persons” and those from respectable
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families were invited and courtly protocol was strictly set in place.?*? To create the social circle,
Washington had a round reception room added to the presidential mansion, which would be
recreated at the White House several years later for the same occasions. The oval room — now
used as the Oval Office — would have been the main room guests saw when they were invited to
greet the president and the first lady at their ceremonial levees.?** Abigail, noting the social
characteristics of Martha’s drawing rooms at the presidential mansion, recorded the events as
thus:

“the form of reception is this, the servants announce - & col Humphries or mr

Lear — receives every Lady at the door, & Hands her up to mrs Washington to

whom she makes a most Respectfull curtzey and then is seated without noticeing

any of the rest of the company. The pressident then comes up and speaks to the

Lady, which he does with a grace dignity & ease, that leaves Royal George far

behind him. The company are entertaind with Ice creems & Lemonade, and retire

at their pleasure performing the same ceremony when they quit the Room...I

propose to fix a Levey day soon.”?3*
Abigail’s own levees would follow the exact same pattern, yet Abigail scheduled more than just
levees — she in fact put together a constant rotation of events on a weekly basis, on top of her
already constant calendar of returning social calls and visits. On Mondays she hosted receptions
or salon-like drawing rooms; on Wednesdays she served elaborate dinners; and on Thursdays she
held levees, rendering herself and John, and their home, major fixtures in the republican court’s
social operations and its informal political agendas. Abigail’s descriptions of her drawing room
receptions in America versus the monarchical predecessor events abroad bear almost the same
wording. Take for instance her description of a court event at St. James in London, at which the
above paragraph could just as easily fit the scene. Exchange president for king and it is
practically the same description:

“The King enters the room and goes round to the right, the Queen and princesses

to the left. The Lord in waiting presents you to the King and the Lady in waiting

does the same to her Majesty. When he came to me, Lord Onslow said, Mrs.

Adams, upon which I drew of my right hand Glove, and his Majesty saluted my

left cheek...Persons are not placed according to their rank in the drawing room,

but tranciently...to have to go round to every person and find something to say to

all, is paying dearly for their Rank. They do it however with great affability, and

give general satisfaction.”?
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Abigail’s descriptions of ladies’ drawing rooms in London’s aristocratic society also garnered a
similar description to that of the drawing rooms in Philadelphia. Indeed, one event could easily
have been mistaken for the other based on her descriptions:

“I believe I once promised to give you an account of that Kind of visiting call'd

“Ladies Route...” The Lady of the House receives her company at the door of the

drawing Room, where a set number of Curtizes are given; and received, with as

much order, as is necessary for a soldier who goes through the different

Evolutions of his excercise... It is no unusual thing to have your Rooms so

crouded that not more than half the company can sit at once, Yet this is calld

Society and Polite Life. They treat their company with Coffe tea Lemonade and

cake. I know of but one agreeable circumstance attending these parties which is

that you may go away when you please without disturbing any body.”3¢
Just as the receptions at St. James strictly adhered to a regulated system of social hierarchies in
which men and women played the parts allotted to them, so too were the same hierarchies
expected in the receptions at the republican court of Martha and Abigail. As guests trickled into
the oval room, they would be introduced by the president’s aides, and would then find the
president and the first lady seated on a raised platform (a throne in all but name), upon which a
little light conversation would be had and the guests would be greeted by the president in ““a stiff
and regal demeanor.”?” Indeed, even the shaking of hands — which had become common
amongst Americans — was forbidden in favor of bows and curtseys to social superiors.?*® Some
women attempted to take Abigail’s place at the side of Martha, but these women were quickly
shown their place, as Abigail noted one evening in January 1790: “in the Evening I attended the
drawing Room, it being mrs W - - s publick day. My station is always at the right hand of Mrs W.
I find it some times occupied, but on such occasion the President never fails of Seeing that it is
relinquishd for me, and having removed Ladies Several times, they have now learnt to rise &
give it me, but this between our selves, as all distinction you know is unpopular.”?* Clearly there
was an awareness that the receptions were regulated too closely to the royal precedents, and
Abigail knew that her part in the making of these social distinctions ran against republican
egalitarianism, but she nevertheless adopted the same ceremonial protocols of enforced
hierarchical rules when she became first lady.

Catherine Allgor, Elizabeth F. Ellet, Sandra Moats, and a host of other scholars on the
republican court have all suggested that Abigail simply “copied” the format of Martha’s courtly
events. 240 Moats went so far as to suggest that “Adams’s presidency began with a ceremonial
blankness that would characterize his entire term,” and that he and Abigail merely “hosted the
presidential requisite levees, drawing room, and dinners that the Washingtons had instituted,”
offering “these events more out of social obligation than as a complement to a coherent political
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program...Given Adams’s earlier enthusiasm for majesty and titles, one might have expected his
presidential legacy to include a ceremonial renaissance that emulated and even rivaled the
practices found in European courts.”**! Yet this view is wholly unfair to John and Abigail on
multiple levels, and it dismisses and downplays Abigail’s part in setting the precedents of the
court’s social and ceremonial system. We ought to press the matter further by suggesting a more
complex discussion by viewing Abigail not as a reluctant successor to Martha, but instead as an
eager contributor to the republican court in her own right. Or, as Fredrika Teute and David
Shields have put it, “let us imagine Abigail Adams not in the meditative solitude of her
household in Braintree, but at the center of a metropolitan company of men and especially
women of learning, sensibility, and taste. And let us imagine this company actively publicizing
an ideal of civility.”?*?

The fact that Martha and Abigail hosted their social occasions in much the same manner
raises an important question that republican court historians have never addressed — to what
extent were the precedents set by Martha actually influenced by Abigail, rather than the other
way round? Why have we so blindly given the bulk of the credit to Martha? Is it simply because
she was the first first lady? After all, it was Abigail, not Martha or any other woman, who first
referred to the social atmosphere in the capital as a “court,” a term which even some of the most
elite in the capital were reluctant to use.?** Besides, since John Adams had far less political duties
than the president, he and Abigail had more time on their hands to think about how a republican
capital’s social scene should look like and how it should operate. Furthermore, as Jeanne E.
Abrams reminds us, Martha was aware of the need to have an elite culture in the capital, but it
was Abigail who actually “brought a more sophisticated understanding of the ways in which she
and other elite women could influence public opinion and political culture.”?** And let us not
also forget that it was John and Abigail who for a time insisted that Washington be addressed as
“His Majesty,” an error in judgement which John and Abigail still have not lived down in
historical assessments to this day.

Jeanne E. Abrams has, perhaps too generously, called Abigail’s defenses of the republican
court a mistaken lapse in judgment, but, as I must argue, Abigail’s actions and writings were
more than likely not insensibly done, but instead deliberate moves towards maintaining pre-
revolutionary social hierarchies and elite manners, since she more than most knew that the stakes
to please foreign elites was enormously high.?*° Indeed, take for instance Abigail’s defense of
George Washington cruising around New York City with six horses to his carriage, a fact which
some Americans took as a sign of monarchical emulation. Rather than taking the side of the
president’s republican critics, Abigail responded that Washington was doing exactly what was
“perfectly consistent with his Station,” and that he ought to be even more monarchical. “I think
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he ought to have still more state,” she pressed, “& time will convince our Country of the
necessity of it.”?# It does too much credit to Abigail’s patriotism to assume that her courtly ideas
and elitist actions were simply social errors unconsciously committed. If we instead view
Abigail’s actions as deliberate, we must also therefore interpret her involvement as a cultural
trendsetter to be far more elite and much more complex than has previously been suggested.

Furthermore, very few of Martha’s letters to Abigail have survived and most of them are
short and of the ‘how do you do’ variety, which offers historians little real evidence to go by in
assuming that Martha held the reigns over the early republican court. We also know, as Jeanne E.
Abrams and Elizabeth F. Ellet have both pointed out, that Martha was far from eager to take on
the role of the first lady, and she often made it clear that she missed living freely and less visibly
within Virginian high class society.?*” Indeed, as Ellet confirmed by firsthand statements from
people who had lived during the Washington administrations, George Washington received most
of his advice for the republican court not from Martha, but from his political aides and advisors,
most notably Alexander Hamilton (who also had never stepped foot into European court
society).?*® For Martha, the establishment of the republican court was not an exciting moment of
cultural trendsetting, but a chore that wore her down. George only slightly embraced his new
social role as president with a greater eagerness than Martha did as first lady, though not by
much.

Within the small collection of Martha’s surviving letters, there is no record of how
Martha came to set up the republican court’s social functions as a woman who had never
experienced a court setting before. Martha had never lived abroad, had no firsthand experience
with court life, and had not met as many foreign elites as Abigail had met. Just because Martha
was the first first lady does not necessarily signify, nor is there any great evidence to suggest,
that the republican court’s ceremonial precedents were of her own making. She has, I would
argue, been given too much credit as a major influence on the political culture of the early capital
and its court. Abigail, on the other hand, knew exactly how the elites of Europe interacted at
receptions and levees and what protocols were to be expected to maintain social order and
hierarchical distinctions. Furthermore, as Fredrika Teute and David Shields point out, Martha
was uncomfortable in the limelight and lacked a “fluency of conversation” and “natural
congeniality,” and she shied when she could from being a public figure, not wishing to render
herself an example for society. Even George was often criticized by his guests for being too
awkwardly stiff and serious in his stately duties, and he could scarcely manage to get through
idle small talk with his guests. The Washingtons were celebrated, but by no means exciting hosts.
Take for instance Senator William Maclay’s description of one of Washington’s mixed gender
dinner parties at the presidential mansion in New York:

“It was the most solemn dinner ever I sat at. Not a health drank; scarce a word

said until the cloth was taken away...Indeed, I had liked to have been thrown out
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in the hurry; but I got a little wine in my glass, and passed the ceremony. The

ladies sat a good while, and the bottles passed about; but there was a dead silence

almost. Mrs. Washington at last withdrew with the ladies. I expected the men

would now begin, but the same stillness remained. The President now and then

said a sentence or two on some common subject... We did not sit long after the

ladies retired. The President rose, went upstairs to drink coffee; the company

followed. I took my hat and came home.”?%

Abigail, on the other hand, was far more interested and involved in the social side of the political
scene around her, and found herself at home amongst the republican court.?>° It was Abigail,
Teute and Shields suggest, who “forged” and “embraced” the role of the first lady before she had
even risen to the station.?®! It is impossible to know to what extent Abigail actually influenced
Martha, rather than the other way round, but whatever the case, what is clear is that the two
women were certainly united in their efforts to recreate the court scenes of Europe, and that
partnership and Abigail’s overseeing part in it deserves further attention from scholars of the
early republic. After all, we know that George Washington looked to John Adams and John Jay
for courtly advice — and goodness knows John was ready and willing to give it - and it is
extremely likely that Martha sought Abigail’s advice in much the same manner, considering that
we also know that the two women privately confided in each other and spent a great deal of time
in each other’s’ company.?*?

Furthermore, as Abigail had indicated, in the 1790s the social protocols being set by
Martha were not officially codified, or necessarily clearly communicated to the other women in
the capital. The fact that some women assumed they had the right to stand at Martha’s side, in
place of Abigail — who had the seniority over the congressional wives — clearly reveals that the
women of Philadelphia did not know that they were doing wrong, or at least, they knew there
would be no serious consequences for their actions. Considering that the rules of etiquette and
social organization were not strictly codified or treated as law meant that Abigail, when she
became first lady, could have easily altered the precedents set by Martha, yet she very
significantly did not. Writing to Martha in February 1797, mere weeks before she became the
second first lady, Abigail praised Martha’s leadership over the republican court, professing “I
will endeavour to follow Your steps and by that means hope I Shall not essentially fall Short in
the discharge of My Duties.”?>3 Abigail was a bold and opiniated woman, always quick to point
out the slightest faults she saw in others and in the political system, and surely if she believed
that Martha’s way of operating the court was problematic she would have quickly set about
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making changes. Yet Abigail clearly believed that Martha had set up the republican court without
error, and unlike the first ladies who succeeded them, Abigail was the only woman of the early
republic’s first ladies not to make major changes to the social and cultural norms established for
rank and ceremonial etiquette. However, we should not take this fact as evidence that Abigail
was an uninterested first lady. It is not far-fetched to conclude that Martha was likely just as
influenced by Abigail’s input as Abigail was by Martha’s, and that the two women were setting
the social precedents for the capital’s high society fogether as a close working partnership. How
else might Martha have understood and adopted the many intricacies of European court
traditions?

Whatever the case, we can certainly conclude that Abigail and Martha were in solid
agreement about how social occasions should function and what rules of etiquette guests were to
follow, meaning Abigail was almost certainly feeding Martha information on how best to
proceed to render Philadelphia a capital worthy of the palaces of the Old World. Based on a rare
surviving letter from Martha to Abigail in February 1797, just weeks before John Adams was
sworn in as America’s second president, Martha clearly expressed her confidence in Abigail’s
abilities to take the reins as first lady, implying that she believed Abigail had a better grasp on the
role than Martha had: “With in your self, you possess a guide more certain than any I can give, to
direct you.”?>* The letter implies that Martha saw Abigail as the expert on court practices, as she
was by comparison, which strengthens the argument that Abigail had a far greater hand in setting
the precedents of the first republican court than has before now been recognized. Indeed,
whereas Washington could depend on the advice of his cabinet, particularly the advice of
Alexander Hamilton, in his efforts to establish men’s part in the republican court, Martha had no
such guiding group to turn to, and Abigail was her closest ally in political and social status.?>>

Yet there was one crucial difference between the republican courts of Martha and Abigail,
and that was Abigail’s effort to evolve Philadelphia’s drawing rooms and receptions into more
politicized salons. Abigail’s salons were rooted to the French meaning of the term, but she
deliberately transformed them into an even more enlightened atmosphere of mixed gender
inclusion in which women could take an unapologetic stance in political debates and discussions.
Abigail knew very well that French female aristocrats and courtiers held enormous influence
behind the political scenes, yet salonnieres held little immediate power, a fact that clearly
frustrated her. The salons of ancien régime France, as Jeanne E. Abrams and Susan Branson
point out, were rarely politicized events, and the women who hosted them merely shrank from
controversial political topics. As Abrams put it, “Parisian salons prior to the French Revolution
were in reality much less egalitarian than previously thought, and political discussions, which
were officially forbidden, were rare, if they existed at all. The French salons were primarily run
and attended by members of the aristocracy, who were closely connected to the royal court, and
in practice the women who presided acted only as hostesses with little, if any, political
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agency.”?*® By contrast, Abigail’s salons provided women in the capital with their first true
participatory way to engage in the politics and debates of the day, which not only empowered a
disenfranchised portion of the city’s elite population, but also paved the way for women to
indirectly affect political ideas in the founding era of American politics.?*” As Branson put it,
“women had always talked politics — at the tea table, in the bed chamber, and at dancing
assemblies. What transpired in the 1790s was not a break with the past, but rather a widening of
scope, an increasing of opportunities, and a raising of the stakes...In the process women became
more acute politicians.”?>® Given the fact that Martha Washington held relatively little interest in
politics, it is almost certain that Abigail was the chief mastermind behind these mixed-gender
politicized salons, having already participated in their French and English equivalents and
realizing their potential for civic usefulness in the republic’s own elite society.

For Abigail, the French salons were not intellectual or inclusive enough, and though she
adopted the social model for her own drawing room events, she very pointedly expected her
salons to be mixed gender spaces and freely political social gatherings, capable of swaying
political opinions and party agendas. As a news-hungry woman herself, salons offered the perfect
chance for her to give women in the capital a social space in which they could be heard and seen,
whilst at the same time carving out a space for the serious intellectual activity that she craved.
‘Remembering the ladies’ was, after all, her greatest advice as the United States was in its state
of creation. For her, salons were spaces that needed to encourage women’s involvement in
politics, albeit informally, and by adopting and then recreating the elite French salons into
political and freely intellectual republican spaces, she set the important precedent of giving
women in the United States capital a place to exercise not only their political agency but also
their right to think and speak with an autonomy that offered them the power to seriously reshape
the political culture of the country.

Abigail’s use of the French salon culture was a major stepping point in the history of
women’s political autonomy in the United States, and one that ought to be seriously examined as
a vastly significant aspect of the early republican court. The court was not simply a holdover
from monarchical political culture, it was by Abigail’s estimation and efforts, a social
environment that offered women a very active place to be a part of the political environment, to
alter public opinion and to influence political decisions. By this reckoning, Abigail was not
merely the hostess of a gilded and showy cultural scene, but a figurehead in her own right paving
a way for republican women’s political agency via social traditions that were deeply rooted in
aristocratic and courtly elite precedents. Ironically then, Abigail had transformed a European
cultural tradition that had long denied women a political voice into an Americanized social
institution committed to women’s right to the freedom of speech. It was a major achievement of
the republican court, and a clear sign that Abigail was readily willing to adopt and enhance
European elite traditions for the sake of the court’s progressive agendas.
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Abigail’s salons were thus not merely imitative social gatherings for elites to express
witty remarks with one another as they were in the drawing room circles of Martha Washington
and the Binghams, but instead they were social events more grounded in the traditional
Enlightenment meaning of the word, as discussion groups designed to offer a serious way for
men and women to meet together to openly discuss the political news of the day. Abigail, as a
voracious news reading woman, was eager to have women included in state building concerns,
and she knew that salons were the ideal way to allow women a seat at the table under the
seemingly apolitical disguise of gentile socializing. Abigail set up her salon exactly as the
women of France had done, designating herself as the head of the room to promote free and
uncensored political discussions amongst a mixed sex group of guests. In settings such as these,
elite manners and the language of polite society could be practiced, all the while giving women a
voice amongst political and diplomatic men.

Just like the salons in France, Abigail’s salons and drawing room events were neither
private nor public events, nor were they designed for entertainment, but instead they were events
that existed solely for an exclusive elite community who were eager to showcase a cosmopolitan
flair and an intellectual polish. In this way, Abigail took cue from the precedents of the French
salons and enhanced them to be even more exclusive and even more polished than their French
counterparts, for in France one could get by at such an event with only a sparkling sense of wit,
humor, and polish, but in Abigail’s salons one had to also prove their intellectual worth as well,
as if everyone in attendance was expected to be the reincarnation of the mid-eighteenth-century
philosophes. Abigail had thus risen her salon expectations to a near impossible height, but one
that eagerly embraced strong minded and politically interested women. As Jeanne E. Abrams has
assessed, Abigail’s salons “were far from mere private domestic entertainments, as were common
in France, and the American version served as a conduit to knit disparate elements in the new
republic together and foster wider support, performing a vital function in the process of nation-
building.”?>® Abigail’s salons, like those of Madame de Staél, Madame de Lambert, and Madame
Dupin before her, would be places to exhibit America’s civility and polish, as well as an informal
social setting in which men and women could freely express political and intellectual opinions
without the fear of newspapermen overhearing. It was especially important that elite foreigners
were in attendance at these salon gatherings to see firsthand that America was no longer a
peripheral wilderness but instead a growing cosmopolitan force that was capable of the same
level of Enlightenment as the old European power centers.?%°

The Binghams were already holding French-style salons at their mansion house in
Philadelphia, with a focus on leisurely and amusing conversation that sometimes bordered on
political, but it was Abigail who transformed the city’s social occasions into intellectual state
events, which in turn gave the women in the capital their first taste of true elite egalitarianism,
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rendering them the equivalents to the great and influential court women of France such as
Madame de Pompadour.?$! Abigail herself had a deep fondness for political discussion, and had
always felt strongly that women had a voice that ought to be taken seriously as the republic
began to define its social norms. Indeed, as Fredrika Teute and David Shields point out, Abigail
was the first first lady to understand the importance of public opinion as a tool that could be
politically significant.?? State and formal events were not merely occasions to practice and
regulate refined manners and etiquette, as they largely had been under the Washington
administrations, but they could instead be a destination point for political and intellectual-minded
women looking for an outlet for their ideas, beliefs, and opinions about the world in which their
husbands and sons held power.

As Teute and Shields put it, Abigail’s salons had “the cosmopolitanism of the French
salon with its hetero-sociability” as well as the “civil sorority found in certain British women’s
circles, a domain of private society that, while permitting mixed conversation, also enabled
women to project public concerns — to reform manners, cultivate taste, and critique culture.”?%3
Abigail’s salons were a way for women to simultaneously boast of their own social status whilst
at the same time incorporate themselves into serious discussions in informal home settings, thus
blending the domestic world with the public and political world. In short, Abigail’s salons
provided a way for elite women to participate not only in the creation of culture, by bringing yet
another European elite tradition into the U.S. capital, but they also created an excuse for Abigail
to reemphasize each week that she was the queen bee in the city. It was also yet another way to
connect American elite society to the foreign elites arriving into the city, to not only mix with
them but to also observe and imitate their social norms and manners.

Furthermore, because of the nature of the informal home settings in which women were
active participants, Abigail’s salon-like social evenings also gave the men of Philadelphia an
outlet to speak more freely than they could have done on the House floor, and a place to solidify
real friendships and political allies outside of the office. Abigail’s introduction of Parisian-style
salons into the capital offered an alternative, seemingly private, space for men and women to
enjoy intellectually stimulating and “truly candid and friendly interchange.”?®* They were places
without ceremony, without rigid etiquette, and without the eyes of the press, and therefore they
could be extremely powerful social occasions. After all, as Sandra Moats rightly points out,
salons were not merely places for leisurely conversation, they were also places where politics
could be disguised as seemingly irrelevant entertainment.?®> Furthermore, because of the
informal nature of the salons, these social occasions were a rare opportunity for men and women
of opposing political views to come together in a friendly way, to engage in lively debates which
had the potential to lead to very real congressional effects. Abigail was not merely presiding over
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a courtly scene, she was also in her own right a towering public figure and facilitator of political
harmony as well as discord, no different from the courtiers of France who had long connected
unlikely people to one another through intimate home settings.

Salons were also, surely to Abigail’s delight, events which could easily be viewed as
republican, since the very nature of hosting lively conversations held no obvious aristocratic or
monarchical precedents. It may have been a custom adapted from Europe, but informal
gatherings were not inherently monarchical in any defined sense. It was certainly, if nothing else,
an outlet for Abigail’s own views, which she wore practically on her sleeve. She had long
participated in the transatlantic republic of letters, and now the conversations which she had held
by post could be held face to face. The president’s mansion thus became, under her keen
direction, a gathering point for America and Europe’s finest minds, including her own.

Yet despite the efforts of Martha and Abigail to create a brand new republican political
culture based on the precedents of European court life, their attempts to establish America’s elite
culture would be short lived. When Jefferson entered the White House in 1801, he did everything
in his power to dismantle the elite social patterns that the two women had worked hard to
cement. Indeed, with the Jeffersonian backlash in mind, we must evidently conclude that
Abigail’s efforts to establish courtly social events, etiquette, and forms of ceremony was an
overwhelming success, for it became a major point of criticism from the Democratic-
Republicans, who prided themselves on being the true champions of revolutionary-era
republicanism. As early as June 1775, the Continental Congress had vowed never to plunge the
American republic back into monarchical and aristocratic styles of social entertaining and
frivolous ceremonies, and Jeffersonians were quick in the 1790s to remind their Federalist
opponents that the republican court stood for everything the foundational revolutionary
government had fought against.?®¢ Abigail herself, it has to be said, agreed with that assessment
in the 1770s, but times had quickly changed once the realities of nation-building and party
politics sunk in and manifested into something larger than simple republican and domestic
concerns. With the eyes of Europe watching America’s every move, the debate about the court’s
validity grew ever more heated.

More than once, Jeffersonian and similar Democratic-Republican newspaper writers, like
the anonymous and particularly accusatory ‘Mirabeau’ in Philadelphia’s National Gazette, would
criticize and mock the republican court’s “anglophile” insistence on ceremonially observing and
celebrating Washington’s birthday, as well as the royal ridiculousness of holding levees, and
addressing one another in the capital as if all were titled with aristocratic pretensions or what
Ellet called a “provincial baronial supremacy.”?%” Mirabeau’s list of the court’s antirepublican
offenses went on and on, as did similar accusations by ‘Sidney,” ‘Cornelia,” and ‘Equality’ in
both the National Gazette and the similarly Jeffersonian General Advertiser, which pleaded for
government leaders and the women of the court to spend more time in taverns and other places in
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which the average Americans frequented in order to grasp the true republican spirit.2®® ‘Cornelia’
was especially vehement against the culture of the drawing room, which he/she considered to be
vile places where “patriots learned to be courtiers.”?®” As ‘Cornelia’ put it, “Were I to see public
servants encouraging levees, making expensive entertainments, setting up magnificent
equipages, cloathing themselves in majesterial robes, shutting the doors of the legislature upon
the people, and excluding private citizens from their tables; I should not hesitate to sound the
alarm, and freely declare such practices to be dangerous to liberty, and entirely inconsistent with
the principles of a free government.”?’? As David Waldstreicher assessed in his winning account
of early republican ceremonies, the Jeffersonian “critics of monarchical manners saw a
dangerous distance between “We the People” and the federal government” whilst “the Federalists
in power seemed to be doing everything they could to widen the breach.”?’! The Jeffersonians’
hostile rhetoric against the court’s exclusively elite circles is overwhelming proof that Abigail’s
courtly maneuvers were not only successful but taken very seriously as a political and cultural
problem, especially by those who supported the French revolutionaries above the status quos of
English aristocratic and royal traditions.

As Teute and Shields point out, “the republican court’s success in promulgating its public
projects perhaps can be measured in the extravagance of Republican burlesques of female
government at the time,” and, as we have assessed, Abigail was almost certainly the reigning
figure of that female driven political culture.?’? It is no wonder then, that Abigail took personal
offense to criticisms of the republican court, considering she was its chief orchestrator. But what
is most striking about her defenses of the court system is that she never once privately alluded to
the fact that the Jeffersonians were, truly, not entirely wrong. Indeed, every hostile and
accusatory newspaper she read seemed only to strengthen her committed resolve to maintain the
court and to keep enhancing it to ever greater and greater degrees of elevated gentility and
aristocratic styles. Her vehement counterattacks against the newspapermen only point to the
important conclusion that Abigail was far more committed to maintaining regal and courtly
holdovers than she was to promoting a new and unprecedented republican political culture. There
is no evidence whatsoever that Abigail ever attempted to introduce or create a fully new form of
ceremony or that she even tried to brainstorm possible rules of etiquette that might have
corresponded better to republican simplicities and the ideals of 1776.

Indeed, Abigail left numerous written defenses of the republican court and her part in its
organization, going so far as to sometimes press her friends to write anonymously on her behalf
directly to the news printers, to elaborate to the public that what she was doing was sound and
favorable to the republican government.?’? It is striking that rather than conceding that royal
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holdovers had no place in a republican government, as she staunchly would have done in the
1770s, she instead insisted that courtly precedents absolutely did serve an American purpose, and
that such “amusements” were harmless and “innocent actions” to republicanism. According to
her, they were better for the republic’s reputation than bawdy tavern culture and other
humiliatingly ‘backwater’ amusements capable of shedding a negative international light on
American forms of gentility.>’* As Abigail put it in her defense of the court, “if one was to Credit
the Clamours of the Boston papers we should imagine that there was nothing going forward but
dissipation, instead of which, there is nothing which wears the least appearance of it, unless they
term the Pressidents Levee of a tuesday and Mrs. Washingtons drawing of a fryday such...Pray
is not this better than resorting to Taverns, or even having supper partys?”2’> To her, the court
offered a way to visibly demonstrate the republic’s commitment to refinement and social polish
and it provided a “necessary” way to relieve people “from the Buisness of the day.”?’® The court
was therefore, in her mind, a social good designed to bring varying people in the capital’s
political circles together whilst providing a space for etiquette and social polish to be practiced
and unified, rather than a liability to republican unostentatious, humble, and egalitarian ideology.

Even in 1818, mere months before her death, Abigail was still writing to the press to
defend the courtly actions she had made twenty years earlier during her time as first lady: “I
found the Niles Register with the drawing room article — and have attacked him upon it, in a
Letter which I hope he will print.”?’” She was always ready to argue against the unceasing
Jeffersonian criticisms by implying that the republican court had done nothing wrong, that it
merely offered the elite statesmen and their families an “innocent” distraction from the more
serious government work of the day, and that the court’s critics needed to understand that it was
the court, not republican principles, that had the greatest power to “Render us respectable abroad
& energetic at Home.”?’® If Abigail had half-heartedly attempted to hybridize a court system with
republicanism, the backlash may not have been so hostile and publicly discussed, but the fact
that her efforts were enormously criticized — and she defended her regal efforts - suggests that
her actions were indeed far more elite-minded than historians have yet realized, and they very
likely caused part of John’s failure to be reelected.

For the following eight years, during the Jefferson administrations, there would be a
complete disordering of the political culture in the capital, as Jefferson tried to undo the efforts of
Martha and Abigail by attempting to unravel the courtly precedents. Yet despite all his efforts,
the stage had been irreversibly set. The next generation, that of Monroe and Quincy Adams (and
to some degree Madison before them), would recreate the court system of the Washington and
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Adams administrations, albeit with a much more tumultuous struggle, as the following chapter
will discuss.
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Chapter Three

The Etiquette Question: Louisa Catherine Adams and the Limits of
Ceremonial Protocol and Social Organization

As chapter two examined, Martha Washington and Abigail Adams had already tried their hands
at creating the etiquette rules and event precedents for American elite society in the capital based
on the customs of France and England, but their efforts to establish these precedents came to a
sudden end the moment Thomas Jefferson entered the White House. Jefferson was in every sense
the republican court’s greatest critic, and he effectively and immediately destroyed the royalist-
inspired traditions set by Martha and Abigail. Despite his private indulgences in expensive dining
and southern aristocratic luxuries, Jefferson was, as Jeanne E. Abrams puts it, the ultimate
“republican patriarch,” envisioning himself as the rightful nemesis to elitism, battling against the
‘despotic’ sway of the Adamses’ Federalist British sympathies and monarchical influence.?”®
Jefferson was all too familiar with the role that powerful women had played in England and
ancien régime France, and the turmoil which had resulted, in his mind, from female intriguing,
and he was quick to fear the same feminine influence spreading into the American political
scene.?®? Unsurprisingly, his administrations were marked by a decided “ritualized anti-
ritualism” and a borderline anti-imperialist fear of foreign influence, resulting in an eight year
Anglophobic phase characterized by minimal ceremony stripped of meticulous etiquette.?8!
Indeed, Jefferson very loudly proclaimed in a letter to the Philadelphian newspaper the
Aurora that “There is no ‘court of the U.S.’ since the 4" of Mar. 1801. That day buried levees,
birthdays, royal parades, and the arrogation of precedence in society.”?8? At his first inauguration,
a moment typically steeped in republican ceremony, Jefferson arrived to the capitol on
horseback, wearing plain clothes, and without the accompaniment of any guards or servants.
His emphasis on traditional gender roles and informality over ceremony not only alienated the
elite women of Washington, who now felt that their social and cultural inclusion — their version
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of political power — had been snatched, but he also instantly alienated the foreign ministers who
had come to expect aristocratic levels of hospitality, social distinctions, and lavish entertainments
in Washington. The elite women of Washington, now accustomed to weekly drawing rooms,

279 Abrams, First Ladies of the Republic, 71 & 87.; Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes, 194.

280 Alan Taylor, Thomas Jefferson’s Education (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 2019), 115.; Teute, “Roman
Matron on the Banks of Tiber Creek,” 96-97.

281 Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes, 190-191.; Peter Onuf, “A Declaration of Independence for
Diplomatic Historians,” Diplomatic History 22, no. 1 (1998): 36-37.

282 Thomas Jefferson in the Aurora General Advertiser (Philadelphia), February 13%, 1804, as quoted in
Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes, 190-191.

283 Ellet, The Court Circles of the Republic, 60-61.



96

salons, and receptions, arrived at the White House shortly after Jefferson’s first inauguration
expecting the new president to meet their social cravings, yet they left sorely disappointed after
Jefferson greeted them in his slippers and abruptly sent them away.?3* Meanwhile, Jefferson’s
daughter Martha was hardly a substitute for a first lady, and unlike John Adams with his
daughter-in-law Louisa, Jefferson did not encourage Martha to take a spotlight role in the capital
city. He effectively attacked the world that elite women in the capital had created for themselves,
and by doing so he stunted their part on the cultural and social scene for the following eight
years.

Women'’s social scene in Washington improved with the Madison administrations, but
even Dolley, for all her popularity, could not live up to the role of a ‘republican queen.’ Unlike
Abigail, Dolley had never experienced court life firsthand or had any kind of training on how to
run a court. She was immensely popular amongst the American elites, but the foreign diplomats
and their relations streaming into Washington remained skeptical of Dolley’s ability to host at the
same level as her European counterparts. For instance, the wife of the British Minister, Elizabeth
Merry, and Mary Bagot, the Duke of Wellington’s niece, would both become some of Dolley’s
chief critics, ridiculing Dolley’s dinner parties as provincial-like “harvest home” events.?%> The
Merry’s were particularly unimpressed, and eventually their constant displeasure became known
as the “Merry Affair” after a particular seating etiquette snub at one of Jefferson’s dinners. The
Merry’s were already unimpressed with Washington D.C. from the moment they first met
Jefferson, a meeting in which Anthony Merry had expected a regal-like presentation only to be
grudgingly disappointed. Merry had worn his full ceremonial diplomatic regalia for the occasion,
but found the White House completely unprepared for his visit, and Jefferson greeted the
esteemed minister in an empty narrow hallway dressed in his night clothes.?*¢ Merry thereafter
interpreted every meeting with Jefferson as “scenes prepared and intended to be disrespectful to
him and the sovereign he represented.”?%’

As could be reasonably expected, the Merry’s did not keep their frustrations quiet.
Whenever foreign visitors came to call, the Merry’s were quick to dismiss the president and
Washington City’s lack of ceremonial etiquette. When the Irish poet, Tom Moore, visited the
Merry’s en route to Baltimore, he recorded the Merry’s disapproval of the president as thus: “I
stopped at Washington with Mr. and Mrs. Merry for nearly a week. They have been treated with
the most pointed incivility by the present democratic President, Mr. Jefferson; and it is only the
precarious situation of Great Britain which could possibly induce it to overlook such indecent,
though at the same time petty hostility.”*8

It did not help matters that Jefferson had done next to nothing to progress America’s
diplomatic development, a point certainly not missed by the corps diplomatique posted in
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Washington.?®® Consequently, as one early diplomatic historian put it, Jefferson’s “lack of social
etiquette, studied and purposed on his part, led him into many difficulties with our accredited
diplomats. The slights, impositions, indignities, and even insults heaped upon us were allowed to
pass without more than a feeble protest, if as much, while our enemies laughed openly at our
supineness and puerility.”?*° As Elizabeth F. Ellet noted of one unfortunate encounter between
Jefferson and an unnamed European diplomat, Jefferson offended his European guest by greeting
him whilst drawing on his boots and polishing them during their meeting. As Ellet put it, “the
foreign ambassador was shocked at the sight of so degrading an occupation in the ruler of
America...The ambassador was entirely satisfied in his own mind that no government could long
exist, the head of which was his own shoe-black and under which so little attention was paid to
etiquette.”?! The same incident also happened to Sir Augustus John Foster, Secretary of the
British Legation from 1804-1808, leading Foster to write harshly of Jefferson in his private
correspondence in which he accused the president of neglecting to notice the “propriety and
etiquette” that befitted a diplomatic social exchange.?? As Foster put it, Jefferson put off an air
of carelessness, and “the sudden alteration in the etiquette heretofore practiced by General
Washington and Mrs. Adams” was thoroughly missed by the diplomatic corps in Washington,
who attributed Jefferson’s sloppy social encounters as designed to excite the “low passions of a
mere newspaper-taught rabble.”?%3

It seemed to the British Legation that Jefferson was deliberately trying to squash
diplomatic relations through his alarming lack of social politeness and polish. Though the Merry
Affair has been trivialized as petty comedy and little acknowledged in history since Ellet and
McCormick’s times, it ought to be examined as a serious catalyst moment that sprang
Washington’s second generation of elite society crawling back towards courtly forms of etiquette
and ceremony, and as a key moment that reignited women’s interests in taking back the reins of
social rule and ritual making. After all, as John F. Kasson put it in his writings on American
gentility, “the lack of established social traditions [during Jefferson’s administrations], combined
with aggressive assertions of social equality” caused many foreign visitors to believe that
American “civility was impossible.”?** The Merry Affair was thus not merely a small moment in
the capital’s history, but the beginning, in a sense, of the second phase of Washington’s
republican court. It marked the rebirth of the movement that Martha and Abigail had begun, for
Dolley looked upon the scene around her with horror, knowing that the British elites in particular
needed to be wined and dined in order to maintain the newfound, yet rocky, peace established by
the Treaty of Ghent.
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However, though the Merry Affair was the spark that reignited the republican court, for
all James Madison’s attempts to wield his ‘southern aristocratic’ charms, he and Dolley were
only somewhat successful at reestablishing the cordial foreign connections which America had
prided itself on in the 1790s. It would take time to undo Jefferson’s dismissal of the court. Yet
despite Dolley’s best efforts to awe her distinguished guests and recover the court scenes of her
first lady predecessors, she also quickly acknowledged that she was out of her depth. Knowing
her own ignorance of courtly forms of ceremony and hostessing, Dolley hired the White House’s
first Master of Ceremonies, a Frenchman named Jean-Pierre Sioussat, who had a keen
understanding of ancien régime court life.?> It was a striking moment in the capital’s history, for
it indicated that Washington’s high society was desperate to revert back to the Philadelphian
court style established by Martha and Abigail, recognizing the discontent amongst the
underwhelmed foreign elites and amongst the growing body of America’s early socialites and
political wives. Yet despite Dolley’s popularity and her strong efforts to revive a vibrant social
life in Washington for the ever-increasing numbers of elite residents, Washington City remained
a place riddled by the mess of how best to reinstate court ideas of class divisions and ever-
changing etiquette standards. Even Sioussat’s guiding advice on the French style of formal
dinners and receptions could not transform Washington’s cultural scene overnight, and many of
those who had supported Jefferson feared that the ancien régime, which had been shaken off by
the French Revolution, would return tenfold, and this time on American shores.

Thus, when Louisa and John Quincy returned to America from Great Britain in 1817,
they found Washington society in a mess of confusion as the city was reconstructing its cultural
and political identity, as well as its architectural appearance after the fires of 1814. The fledgling
second republican court had transformed since Madison’s administrations into a kind of
Hogarthian caricature of itself, run amok with dandies and all manner of people putting on
imagined social ranks and expecting exact forms of politeness from everyone they met. The
scene was not lost on the foreigners witnessing the chaos. The English writer Frances Milton
Trollope, upon visiting the United States, remarked with puzzled amusement that “if America, in
her vastness, her immense natural resources, and her remote grandeur, would be less imitative,
she would be infinitely more picturesque and interesting.”?°® The aristocratic-like social scene
was exactly what the Prince de Talleyrand had predicted for the capital’s society some years
earlier during his visit to the United States in the mid-1790s: “To us, inhabitants of old Europe,
there is something awkward in all the luxury displayed by Americans. I grant that our luxury
often shows signs of improvidence and frivolousness, but in America, luxury only denotes
defects which prove that refinement does not exist there, either in the conduct of life, or even in
its trifles.”?®” Though Washington’s population had significantly grown, the women in the city
were still predominantly the wives of the foreign elites or the wives and daughters of U.S.
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politicians, as well as local socialites, and wealthy travelers temporarily in residence such as
Trollope.?®

As could be expected given the social scene and the range of elites, social hierarchies
were growing more divided by class in the 1810s, and elite Americans were adopting social
ranks for themselves which did not actually exist. Etiquette was also now so rigidly prescribed
under the shaky hands of the Monroes, and so often altered that it was impossible to follow, and
as the republic matured, its commitment to pleasing the rank and titles of its foreign ambassadors
had somewhat weakened. Furthermore, the city of Washington was far more populated than it
had been when Louisa first arrived there in 1803, and more women were setting up their
residences further and further from the capitol and the White House, which made house calls
impossible to keep up with. The city itself had also grown immeasurably more opulent,
especially in the wake of damages from the War of 1812. The capitol building and the White
House were being restored, and being made far grander than the original buildings had been, as if
to proclaim Washington indestructibly stronger in spite of its burning at the hands of the British.
As Catherine Allgor has noted, there was a general sense that Washington society needed to
become bolder and more resilient in light of the war’s events, to “overcome its republican fears
of large government, and acquire practices and structures as effective as those of other courts and
capitals. In pursuit of their own goals, Louisa Catherine and John Quincy, fresh from their years
in European courts, proved well equipped to introduce the kinds of courtly practices that could
establish politically effective relationships and networks.”?%°

However, despite Allgor’s claims, a focused study on Louisa’s contributions to
Washington’s social culture of the 1810s and 1820s has, until now, never been written. This is
particularly perplexing when taking into consideration the vast wealth of written sources,
thousands of pages of letters and diaries, that have survived in Louisa’s handwriting, narrating
her part in this highly understudied transitional period in the early republic’s federal culture.
Furthermore, if republican court ceremony and etiquette has been a topic little studied for the
1790s, as the previous chapter pointed out, then an even larger case needs to be made for the
1810s and 1820s. To put it simply, the period following Jefferson’s dismantling of the first
republican court and how the court was thereafter revived still begs to be given serious
consideration. Though Catherine Allgor, Fredrika Teute, and David Shields remain the reigning
trendsetters of the recent resurgence in republican court studies, their interest too lies particularly
in the early decades of the era — predominantly the 1790s — and though their research is
exemplary it only barely touches on the Monroe and Quincy Adams years.

If the republican court existed primarily to assist the United States in its efforts to fit in
with the courtly systems of Europe, to prove America’s worth as a serious world power, then the
1810s and 1820s, the events following the French Revolution and the War of 1812, absolutely
must be part of the republican court narrative. After all, not only had America arisen triumphant
in maintaining its independence after the War of 1812, which altered the mood of its foreign
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relations, but it was also receiving larger numbers of foreign elites and foreign travelers each
year, whose reviews on Washington City were far from silent. With the capital becoming more
and more of a cosmopolitan and transatlantic destination, the need for updated etiquette and
social standards was practically a requirement to maintain the level of dignity which Washington
wanted to present to its growing international residents. In other words, the women of
Washington in the 1810s needed to revive the courtly ceremonial customs and etiquette
established in the 1790s, and simultaneously account for the social and cultural changes that had
arisen with the dawning of the new century.

This again begs the question: why have historians of the early first ladies so largely
overlooked the latter years of the early republic? What happened in the 1810s and 1820s to carry
on the narrative of the republican court’s ceremonial customs and rules of etiquette, and what
contributed to the court’s downfall? After all, Abigail and Martha were not the only trendsetters
influenced by European customs in this period. Abigail may have introduced these customs to
the early republican capital, but Louisa’s generation was the first generation to inherit and adapt
those precedents to suit the changing political climate and changing cultural times. The need to
fit in with European elites and to be taken seriously by them became an increasingly obsessive
problem for Americans in the capital who every day were under obligations to please aristocratic
ambassadors and elite Americans, who collectively longed for the luxury and extravagances of
metropolitan life. But whereas the republican court of the 1790s tried to create a court system
that favored both republican and monarchical customs, the republican court of the 1810s — no
doubt to Jefferson’s horror — had evolved into a far more aristocratic and regal society than ever
before. Louisa Catherine Adams, ever the elitist and British wife of a man practically born to be
an ‘American prince,’ is therefore the perfect public figure to study during the 1810s-1820s, as
she herself represented what the republican court had now become in a far more sophisticated
and classist Washington City. Louisa embodied everything Washington City now stood for, and
she was a reigning figurehead to both the American elites, who admired and looked up to her for
her enviable European polish, as well as the foreign elites who saw her as a kindred spirit in an
otherwise alien place.

Nothing Martha Washington or Abigail Adams began was set in stone, nor had their
traditions really become traditions at all. Louisa was simultaneously reviving an old system and
giving it the modern update it sorely needed in an America that was now colored by Regency
English social customs and Napoleonic cultural norms. The republican court’s introduction of
social distinctions, assumed titles, formal etiquette, strict rules of ceremonial protocol, and the
introduction of levees and drawing room receptions were constantly in a state of flux from one
presidential administration to the next. Once again, we must conclude that studying Abigail’s
contribution is not good enough, there are more pieces to the narrative as the succeeding
administrations took on new challenges and points of views regarding elite society and culture.
Louisa simply did not approach republicanism, the United States, or her place in society in the
same ways that Abigail did, and this bears serious consideration if we are to understand her place
as a very public figure wielding high social power. Louisa has sat in the background of American
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history for far too long and unreasonably so. To understand fully the second republican court and
women’s part in its creation, we absolutely must address the latter decades of the era, and
particularly the work of Louisa Catherine Adams, whose presence on the social scene in
Washington was overwhelmingly impactful. She was, during the Monroe administration,
arguably the most popular and influential woman in Washington. Why she has been so little
regarded in American history remains a puzzling and unaccountable mystery.

Thus, this chapter will finally give full attention to Louisa’s central and integral part in
the recreation of the republican court’s official court-style social events, protocols, and etiquette,
following on from the work of Dolley Madison, as Louisa navigated Washington’s chaotic social
scene during John Quincy’s years as Monroe’s Secretary of State. Whereas the second chapter
addressed how Abigail created the original republican court based on European social
precedents, this chapter will ask the follow up question of how those precedents were preserved,
changed, and ultimately pushed too far by Louisa and the next generation of Washington’s elite
women. The question of what the new rules of etiquette should be would become an obsession
under the Monroes, particularly to Monroe’s daughter Eliza Hay, and Louisa would become her
number one rival for the dominant hand over Washington’s social scene. A number of questions
arose between the two women. For instance, what would the method of ‘calling’ be by 1820, and
how did Louisa reorganize this method of social networking in the capital? How did Louisa
reincorporate European standards of courtly ceremony and formal events, and to what new
purposes? And, how did her cultural innovating interfere with John Quincy’s political ambitions?

If we are to understand the political culture of the 1810s-1820s, and especially the role
that elite women played in its creation, then Louisa Catherine Adams must be a front and center
character of this scholarship. This chapter will give her the recognition she has long deserved as
a central figure in the creation of America’s early political and social culture. It will also
conclude by assessing her part in the second downfall of the republican court, and how her
European flair for aristocratic-like social entertaining, court ‘favoriting,” and refusal to defend
her actions affected both the election of 1828 and unintentionally furthered along the rise of a
new era, that of Jacksonian Democracy. Chapter two examined the problem of hybridizing a
monarchical and republican culture. This chapter will go a step further by assessing just how far
monarchical influence could be pushed before reaching the outer limits of public acceptance.
Examining Louisa as a key thinker on republican ceremony and court etiquette is absolutely vital
to understanding the complex social scene that Washington had become by the start of the
Monroe administration, and to understand the ultimate fate of the court itself.

When John Quincy and Louisa returned to Washington City from Great Britain in 1817 for John
Quincy’s appointment as Monroe’s Secretary of State, they discovered the city much changed,

and under the confused cultural scene of the Monroe administration which had inherited Dolley
Madison’s attempts to revive the republican court. Washington’s elite society now had Elizabeth
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Monroe leading the fashion and etiquette standards of the day, and unlike her popular
predecessor Dolley, Elizabeth was almost a reclusive first lady by comparison. Subjected most
likely to almost daily attacks of migraine headaches, arthritis, and long bouts of various
sicknesses, Elizabeth was a shadowy figure at most, and though she made every attempt to be a
trendsetting public figure — particularly by her involvement in bringing luxurious French
fashions and décor to the capital - her presence was little admired and little seen in
Washington.??’ To the public, she simply appeared snobbish and unsociable, not to mention too
soberly formal after Dolley’s vibrant party days. Amongst Elizabeth’s earliest critics was Ellen
Randolph, Jefferson’s granddaughter, who would condemn Elizabeth for “taking no pains to
conceal her aversion to society.”*?! Margaret Bayard Smith shared her criticism: “although they
have lived seven years in Washington, both Mr. and Mrs. Monroe are perfect strangers, not only
to me but all the citizens.”%? Abigail Adams, writing from Quincy, too joined the chorus based
on the newspapers and letters she had received of Washington society, stating that “I conjectured
that the Lady of the Mansion could not get along with any degree of popularity if she did not
hold drawing rooms.”3%

Elizabeth’s public facing duties were typically handed to her daughter, Eliza Monroe Hay,
whose stern, impatient, and irrationally strict adherence to etiquette had made her even more
deeply unpopular amongst Washington society.>** Much to the dismay of her mother, Eliza was
the constant subject of gossip amongst the congressional and cabinet wives throughout the
Monroe administration, and she had all but alienated herself, like Jefferson had done, from the
foreign elites and ambassadors in the city whom she consistently snubbed. Louisa looked on the
scene with feelings of amazed horror and bewildered astonishment, having just come from court
settings which operated with the efficiency of clockwork and where everyone knew their place
on the social ladder and knew to at least feign politeness. Remarking on Eliza’s volatile
character, Louisa would describe her rival in the dawning etiquette question as “full of
agreeables and disagreeables, so accomplished and ill bred, so proud and so mean...her love for
scandal left no reputation safe in her hands.”*% The Adamses discovered very quickly that Eliza
was a poor substitute for Elizabeth.

Meanwhile, Louisa’s events at the Adams house were highly attractive to the glitzy
Europeans living in Washington, which opened up a whole new etiquette question which was
looming over the capital’s political high society: how Americans, both men and women, were to
address and interact with the foreign ministers and their families in Washington. In Abigail’s day
the question had been how to address Europeans in the capital, but now the question rested on
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how to interact with them and include them. Eliza Monroe Hay was particularly, and harshly,
strict — almost irrationally so — on this subject, and all but barred foreign ministers from
partaking in Washington society at all. It was the stark opposite of what John Quincy and Louisa
were doing. Diplomacy was a political art rooted first and foremost in relationships, as the
Adamses well knew, and Eliza was insensibly trying, whether intentionally or not, to ruin those
cordial relationships which American politicians and diplomats had striven to gain since the
revolution. Writing to John Adams in December 1818, Louisa wrote of Eliza’s severe stance on
the subject: “Mrs. Hay is giving rise to a great deal of conversation about rank and station — She
has assumed a tone with the Corps Diplomatique, which places them and herself in the most
unpleasant situation — I have been worried with enquiries about it, but have hitherto managed to
keep aloof.” Eliza insisted that she should never set foot “in the houses of any of the Foreign
Ministers, and stipulating that no notice should be taken of her, no place assigned to her, and that
no visits whatever should either be made or received by her from any of them.”3%

When Eliza broke her own rules, and accepted Jean-Guillaume, baron Hyde de Neuville,
the French ambassador’s, invitation to a ball at his house, the crowd was baftled by her
unexpected appearance. Narrating the occasion, Louisa remarked that “Mrs. Hay made her
appearance to the utter astonishment of the multitude assembled, who had been gaping and
whispering these three weeks about this business...The Corps Diplomatique looked very sour,
and the evening was in a great measure spoilt to me, as I am desirous of being on good terms
with every body and being constantly with her made me apparently a party in the business.???
Yet despite Louisa’s fear that being seen with Eliza would taint her reputation with the foreign
ministers, it was clear that Eliza knew she had done irreparable damage to the Monroe
administration and particularly to herself. Eliza’s first point of call was to meet with Louisa, to
seek her advice on how best to proceed. Louisa continued her narrative, stating that “Mrs. H
requested me to call on her in the morning of the next day, which I agreed to do as she wished to
speak to me on the subject of her difficulty...She does not appear to know what stand to take and
acts without any fixed plan — as the P----ts daughter she will accept of no distinction, but her
husband being a private individual, why she assumes any tone with [the corps diplomatique] at
all becomes a question.”*® Louisa had found, and not for the first time, that she had become
Washington’s voice of authority on European-based court etiquette, as well as a promoter of class
distinctions.

However, five days later, it became clear that Eliza was not comfortable with Louisa’s
place as the favorite of the Corps Diplomatique, despite the fact that Eliza had purposefully
snubbed every foreign minister in Washington and unintentionally promoted Louisa’s soaring
popularity amongst the international elites. Louisa had clearly become a threat to the stability
which the Monroes were attempting to create. Louisa was called to the White House for a private
meeting with Elizabeth Monroe and Eliza on December 15", 1818, where Louisa “soon
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discovered that the great object was to stop all intercourse between me and the Foreign
Ministers, under the idea that it was not dignified to have any acquaintance with them.”% It was
a remarkably odd rule to give to the wife of the Secretary of State, whose very purpose in
Washington was to play the cosmopolitan hostess to the range of international ministers. Louisa
was outraged and amazed that such a rule could include her. “I think this doctrine preposterous,”
she wrote angrily to John Adams, ever her close ally, “Ministers of this discription being
generally recieved as representatives of their respective Nations, I cannot imagine how it is
possible that they should be received in this sense.”?!°

Yet Eliza, perhaps feeling insecure by Louisa’s confidence and charisma, was certainly
not willing to back down, and as the month went on, she became increasingly hostile against the
foreign ministers in Washington. Maria Hester Monroe, Eliza’s sister, was preparing for her
wedding at the White House — an unprecedented event which heightened Eliza’s fixation on
etiquette rulemaking. Recalling a fiery episode from March 8%, the day before the wedding,
Louisa found Eliza in a rage amongst the crowd at the White House’s drawing room. Maria’s
looming wedding to Samuel L. Gouverneur was the talk of the town, much to Eliza’s near
jealous annoyance. The foreign ministers, not having been invited to the wedding, were
perplexed about the proper etiquette on their part, of whether or not they should at the very least
offer their congratulations to the bride and groom, the bride after all being the daughter of the
president. Both the Russian and the French ministers approached Louisa for guidance on the
situation. Recalling the tense evening, Louisa wrote that

“the Russian Minister asked me when they might pay their respects and offer their

congratulations, I told him I understood [the Monroes] were to receive their

friends without form or ceremony, I believed in the course of the next week but if

he wished it I would enquire he said he would be much obliged to me...Before I

left the Drawing Room I told Mrs. Hay what Mr. Politica had requested and she

immediately with some warmth said they should not go at all — if they did come

those visits should not be returned. I told her I had nothing to do with it, I merely

delivered a Message and left her.”3!!

Indeed, Eliza’s harsh approach to wedding planning had not only alienated the foreign ministers
but had also driven her sister to leave the White House as quickly as possible to flee with her
new husband to New York.3!2 It was no wonder the elites of Washington were looking back
fondly to the days of Martha, Abigail, and Dolley. Eliza may have understood European court
life as well as the Adamses, but she was a poor social leader and cultural influencer.

Louisa, sensing that she needed to step into the social scene, if merely to hold the peace,
immediately put herself to work setting up the new Adams residence on F Street to accommodate
large numbers of Americans and the foreign elites that Eliza had snubbed. Ever the perfect
hostess with a coveted European flair, Louisa knew she could attract the same crowds who
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craved a return to courtly society. She was, after all, one of the most powerful women in
Washington as the wife of the Secretary of State, and she was already the first point of call for
the ambassadorial wives and families eager to learn the proper etiquette and manners of the
republican court. If that power came at the expense of angering Eliza, so be it.

Louisa immediately understood her place on the social hierarchy, being one step down
from the first lady and one step above the wives of the heads of the other departments, and two
steps above the congressional wives. As early as December 1817, as Louisa and John Quincy
were just finally settling back into life in America, it became clear that Elizabeth Monroe’s hold
over the women in Washington was slipping and people were starting to rely on Louisa as the go-
to voice of influence. The Europeans living in Washington, like Madame de Neuville, the wife of
the French ambassador, increasingly turned to Louisa not only for advice on diplomatic etiquette,
but also advice on more general etiquette in the capital.>!* The women of Washington, both
American and foreign, were desperate to be given codified formalities in light of the Merry
Affair and the domineering rules of Eliza Hay, to have some sense of how they should act. Under
Eliza’s negligent hands, the foreign elites were not only being left out of invitations, but they
were almost entirely being left out of the social culture in the capital. Louisa, coming from the
royal courts which they well knew, clearly appeared like a much-needed authority figure, and as
the Secretary of State’s wife, she was. Louisa would remark, with wonder and trepidation, that
her “countenance was watched” nearly everywhere she went.>'* “I really do not know why I am
teazed about every trifle,” she wrote in February 1818, “the other Secretary’s Ladies do just as
they please, and nobody takes any notice.”!® Yet, Louisa must have known that her place as the
wife of the Secretary of State elevated her to a position of power unknown to the other cabinet
wives, and it was a power that she deliberately wielded to her and John Quincy’s advantage.

After all, Louisa said it herself, that she considered herself to be one of the foreign
ministers in her own right, “in consequence of being considered one from my long residence in
Europe as belonging to the Corps...I am a very good diplomat. You may laugh but it is so.”3!¢
Her insider knowledge of the mechanisms within the diplomatic corps was an indisputably
advantageous asset that rendered her a core trendsetter and authority on courtly manners and
etiquette. Indeed, Abigail Adams praised her ability to be a cultural leader, stating to her
daughter-in-law in March 1818 that “you will be looked up too, as a model by the fashionables —
who know you have been presented at various Courts, in a public Character — and noticed by
Emperors Empresses and Kings — Queens and Princesses — a distinction much more valued, than
its real worth, in the estimation of many, but we must take the world as we find it — always
paying due respect to public opinion — which seldom errs...it must be envy alone which can
assail you...You will be considered as taking the lead.”!” Abigail could not have been more
accurate.
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It soon became clear that if Louisa established her own rules of etiquette, the other
political wives of Washington would quickly follow her example. For instance, in the winter of
1821 when the Adamses found themselves under significant financial pressure to entertain and
dine more guests than usual, Louisa “adopted the plan of not inviting Ladies to dinner because
my rooms were small and it was impossible to entertain all the Ladies who came to Washington
without an expense which would be utterly insupportable. All the Secretaries Ladies thought
proper to follow this example as they found it convenient,” and even “the Presidents family have
this Winter condescended to adopt my practice,” despite the latter being in a position to better
afford the entertainments.>!8 Louisa was in all respects the woman in Washington with the closest
social connection to the foreign elites, and who had the most contact with them. She knew
firsthand that it was far better for one’s national and personal reputation to refuse entertainments
to the elites of Europe than try to please with humiliatingly underfunded means. After all, the
courts of Europe were serviced by sometimes hundreds of servants, and the Washington scene
simply did not have the same human resources, industry, or financial means to compete on the
same footing with the palaces of Europe. Even the southern aristocrats, such as Jefterson,
Madison and Monroe could not compare, even with their large numbers of slaves working
behind the scenes. It was a stark fact, but one which Louisa certainly understood better than most
of the elites in Washington. She knew it was far more economical to be selective in her company
to avoid the outrageous expenses that would inevitably arise if she were to invite hundreds to her
home each week (though she would eventually invite hundreds anyway), and she also knew that
those chosen few would feel singled out and special, as esteemed guests.

Clearly, Louisa’s keen understanding of the social dilemma was eye opening to the
women around her, who were quick to follow her lead. However, her efforts to save money by
introducing a more exclusive social culture was not seen as a positive innovation by everyone.
As Louisa remarked, “There is such an attempt to introduce distinctions here — I am the reputed
author of it.”*!” Yet despite her growing pool of critics, Louisa was on her way to becoming the
matriarch of Washington’s female circles, since Eliza Hay spent so little time with the foreign
ministers and their wives and Elizabeth Monroe hardly spent time with anyone at all. It was
Louisa who became the recipient of gossip, complaints, and comments from the ladies of
Washington, who were eager to see the etiquette questions resolved once and for all, and the
etiquette question that had become the most pressing was that of calling and the mode of
invitations to dinners and balls, no doubt a side-issue which had arisen thanks to Louisa’s
tampering with the usual mode of entertaining.

Louisa noted the first stirs of ‘the etiquette question’ in early January 1818. At one of the
Monroe’s drawing rooms that month, Louisa became the confidante of the ladies in attendance,
from whom she heard “many whispers about the Ladies not being satisfied with the mode of
invitation - they pretend Mrs. M. should have invited [them] in person.”32° Once again, the issue
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of rank and social hierarchies became mixed up in the forms of etiquette. Egos were easily
becoming bruised in Monroe’s administration. Whereas in Abigail’s day there was at least an
effort to stifle pretended airs and inflated egos, and all manner of prominent locals were invited
to events, now the women of Washington were eager to not only maintain but increase their
condescending influence and superiority in a capital that was gradually becoming more stratified
by class. In a letter to John Adams, Louisa candidly complained of the situation: “The most
difficult thing I find to do is to be exact in regard to titles which has become a perfect torment —
Any omission is immediately resented and I often feel very awkward and foolish for not being
aware of the rank of my visitors.”??! Louisa had spent years of her life in real courts surrounded
by people with real aristocratic titles, and the increasingly socially stratified scene amongst the
elites in Washington was baffling to her. Nothing could have revealed the craving for aristocracy
in the elite circles of Washington more than Louisa’s recap of the evening of February 22",
1819. There was to be an enormous ball at Crawford’s Hotel in celebration of Washington’s
birthday, yet the turnout was “thin, the members of Congress storing their dollars to give the
English Minister a Ball in preference.”3?2

Yet for all her complaints about the confusion over imagined ranks, Louisa was certainly
no stranger to the classist attitude arising in Washington. As the Monroe administration went on,
Louisa would comment more and more on the change in the urban landscape, referring to the
newly elected country members as “vandals” bringing about the nation’s “dark age,” and
expressing her surprise to find that General Andrew Jackson did not appear to her as “half
savage” as she and her friends had expected.*?* Noting the rising numbers of socio-economically
diverse crowds arriving into Washington, Louisa bluntly commented to Harriet Welsh that “we
must soon branch out into circles not to say so indecorous a word as classes which is terrifically
aristocratick to avoid gently dropping our numerous guest’s into our cellars.”*?* The word
aristocratic may have been taboo in Washington, but the concept of it was certainly implied in
Louisa’s everyday social interactions. Speaking even more candidly in a letter to John Quincy
while she was briefly visiting Philadelphia, Louisa expressed her classist sentiments in the most
biting and blunt terms:

“Pensylvania deserves to sink into the mire; for she has neither pride or sense to

maintain her own standing — it is ruled by an Irish faction of the lowest order —

And the Federalists what are they? The servile imitators and adulators of every

thing foreign that they have the sense to admire, but not the courage to attain —

The consequence of which is that the old respectable and wealthy families are all

ruined, and sunk to the bottom; while the scum of the earth are rising to the

surface upon their debris — I know that to a certain degree this must be so; but

assuredly not to the extent, and in the way in which it here takes place.”%
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To claim that Louisa was a republican in light of harsh passages like this would be almost
comedic. The above passage clearly reveals Louisa’s thinly veiled way of admitting that she was
more than willing to partake in a society built upon exclusivity, especially if it meant avoiding
increased social commitments with the middle-class political families. Still, calling on strangers
thirty times a day was enough work, entertaining them was another problem altogether, and one
which practically nobody in Washington could afford to do. But decreasing one’s social
obligations and inviting only a chosen few within one’s own social “circle” was one way to
maintain a sense of social power and reinforce the idea that Washington’s political society
remained just as hierarchical as the political circles of Europe. Keeping closed doors was also a
way to bar the ‘country members’ from accessing the means to demonstrate their refined
manners, thereby barring their chances of sliding into the higher circles. As Catherine Allgor put
it, “the prominent locals were not necessarily excluded, but the days were long past when
Washington hostesses invited everybody to ensure an interesting and varied company.”2¢ With
more and more members of Congress arriving from humbler economic backgrounds and
educations, whose manners appeared offensive to the cosmopolitan urban elites, those at the top
of the class structure resorted to adopting heightened aristocratic airs, anything to differentiate
themselves from the masses. The more Washington society ushered in diverse economic
backgrounds, the more the elites at the top craved distinctions to set them apart from the
incoming crowds. Adherence to European-style etiquette was the simplest and most effective
way to demonstrate that difference.

As Allgor put it, “in any competition that focused on elegance, accomplishment, or semi-
royal atmosphere, Louisa emerged the winner...Her continental polish always put her ahead of
the pack.”*?” In short, anyone who wanted to matter socially in the capital needed to find a way
into Louisa’s exclusive social circle. That Louisa had lived amongst the wealthiest and most
famous court circles of Europe was not only a boost to the social status of those invited, but also
a way for them to learn second-hand how women abroad behaved. Just as Louisa had clung to
aristocratic women in Berlin and St. Petersburg to learn how to fit into court life and pass herself
off as belonging to high society, so too did the women of Washington now cling to Louisa for
that same guidance. After all, committing social faux pas was the easiest way to determine who
was a country member and who was the Washington elite.

Thus, in an ironic twist of fate, as the United States matured and became more confident
in its republican experiment by promoting a very real and achievable meritocratic equality for the
peripheral people entering into the metropolitan circles, those in power were also becoming
simultaneously more wary of and threatened by social mobility. Republicanism praised social
mobility, yet those at the helm of republican government shrunk from the reality of their
supposed ideologies, and women like Louisa and the Monroes were no exceptions. As Abigail
Adams also put it in a letter to Louisa:

326 Allgor, Parlor Politics, 169.
327 Ibid., 171.



109

“At Philadelphia the drawing room was held under certain regulations, and no

misproper company was ever introduced. ..l know the delicacy of your situation,

and the circumspection necessary for you. While on the one hand, you would not

wish to be considered as seeking popularity, on the other, you would not exact

homage from equals — for with all our boasted simplicity, there is not upon the

globe, a prouder people, or one more tenacious of rank and titles from the

Subaltern — The obnoxious word “well born” is founded in the principles of

Human Nature.”3?8
Indeed, Abigail now encouraged Washington’s elite society to again bring in a Master of
Ceremonies for the White House, who would be “similar to a garter King of Arms” to ensure that
rules of etiquette and fashion were being strictly followed.3? In other words, if Washington’s
elite society were to prosper, it would have to necessarily become courtlier than ever before and
adopt more of the ceremonial customs of Europe. Washington society had worked hard in its
foundational years to ensure that the American government and its people were perceived as
culturally and socially worthy of their European counterparts. It was a source of pride to the
Washington elite that European dignitaries and curious travelers gained a positive opinion of
America. Men such as General Jackson, with a backcountry reputation despite his landed wealth,
caused great alarm amongst this elite society who feared that the world they were so tightly
gluing together would shatter if he gained power. It is no surprise, then, that as Washington
became more socially diverse, the elites became more tightly knit and determined to rigidly set
the etiquette standards, as a form of control over what they perceived as a threat to their own
social stability. Etiquette had become the art of control and the profession of high-class women
close to the seats of power. It was no longer a way to tie people together, as it had been in
Abigail’s day, but instead it was now a way to exclude them. Etiquette was the Washington elites’
greatest resource.

The Monroes had also spent time abroad, having lived in Paris at the start of the French
Revolution, and Eliza Monroe Hay and her mother had taken a strong liking to the luxuries of the
ancien régime. Eliza, ever the socialite, counted amongst her friends Hortense de Beauharnais,
the daughter of Empress Josephine, who would later become godmother to Eliza’s daughter
Hortensia. Eliza’s upbringing was almost entirely spent in France where she attended the
exclusive school la Maison d'éducation de la Légion d'honneur where she was taught under
Madame Campan, who had also educated the daughters of the French royal family, and not
unlike Louisa, that influence was impossible to shake off, and had left her with a similar taste for
all things lavish and regal.**® Yet despite all her efforts to monopolize the rules of court etiquette
in Washington, Eliza never managed to be nearly as popular as Louisa, nor did she have Louisa’s
effortless charm and ability to please.
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However, Eliza’s emphasis on the importance of social visits, as marks of respect
between political wives, had become oppressively rigid. Louisa looked on the new social scene
with amused exasperation. Writing to Abigail in January 1818, Louisa remarked that “it is really
laughable to see in our boasted Republic how much may be gained or lost by the failure of a
morning visit between two Ladies.”*3! The issue of who was to make the first call and in what
manner may have been comedic to Louisa, who had been accustomed to living in places where
the etiquette had long been an established success, but to the Monroes it was far from risible.
Louisa blatantly dismissed the etiquette rules on calling, opting instead to follow her own ideas
on the subject — a view which gave herself the freedom of the superior hand in all social
situations, and effectively, gave her the same power as Elizabeth Monroe, who was generally
reluctant to pay or receive visits.>*? Louisa and John Quincy had firmly decided that they too
were not to make any first visits, but that anyone who wished might visit them and that they
would then return their visit.>3* Louisa’s independence in setting her own etiquette standards
backfired, however, for on January 23, 1818, she received an invitation to attend a private
meeting in the White House drawing room:

“Mrs. Monroe had thought it right to speak to me on the subject of visiting and

ettiquette. She asked what was the reason I had declined visiting the Ladies of the

Members of Congress. I told her that the distances were so great, [I] had the

difficulty of finding the different parts of the City where these Ladies thought

proper to take up their abode such as to make it impossible to devote the time to it

which it requires having avocations at home in addition to which I had but 1 pair

of Horses and that they could not drag me at all hours of the day, I was expected

to accept of every evening party that was made and was not permitted to decline

my dinner and that I could not run after any stranger that thought proper to come

to Washington, I invited them to my house which I thought was quite

sufficient...She immediately informed me that Mr. Monroe and herself had been

labouring for six years to establish a regular ettiquette.”*3*

John Quincy had also been called in to a meeting with the South Carolinian Senator John
Gaillard earlier that month for the same intervention, as Gaillard informed him of the “unwritten
rule” that cabinet members and their wives were expected to make the first visits. John Quincy
appeared, or rather acted, surprised, stating that the reverse had been true in Washington in 1803
when he had last resided there as a senator.>*> Of course, the Adamses knew they were breaking
the rules - they mention the rules in detail in their diaries and letters prior to these two
interventions. Yet the rules were easy to break, for they were, after all, “unwritten,” were not
easily or accessibly known to the elites of Washington, and where one was to find changes to
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these rules remained a frustrating mystery. There were, after all, no conduct books for courtly
society as there had been in Europe.

It was clear that Elizabeth and Eliza had a weak influence on the new order of social
etiquette in Washington. Elizabeth was already the subject of petty gossip amongst the
Washington elite for insisting that she was not to be met unless someone had an invitation to
attend a drawing room at the White House. It had been hard enough for her to establish this new
rule of etiquette, to expect homage from the women beneath her, and Louisa’s adoption of the
same monarchical stance seriously undermined Elizabeth’s power over the Washington elites.?3¢
Republican equality was nowhere to be found in the discussion. Louisa had become a threat to
the hierarchical social stability which the Monroes were attempting to establish. Yet Louisa was
also not willing to give up her point, considering Elizabeth Monroe had just admitted to her that
her sway over the etiquette of calling rested on thin ground, and had taken six years to become
habitual to the men and women of Washington, and then only begrudgingly.

Just four days after Elizabeth’s confrontation with Louisa, the Adamses hosted a party at
their house on F Street, at which Louisa blatantly ignored Elizabeth’s protocols by inviting
whoever she wished to invite, despite not having visited some of them. Writing bitterly of the
evening, Louisa quipped in a letter to Abigail that “a question of ettiquette prevented the
Senators Ladies from attending — Mr. A & Myself are determined not to give up the point.”337
Nevertheless, two days later, when Louisa returned to her house after a tedious round of making
morning visits to ladies scattered across Washington and Georgetown, she discovered to her
vexed horror that thirty women had come to call on her that morning. In other words, she had
thirty more visits added to her calendar to return. “Thus you see,” Louisa complained to both
Abigail and Harriet Welsh, “it is the business of life... I am therefore more and more determined
to keep to my system...In other cities Ladies have a right to select their society and enlarge or
limit it as they please.”38 Writing to John Adams, Louisa continued to press her case:

“I am now more than ever resolved to defend myself...I have now on hand a

number of visits one of which is nine miles from here, another 4 and ¥ and three

or four of two and three miles lying in opposite directions with parties every

evening and but one pair of horses. You may judge from this the misery of

morning visits and the intolerable waste of time they occasion. They will do very

well for very fashionable and great folks in Europe who have large

establishments, plenty of horses and equipages and servants to leave their families

with, but do not at all accord with our Republican simplicity.”3°
Abigail looked on the scene from afar at the Adams home at Peacefield, reading Louisa’s
increasingly bitter letters with fascination. “What would have been said in my day, if so much
style, pomp and etiquette had been assumed? The cry of Monarchy. Monarchy, would have
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resounded from Georgia to Maine.”** Even from afar Abigail could sense how disordered
Washington society had become since the 1790s by its fixation on social rank and forms of
address. Yet despite condemning the heightened fixation Washington now had for increasingly
complicated etiquette, Abigail shifted tone, stating that she was “not condemning this new order
of things, but I think it perfectly right and the only method to bring order out of the confusion
into which the Sans Culotte system adopted by Mr Jefferson, and the Liberty & equality persued
by Mr Madison, had subjected the drawing room to quote Mr Burke “the swineish multitude” —
but this is between ourselves.”**! Louisa and Abigail were not “condemning” the European
standards which had inspired women’s involvement in the creation of a high society American
etiquette, but rather the fact that it was not working as efficiently as they wished it might and was
not codified in a way that resembled the easily accessible rules of European courts.

Following from this, Abigail continued her assessment of the etiquette question in a letter
to Louisa of February 27", 1818, clearly summarizing why the etiquette question had taken so
long to be addressed and how it had spiraled out of control:

“I perceive by what you have written, that the point of ettiquette is not settled to

satisfaction, between the Ladies of Senators, and the Ladies of the Secretaries. |

believe it was determined that the Secretaries should rank with the Senators, but

that the first visit should be made to the Senators. As I presume you would not

willingly give offence, and if the Secretaries make the first visit: I think their

Ladies should follow the example — I do not know what new principles may have

been adopted since I was at Philadelphia...I know there was an attempt to bring

this subject to a decision, while General Washington was president, but the

gentlemen always appeared to think from it, and to be so fearfull of the Hideous

cry of monarchy, that they dared not exert their own Dignity, about this period

French democracy was in its full vigor, and all distinction was swallowed up in

the cry of Liberty and equality.”4?

Indeed, as both Abigail and Louisa well knew, the etiquette question had reached a crisis
moment, not because it mirrored European court precedents, but because the women at the head
of its creation could not agree on what those precedents were. And, as Abigail pointed out, those
precedents came to a glaring halt around the time of the French Revolution and were never
resolved.

The Monroe administration had clearly revealed the flaws in the system and the Monroes
were trying to revert back to the days of Martha Washington and Abigail Adams, to codify
standards which had been begun but never finalized. Yet their efforts appeared strange and
unwelcome to Washington society, half of whom would not have remembered the standards
which Abigail had attempted to set. Not only was it proving increasingly difficult to maintain a
Europeanized court style of etiquette, but it had also become far too complicated and rigid to be
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understood clearly by anyone. Louisa longed for the London style of calling, and hoped the
customs abroad would soon be adopted amongst Washington society: “in London they have
adopted the Continental fashion of hiring a man to distribute Cards — As we generally follow the
usages of the old Mother Country, perhaps we shall tumble into this convenience; a wise measure
at least as it would put an end to a great many silly pretensions.”** Continuing her complaint,
she pressed her case to John Adams, stating that “The etiquette question has become of so much
importance as to be an object of state, You would laugh could you see Mr A — every morning
preparing a set of cards with as much formality as if he was drawing up some very important
article in a commercial treaty.”*** Adding to her letter with dry humor, she stated “You will at
least have had the happiness of living to see the day when the prosperity of the country has
arrived at such a pitch of greatness that Congress can find no better subjects to regulate than the
common and general intercourse of society...It will soon be before the people then we shall hear
and see much, rank or no rank is the question.”#?

Indeed, the etiquette rules of house visits had reached such a level of public importance
that a man’s chances for high office now depended in part on the reputation of his wife’s ability
to maintain friendships and political allies by house calling. Rumors began to spread that women
would soon be banned from partaking in etiquette rule making, a clear indication that they were
increasingly being perceived as a threat to male order and the diplomatic stability under the
Monroe administration. Noting some of the gossip she had overhead from her sons, Louisa
amusedly wrote to John Adams that “it is said here that the rigid ettiquette established at head
quarters concerning the Ladies of foreigners will produce a change in future and none but single
men will be sent...and A new ettiquette is established no gentleman is to be allowed to talk
longer than six minutes with any Lady.”**¢ Obviously, these rules amounted to nothing, and
women were quick to ignore the warnings.

Clearly, a simple house visit for tea or small talk with women of the diplomatic corps had
become a significant base of power play and potential liabilities for their office holding
husbands, and this power rested entirely on courtly modes of etiquette. After all, as Louisa
assessed, “a man who is ambitious to become President of the United States must make his wife
visit the ladies of the members of Congress first, otherwise he is totally inefficient to fill so high
an office.”**’ Thus, by December 1819 the issue of who was to make the first call began to creep
into congressional debates, a clear sign that Elizabeth and Eliza’s attempts to codify their calling
etiquette continued to be met with mixed views. Even after a two-hour meeting with the cabinet
and members of Congress, the question of who was to make the first call remained unresolved.**
By January 1820, John Quincy had become the champion of Louisa’s attempts to override the
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etiquette rules of the Monroes. “Mr A has been obliged to write on the subject of ettiquette,”
Louisa wrote glowingly to her father-in-law,

“So thus he has been brought much against his will in consequence of a formal

complaint made to the executive concerning his not paying first visits to the

Senators after having had a Cabinet meeting in which no agreement could be

made as to the establishment of an ettiquette: this has necessitated the step he has

taken and tho’ it may make you smile it will prove to you that we are not what we

profess to be in this Country and that trifles may be magnified into things of

serious import.”34°
Indeed, both Louisa and John Quincy knew that Washington’s high society had to be courted,
and trifling and unrepublican as calling appeared to be, they knew that by determining their own
social visits they could command public opinion and gain political supporters. By sidelining the
etiquette of calling by choosing instead to call on whomever they pleased, they adopted instead
the system of favoriting, which they knew firsthand had long been used amongst royal families
in Europe as a form of political control.

Patronage was certainly not an unknown concept to the Adams women, nor to any elite
woman in the western world in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Elite court
women and queens had for centuries held the reigns over the social mechanisms of politics in
Europe. They oversaw and selected who should belong to the monarch’s inner circle, and that
circle was most effectively secured by bestowing favors to certain people to encourage loyalty
and support for the crown.?° It was common knowledge to those in high circles in the late
eighteenth century that women like Georgiana Cavendish, the dazzling Duchess of Devonshire,
used her celebrity status in English high society to praise the Whig Party, and she openly
campaigned for her cousin Charles James Fox’s parliamentary career.’! The Duchess’s daughter,
Harriet Leveson-Gower, Countess Granville, was also a major political patron in Great Britain
and France at the same time that Louisa was navigating the patronage networks in America.
Meanwhile, the British Bluestocking movement of the mid eighteenth century had provided an
obvious example of elite women bonding together to support not only each other’s’ literary and
educational pursuits but also their very deliberate political interludes within high society.?>? With
such recent examples before them of women forming powerful connections, it was inevitable
that the elite women of the United States would follow the same lead to carve out a role for
themselves in political society, one which directly benefited their husband’s electoral chances
and their general popularity whilst at the same time connecting themselves to the wider
transatlantic world of powerful women. Abigail and Louisa had met and networked with some of
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those key women in Europe, and they knew exactly how the system worked and how to be
discreet in a way that many of their American contemporaries clearly did not.

Abigail, during her four years as first lady, had been bombarded with bluntly stated
requests to help family members and friends reach political office, and she had been pressed to
persuade John to give certain preferences to certain people in the capital, but John and Abigail
simply refused most of the requests.>>* The one obvious exception on both their parts was their
insistence that John Quincy should remain in the diplomatic service, for which both John and
Abigail were heavily criticized. Even some of their Federalist supporters were appalled by John’s
willingness to indulge in nepotism. But for the most part, Abigail turned away most of the friends
and family who came to her with the intention of stepping up the social ladder, such as her old
revolutionary friend Mercy Otis Warren and Lucy Ludwell Paradise, despite admitting that she
wished she could do more for John’s supporters.>>* John was already being libeled in the press
for harboring monarchical tendencies, and she knew if they indulged patronage requests they
would sink even lower in the eyes of the opposition, if not also within their own party. Writing to
Louisa’s mother, Catherine Nuth Johnson, who had pleaded for Abigail to help her son achieve a
higher position in the government, Abigail responded that she personally thought patronage a
befitting right of her station, but that “it cannot have escaped You, that a torrent of abuse was
poured forth against the President, for only barely removeing [John Quincy] from one court to an
other...to his personal disadvantage the news papers for Months teemed with reproach lies and
falsehood...I Mention this to You in confidence, and to shew you how very Jealous the people
are, lest the President should excercise what they call Executive Patronage in favour of any
person.”?33

Louisa, however, was far less intimidated by her critics, and she was Abigail’s total
opposite regarding patronage. Louisa fully embraced her ability and power to reshuffle the social
and political scene around her, seeing it as her right to embrace the support of those who had
been loyal to John Quincy and to cultivate loyalty from those she viewed as advantageous to his
career. Take for instance the following letter she wrote to John Quincy during one of her solo
stays in Philadelphia, during which time she was eager to gain her husband additional supporters,
both foreign and domestic: “The Count de Menon I see by letters from Mrs. Thornton and
George, is returned to Washington and full of importance; and quite Sur chargé des Affaires. In
pity to the poor little fellow you should cut him out some small piece of work to rest a claim on
for future fame.”3%¢ She knew that without a strong pool of supporters, no politician or candidate
could hope to achieve much of anything.

Furthermore, like the court women of Europe before her who had long played the same
game, she had quickly discovered that seemingly feminine rhetoric, devoid of obvious political
undertones and with strong words of flattery, had the power to persuade men to see her actions as
charitable, kind, and helpful, rather than politically strategic. Take for instance a letter she wrote
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to Albert Gallatin, which was so dripping with appeals to his benevolence that he could scarcely
refuse her honorably: “Will you have the goodness my dear Sir to send the enclosed to Mrs C
King, as I do not know her address. I take the liberty of making this request having witnessed
your readiness to serve the Ladies, and feeling how happy they are to receive an obligation at
your hands.”>” By writing as if her actions were not political, but based rather in friendship and
charity, Louisa had the power to manipulate practically anyone to fit her agendas of social
networking and political maneuvering, and since her letters were written with such innocent
tones of flattery and politeness, no one could have confidently asserted that she held alternative
motives.

Clearly her ability to seek patronage and to give it was working, for by August 1818 she
boldly tried her luck by writing directly to President James Monroe (without John Quincy
knowing) on behalf of her sister’s husband, George Boyd, who seemed always to be on the brink
of financial ruin. “At the risk of incurring the anger of my husband,” she wrote to Monroe, “and
under the apprehension of your displeasure; I am obliged by the ties of nature which are more
powerful than either of these circumstances however painful, to solicit your aid and compassion
for my Sister, whose situation fills me with alarm and dread...Knowing how contrary it is to my
husbands principles to assist any individual of his family — I again repeat that I am shocked at the
necessity of the step which I am now taking.”*® Thanks to her actions, Boyd soon received a
government post as a Native American agent to the Michigan Territory shortly after Louisa’s
intervention.>>

Clearly Louisa’s efforts and successes to establish a strong European-based patronage
game were recognized, for women in Washington were also quick to come to her for requests for
their own friends and relations, knowing that Louisa was not against helping out political allies
and those whom she deemed worthy of help. Louisa had evidently gained a reputation for being
Washington’s most important social arbiter. Her efforts to help those she deemed worthy seemed
especially significant considering she was not willing to assist everyone who came to her. She
was quick to turn away anyone who had been in any way hostile to John Quincy, or had
exhibited signs of being two-faced, such as Levett Harris, a particularly difficult member of the
American Legation in Russia during John Quincy’s residence in St. Petersburg. After John
Quincy left for Ghent in 1814 and left Louisa in St. Petersburg to take care of the house (and
really the embassy) in his absence, Louisa found herself in the awkward situation of having to
put up with Harris, who clearly believed he was now the ambassador in John Quincy’s absence.
Louisa toyed with the younger diplomat, making it abundantly clear how low she estimated him
in her circle of friends and how little she intended to help the lower ranking diplomat. “I intended
writing you a long Letter this evening,” she wrote to John Quincy in amused exasperation, “but
was interupted by a visit from Mr. Harris who had however nothing new to relate he appears to
be a little impatient to learn what will be your fate and you can “guess why” I believe he only
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does me the honour to visit me to find out if I am not likely to quit the Country soon and I am
mischievous enough to flatter him with hopes one day and overset them the next.”3¢°

In a similar letter several years later in 1820, she informed John Adams of her newfound
status as the most powerful woman of patronage in the capital: a “Mr: & Mrs: Brown the great
people who have made so much fuss about ettiquette, are overpoweringly civil to me all of a
sudden -. It is said he is very anxious to have Mr: Gallatins place at Paris — if he or she court me
for that purpose, they are woefully mistaken if they imagine I have the least influence. I believe
it would be sufficient for me to utter the name of any person with a view to an appointment, to
have them excluded altogether.”*¢! She was, like the court women before her, eager to take sides
and make it known who was and who was not in the Adams camp of favorites.

By handpicking who to invite and who to patronize — and thus handpicking who was
excluded from her visits, private events, and her family’s helping hand — the Adamses could
simultaneously forgo tedious and time-consuming rounds of visits and sidestep the egalitarian
need to include all of high society in their social circle. In other words, none of their social calls
would be meaningless or merely forms of etiquette, they would instead be perceived as a
bestowed honor, and thus create loyalty to the Adams camp by making those called upon feel
special and wanted as the chosen select few. She was, quite literally, forming her court. It was a
clever way to solidify and build their pool of supporters, though ever at the expense of
republican egalitarianism. By calling on certain people instead of others, the Adamses were
sending a clear message that only some of Washington’s high society mattered, and only some
were of political or social value. It was a strategy which earned them instant support from those
who felt selected.

At the same time, perhaps to dissuade their critics from thinking they were hard hearted,
John Quincy and Louisa encouraged anyone to visit them, that they would be treated as friends if
they were to drop by — even those not on their list of invitees. He and Louisa very pointedly
introduced their system of calling etiquette to Congress, but not to the presidential family.?$? By
inviting who they so wished, and extending a warm welcome anyway to those not on their list,
he and Louisa had devised a genius plan, one that at first glance made them appear uninterested
in social rank — for who would dare accuse them of catering to exclusivity when they were
merely inviting whoever they wished? Would it not, after all, be seen as more un-American and
more aristocratic to be so attached to the Monroe’s strict system of courtly etiquette? By creating
a calling system that was so casual and so seemingly uncalculated, a system that was built
around ideas of genuine friendship rather than unfeeling protocol, they could appear uninterested
in favoritism whilst simultaneously establishing a pool of favorites. Meanwhile, many of those
favorites on the invitation list were members of the European diplomatic legations, whose
attachment to the Adamses made Louisa’s social events ten times more attractive and alluring to
the curious and social climbing elites of Washington society. It was the most underhanded move
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towards wielding royal favor they could make, and one that would be near impossible for the
opposition to criticize, for if they did, they themselves would appear hypocritical. For how could
a republican criticize those who did not follow courtly etiquette? And how could the Adamses be
accused of favoring European aristocrats and non-titled elites considering it was John Quincy’s
political duty as the Secretary of State to maintain strong and friendly relations with the
diplomatic legations?

It was simultaneously the most republican and the most aristocratic move the Adamses
could make, and it worked. Yet Louisa’s ability to charm her selected guests and lure them into
Washington’s illustrious European circles should not merely be seen as a social success, but
indeed we ought to see Louisa’s ability to gain John Quincy supporters as a serious key to his
election success in 1824. As Louisa Thomas has assessed, already “by the end of 1822 every
single senator’s wife had paid Louisa a visit except for one.”*®* It was not merely Louisa’s
polished and hospitable personality which won supporters for her cold and stoic husband, but her
ability to charm those whose vote they depended on. Creating a calling system in which Louisa
held the power meant that political wives — in order for their own husbands and families to stay
well reputed — needed Louisa’s favor. To be excluded was not merely to be snubbed, it was to be
unimportant, uninvolved, unworthy. As Catherine Allgor has noted, the Adamses’ installation of
court-like patronage and favoritism and selective social campaigning paved the way for the
modern campaign system, in which specific voting audiences are casually targeted and, in one
form or another, wined and dined for a political end.*** This point has not been emphasized
enough, but it is clear that we ought to give Louisa far more credit as a serious player in the
course of American political and electoral history.

Furthermore, by sending Louisa to befriend the wives of voting men and influential elite
families, John Quincy could gain supporters with discretion by appearing disconnected from her
efforts. She held the power of persuasion, not him, and she could say things which he could not.
Women may not have had voting power, but because of that lack of political expression they
could be, in some cases, far more politically influential and liberal in their efforts than their
husbands. After all, if John Quincy called on a potential voter it would instantly be viewed as a
campaign visit, but if Louisa called on the same person it could be interpreted as a mere social
call, even if Louisa’s true intention was to increase John Quincy’s election chances. By feigning
ignorance of politics and claiming no part in the government, women could create networks and
allies for their husband’s or family’s political agenda under the guise of friendships whilst
simultaneously avoiding any serious chance of being criticized for campaigning. She could in
theory call on whoever she wished, since all of her interactions were considered informal.>¢®
Nothing in the Constitution bound women to strict republican expectations, their status was left
vague by the founders, which meant that their politically strategic moves could be potentially
unlimited without sparking fears and criticism.3®® They were in every way as free as the elite
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women running the salons of ancien régime France. A man campaigning for himself would look
formal, direct, and crass, but his wife could informally campaign on his behalf merely by sending
ball invitations, a seemingly uninvolved move that would strengthen friendships and potentially
lead to beneficial dinner chat. It was the same power which elite women in the courts and salons
of Europe had wielded to the same effect for centuries. Indeed, as Catherine Allgor has stated, in
the summer of 1822 whilst Louisa was residing in Philadelphia with her brother, she had
“created a salon,” catering to the rich locals and the Europeans in residence, but also to the
“newspaper editors, former congressmen, and their families, and other local political figures,
including judges. Not surprisingly, all of these citizens became supporters of John Quincy.”3¢

The desire for power and prestige had certainly not disappeared in America the moment
that the British surrendered at Yorktown. It merely became an object of whispered
reconsideration, and women like Louisa — so versed in court culture and so accustomed to seeing
what women with backhanded power could achieve — were eager to strategize new and
seemingly republican ways to maintain their elevated social positions. For Louisa this meant
turning the Adams residence into the ultimate social scene in Washington, the place where people
could see and be seen. As Catherine Allgor perfectly summed up, “to have been invited to the
Adams house must have seemed flattering in the extreme to congressional families, especially
impressing those from rural areas. To those of similar gentry backgrounds, the displays of
material affluence and specialized knowledge of how to manipulate it had the effect of aligning
the Adamses with the upper-class visitors as ‘our kind of people.”3¢8

Louisa’s first Tuesday drawing room, what she called a “sociable,” attracted over two
hundred guests, and the numbers continued to climb thereafter.’®® Her sociables, which she
hosted on at least sixty-seven days, consisted of tea and other refreshments, but also the usual
entertainments found in every French and English soiree — gambling tables for cards, a dance
floor, and music. Louisa herself sometimes joined the musicians by playing her harp to an
astonished and delighted crowd, and she knew her charisma had the crowd eating out of the palm
of her hand.?”° She also hosted balls fit to accommodate hundreds of guests, and hundreds
showed up at her door. She knew exactly how to win over a crowd, even if John Quincy stood
silent in the corner of the room as a symbol of republican virtue. She knew Americans craved
connections to the Old World, and that pre-Independence cultural norms still loomed large in
people’s minds and behaviors. The fact that Washington’s elite society was so eager to reinstall
social hierarchies and salon-like customs made them the perfect target audience for Louisa, who
knew she could lure them in to support John Quincy by appealing to their desire to mingle with
Washington’s illustrious European residents. The only downside was the press, such as the
Washington Republican, which occasionally made snide remarks about her events being “too
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much in the English style of court parties,” but even these accounts were often favorable reports
with mere criticisms thrown in for good measure.?”!

Rather than serving tea and lemonade, as Abigail had done to differentiate her formal
socials from the dissipated courtly events of France and Britain, Louisa liberally served imported
wines and champagnes in abundance. She also, in line with European styles of hosting, set out
gaming tables for gambling, planned dramatic performances, hired orchestras, and encouraged
her guests to dance waltzes and quadrilles — the newly popular and newly respectable dances
amongst England’s Regency high society.’’? She had effectively brought back the party scene of
Dolley Madison, bringing spectacle, charm, and leisure back to the Washington social scene, but
with a decidedly more European flair, and her crowd was dazzled. As one early Adams
biographer put it, “many persons stood not a little in awe of these entertainments and of the
givers of them, by reason of their superior familiarity with the manners and customs of
Europe.””* Louisa adopted the royal custom of standing in one spot in the crowd, allowing
servants to escort guests to greet her, and once the crowd had worked its way through and she
had met hundreds of visitors, she too joined the crowd as both hostess and spectator, like a queen
bee surrounded by hundreds of amazed if not loyal supporters.’’* The result of all of this was that
Louisa became the most popular woman in Washington in the Monroe administration.

Louisa’s efforts to promote John Quincy in the presidential election of 1824 proved a
success, and they moved into the White House in March 1825. Immediately, however, Louisa fell
into a deep depression which would hang over her for the duration of his administration. Her
letters became fewer, moodier, and unhappy, and she would spend most of the next four years in
the privacy of her bedroom or away from John Quincy in the other fashionable cities of America.
Writing of the White House in her 1825 private memoir Record of a Life, she stated that “there is
something in this great, unsocial house which depresses my spirits beyond expression,” it was, as
she put it, “a dull and stately prison.”*”> She struggled with the fact that she and John Quincy
now had no higher station to work towards achieving, that her place had become “merely
ornamental” rather than beneficial.3’® But though she was no longer excited or motivated to be a
public figure, she nevertheless maintained her elevated social position by hosting weekly levees
and regular balls at the White House, at which she regally greeted her guests under the rotunda
by a stiff curtsey rather than the informal shaking of hands.?”” She presided over her social duties
in the White House with a half-hearted interest, lacking almost entirely the magnetism that had
once made her the most celebrated social figure in Washington.?”® Louisa’s reluctance to partake
in the political culture that she herself had spearheaded proved to be a major blow to John
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Quincy’s second campaign efforts. As William J. Cooper rightly summed up, “no one else had
expended more energy or effort in keeping John Quincy in the political forefront” than Louisa,
and without her at his side dazzling the crowd that he could not, his chances of maintaining his
political popularity significantly plummeted.*”

Louisa’s disappearance from the social and cultural scene in Washington during her
husband’s presidential years bears mentioning, and ought to be reassessed not simply as a mere
absence, but as a potentially serious cause for John Quincy’s loss in the election of 1828. It was
clear by 1828 that without Louisa’s shining influence in Washington’s social circles, John
Quincy appeared only as an awkwardly serious and nearly silent shadow in the capital. Louisa’s
housebound spells of depression and her gradual unwillingness to promote John Quincy in the
leadup to the election of 1828 was a major factor that contributed to Jackson’s charismatic rise to
power. Without Louisa guiding the brilliant social scene, John Quincy was hardly visible at all.

As the election of 1828 approached, the Jacksonian press, particularly the Calhounist
United States Telegraph, took advantage of Louisa’s absence from the scene to condemn her as a
European stain on John Quincy’s reelection chances, noting also the Adamses’ European love of
lavish spending, their hosting exclusive entertainments, and indulgence in gambling - indeed,
John Quincy had very controversially purchased a billiard table for the White House. It also did
not help that John Quincy had enjoyed the privileges of an elite education, had parents who had
practically trained him for a life in high public office, and that he had spent much of his youth in
the glittering palaces of Europe.®® Samuel D. Ingham, one of the Telegraph s editorial writers,
referred to the Adamses as exhibiting a notorious display of “kingly pomp.”¥! In retaliation,
Louisa began referring to Jackson in her private correspondence as “His Satanic Majesty.”3%2 It’s
no wonder her letters were sent laced in anger. The Jacksonians were quick to dig up old gossip
about the Adams’s time in St. Petersburg, thanks to rumors spread by a junior member from the
St. Petersburg corps. The Jacksonians embellished those accounts, to indicate that John Quincy
and Louisa had procured prostitutes for the Russian emperor as a means of gaining his favor. The
Jacksonians sent out a clear message that the Adamses were not above sucking up to those in
power to further their own climb up the social ladder. Unfortunately for the Adamses, they were
not above playing the courtly game of favoriting. John Quincy, the Jacksonians sneered, had
become “the pimp of the coalition” in St. Petersburg, and Louisa’s English heritage and shining
success in the courts of Berlin, St. Petersburg, and London did not help matters.*%*

It also did not help that Louisa was now being accused of having played “diplomatic
tricks” in the election of 1824 to gain John Quincy voters, and, she had.’®* As we have assessed,
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Louisa knew how to gain favor from elites across America and Europe, and the Jacksonians
interpreted her ability to charm as a liability, rather than a benefit. It was a serious slander, and
though the Adamses had not actually aided Alexander’s nightly activities, the rumor was
irreparably damaging, and in the 1820s that was enough to significantly hurt one’s election
chances. The Adams’s acceptance and eventual reliance on court culture and royalist favoriting,
not to mention Louisa’s ‘tricks,’ clearly played a much larger part in the election of 1828 than
has previously been realized. John Quincy and Louisa knew how to play courtiers far better than
they knew how to play republicans. Yet times were changing, and just as Jefferson had thwarted
the court before with an emphasis on a patriarchal socio-political capital environment, now the
Jacksonians were eager to repeat that history.

Though no historian has yet made this case, it is too easy to conclude that John Quincy’s
reelection chances were simply soured by party politics. Louisa’s adherence to courtly customs
of lavish entertainments and favoriting was a serious liability. Indeed, her part in Washington was
so controversial that the election of 1828 was the first presidential election to include a
candidate’s wife as a major political target in the press, a testament to Louisa’s part on the social
scene. Not only was Louisa an Englishwoman and embellishing the republican court customs
that her mother-in-law had established, but she was also simply not around to promote her
husband’s second campaign or to refute nasty rumors in the presidential election, and this was
the time in which he needed her charms the most. Her lack of a defense against accusations of
aristocratic maneuvering should be taken seriously as a major reason for John Quincy’s election
loss in 1828. Had she gone too far trying to reinstate the republican court that her mother-in-law
had so carefully crafted two decades before? The answer is an automatic yes, and the result was
fatal not only to the Adams family, but to the future of the early republic’s court.

The only occasion on which Louisa approached the public with a refutation was in
February 1827 to set the matter straight in the Philadelphia Evening Post that her father was a
Maryland gentleman and that she came from good half-American stock — yet there was no
mention of John Quincy in her testament. It was a defense for herself, as Louisa Thomas rightly
states, but very pointedly not for him.38> Without Louisa’s European flair, John Quincy stood like
a cold stone against the fiery storm of the rising Jacksonians. Indeed, Louisa had become the
same shadowy figure that Elizabeth Monroe had been, and Elizabeth and James had suffered
from her absences. Louisa surely knew that neglecting her place as a public figure would dampen
John Quincy’s campaign efforts, and it did. She knew her husband’s voting pool in part depended
on her courtly entertaining, her salons, her balls, her gambling tables. As the social face of their
marriage, as the capital’s most polished hostess and entertainer, Louisa had practically held the
voting cards in her hands in 1824.

There are many reasons why John Quincy lost his second election, but Louisa’s insistence
on reigning the republican court only to suddenly excuse herself from John Quincy’s side after
his controversial winning of the presidency absolutely must be addressed as a key factor in the
events of the election of 1828. Her European flair was her greatest power, but when she stepped
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away from the political arena, it became arguably John Quincy’s greatest downfall. Louisa had,
in short, created a situation in which neither she nor her husband could win. With her, he
appeared too English, too aristocratic. Without her, he was hardly noticed at all.

Yet times had also changed significantly in the decade since John Quincy and Louisa
returned to America. By the late 1820s, the republican court had begun to stand out like an out of
touch, obsolete, and careless scene of glitz and glamor in a republic that was increasingly
becoming more and more comprised of working class and middle-class voters. As John F.
Kasson reminds us, “the interrelated developments in industrialization, transportation,
communication, and urbanization that together transformed virtually every aspect of American
life was a major blow to the old genteel order.”%¢ Indeed, as historians such as Edward Pessen
and Arthur Schlesinger Jr. have noted, the rise of Jackson was as much a narrative about
America’s changing class system as it was about politics and ethnocultural divisions.**’” And no
one in American politics in 1828 represented the ‘old genteel order’ more than the Adams family.
They had made themselves as unrelatable as possible to a voting audience that was veering off
into a very different future. After all, what did the republican court and all its fashion and rituals
of etiquette have to do with industrial laborers, Western farmers, religiously reawakened
moralists, and women who were more interested in temperance and other social causes —
increasingly that of suffrage - than the frivolities of high European etiquette?

As Gordon S. Wood summed up, “the common people increasingly seemed to want
unpretentious men as their rulers, men who never went to college and never put on airs.”*8 The
old order was fading, new generations who had not lived through the founding of the nation were
reaching or had reached adulthood, and America itself was reaching a level of maturity,
confidence, and self-assuredness that signified that the country no longer needed to rely on
traditional monarchical holdovers to convince the powers of the earth that it could hold its own
on the world stage. The American experiment was no longer a novelty. Now that the United
States had proven its rising place amongst the powers of Europe in light of its confidence in the
War of 1812, it no longer needed to play the European game. Besides, those living in the far
West could no more visualize Washington’s lavish interiors than women like Louisa could
imagine a struggling prairie farm. Yet, at the same time, without Louisa cheering on John
Quincy, without her campaigning for him in the North — the only place where he still held a
considerable pool of supporters - and without her charisma to render him likable, he was destined
to sit like a lame duck by 1828. He was as doomed with her as he was without her.

At any rate, the Jacksonians were quick to revert back to the days of Jefferson, and like
Jefferson, Jackson too entered the White House without a first lady to cater to the social scene in
the capital. The early republic had effectively ended as a new masculinized era of American
democracy swept across the growing nation, an era that would praise the American ‘everyman’
as it were, the planters, industrial laborers, and the ever rising nineteenth century middle class.
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Immediately upon entering the White House, Jackson’s followers all but raised the building to
the ground in their drunken excitement, overturning the furniture and causing a scene of havoc
never before seen at that time in Washington.*®” Gone were the days of courtly drawing rooms
and ceremonial balls and etiquette wars between women. The republican court, what some in
1830 now sneeringly referred to as the “Yankee Doodle Court” and its ceremony and etiquette,
had all but vanished and Louisa and John Quincy gloomily entered into the next phase of their
lives in the new antebellum social scene.**°

Louisa’s part in the history of Washington D.C. has been acknowledged only by a very few
historians, for it seems that first ladies, like presidents, tend to be studied first and foremost as
first ladies, whilst their accomplishments before and after the White House years are left
relatively untouched. Yet as this chapter has shown, Louisa was a central figure in the capital in
the 1810s and early 1820s, and she approached the remaking of the capital’s society in highly
polished and European courtly ways throughout those years. The etiquette and class precedents
that she set were far more European than American, which offers historians an important
reminder about the early republic: it was a republic governmentally, but it still operated like a
monarchy socially and culturally well into the 1820s. Not every tie to America’s royalist colonial
past had been severed by Jefferson’s dismantling of the original republican court, and thanks in
large part to Louisa, the court returned tenfold stronger than it had ever been in Abigail’s day.
The second republican court was far more courtly than it was republican, and its etiquette,
gentility, sophisticated protocols, and ceremonial occasions simply cannot be overlooked if we
are to understand the mechanisms of change in early republican political history.

Louisa’s involvement in recreating the court which her mother-in-law had so carefully
crafted, its rules for calling and the manner of its ceremonial and entertaining occasions, ought to
be studied not as a mere trivial moment in early United States history, but as the beginning of a
behavioral pattern in the capital that would mark the whole of the nineteenth century. It signaled
the looming recurring shift between republican simplicity and monarchical extravagances that
would continue to fall in and out of favor with the changing of the political seasons. Louisa’s part
in the downfall of the second republican court also ties closely into her husband’s presidential
loss in 1828, a fact that cannot be seen as either a coincidence or a separated point. Louisa, for all
the reasons listed in this chapter, was a controversial figure in the Monroe and Quincy Adams
administrations, and her European polish was both her greatest asset and power play, and her
ultimate downfall.

As this chapter has made clear, early republican etiquette and courtly events absolutely
must be studied as a serious topic, as something intricately connected to the tides of America’s
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early political history. Louisa may not have been given the lasting legendary status that Martha,
Abigail and Dolley have received by historians through the years, but her part offers something
perhaps more valuable to American historians. Louisa does not fit easily into any kind of
republican narrative, yet her actions proved that women in early Washington did not necessarily
have to rely on republican principles to carve out a place for themselves at the tables of the rich
and the powerful. The Jacksonians saw her as a target in the press, a clear indication that she had
succeeded as the enviable Europeanized salon woman, the perfect hostess for the rich and
famous, and the woman everyone needed to befriend to be counted amongst her favorites.
Unfortunately for her and John Quincy, her success came at an irreversible price. John Quincy
Adams would go on to shine in the United States Congress in the final two decades of his life,
but Louisa would never again be viewed in Washington as a woman of power. The court had
vanished, and with its demise came her own shrinking from the political scene, as well as her,
perhaps deliberate, disappearance from the volumes of history.
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Chapter Four

Dressing the Capital: The Adams Women on Elite Fashion and Public Image

“Fashion is the Deity every one worships in this country and from the highest to the lowest you
must submit.”*"!

Abigail Adams wrote the above statement in her first year living in France, but she may as well
have been referring to the United States at any point during the early republic. Despite Abigail’s
claim that material status played a vital role in late eighteenth century politics and everyday life,
fashion has nevertheless been sidelined as a political concept in early republican studies,
relegated unfairly to the non-academic realms of fashion bloggers, garden club women, and
amateur historians. Fashion, by its nature, does not perhaps inspire confidence as an academic
subject, but like any other luxury product, it is deeply connected not just to histories of culture,
but also to histories of politics and economics. We would do well to echo the later nineteenth
century themes of Louisa May Alcott, to remember that the more we write about the seemingly
trivial and seemingly feminine the more definitely important and definitely consequential those
subjects will become. Dwelling on fashion is never a superficial topic in a political context. How
presidents and first ladies dress has always mattered because it is always to some degree a
political, cultural, and social statement, or can easily be contextualized as one.

Not only has fashion been severely downplayed as an important aspect of early
republican studies, but when it is seriously addressed at all, it is almost always focused on either
Martha Washington or Dolley Madison. The Adams women, by contrast, and their contributions
to material culture have never been written in an academic sense. This chapter will thus reject the
traditional narratives of viewing Martha and Dolley at the center of America’s fashionable
community, and it will finally give Abigail and Louisa Catherine Adams the recognition they
have long deserved as major material trendsetters on the political scene between the 1780s and
the 1820s. Both Abigail and Louisa constantly strove to help cement European styles of fashion
and imported luxuries as a key component of the early capital’s material culture, a fact that
historians have either forgotten about or have more likely taken for granted as “seemingly
inconsequential,” as Jeanne E. Abrams glumly puts it, in the histories of their esteemed
husbands.?*> One may not get the sense that fashion was important to the early capital if they
were to read the diaries and letters of John Quincy Adams, but if one reads the diaries and letters
of Louisa Catherine, they quickly will find fashion as a front and center political discourse
throughout the long public years of her life. As Catherine Allgor has assessed, Louisa’s writings
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“demonstrate an explicit awareness of the crucial niceties of what present day historians might
relegate to the women’s sphere. Louisa’s attention foregrounds this subject, one usually noted
only in passing by historians of John Quincy Adams.”*** The same can very well and must be
said of Abigail and John Adams.

As this chapter will demonstrate, high fashion has always been a political expression of a
nation’s power, its cosmopolitan connections, and its international status, yet it is also a subject
that can irreparably damage one’s personal and political reputation. In the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth century, fashion was especially a topic that caused never-ending political
debates and public scandals. After all, as Jeanne E. Abrams points out, “Marie Antoinette had
lost her crown and her life, in part, over issues revolving around dress.”*** Nothing Abigail or
Louisa purchased or wore was ill thought out, and though they understood the dangers of
appearing too luxuriously in the American republic, they also could not conceal their deep desire
to look the part that their elevated station seemingly required. High fashion and indulgence in
foreign luxuries was not just about personal aesthetic choices, it was for women their most
obvious way of expressing their close connections to political and international power.

Fashion was a language that was instantly understood by every elite European who
encountered an American at home or abroad. To be taken seriously by foreigners, Americans had
to give in to age-old customs, and aspiring to high fashion was an instant way to propel the
United States’ reputation as a cosmopolitan, polished, and high cultured nation. British and
French opinions mattered enormously to early Americans, and fashion was the easiest way for
those in power to gain respect and approval from cultural critics across the Atlantic. If nothing
else, fashion provided a way to deflect nasty criticism from Europeans arriving on America’s
shores expecting to see a savage post-colonial culture. Fashion provided a crucial first
impression, therefore we must refer to it as seriously as the early republicans did or we will never
grasp the cultural or political stakes that capital citizens faced every day in America’s tumultuous
first decades.

However, historians and biographers have repeatedly misunderstood or ignored the
Adams women’s materialist public and cultural intentions. Abigail and Louisa were republicans
in theory, yes, but if we look at their purchasing power, we certainly will not find humble
republican ideals in any of their transatlantic receipts. These were not women who were
struggling or even trying to maintain a subdued and humble feminine American stereotype, as
Carol Berkin has misjudged, they were actually wholeheartedly embracing their very public
roles, ever eager to showcase that American women need not be wallflowers beside European
royals and nobles.>> They looked, materially speaking, in every way far more British and French
than American.

It is time we stopped trying to describe the Adams women as picture perfect models of
republican simplicity. It is time we viewed them as they viewed themselves, as women of
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sophisticated and worldly tastes living in a sophisticated and worldly transatlantic network of
powerful elites. Indeed, the Adams women provide the best insight to understand the importance
of fashion in the early U.S. capital, for both the Adams and Quincy Adams presidential
administrations were inevitably and immediately followed by administrations that endeavored to
squash the fashionable scene in the capital. The repetition here is significant and demands
analysis. Clearly, fashion is no more women’s history than politics is men’s. There has been so
much written about the political backlashes against what women like Louisa and Abigail were
wearing, yet where are the studies actually discussing their European attire and the Adams
family’s place in that cultural narrative?**® Why should the response to fashion be political but
fashion itself be trivialized as just ‘women’s history’? Why do we consistently study the effect
but not the cause? It was no coincidence that history repeated itself, yet historians have done
nothing to acknowledge the Adams women’s luxury consumption choices as a potentially serious
factor that contributed to their husbands’ losing their reelection chances. The Adams women
were front and center in the ‘Style Wars,’ or, the debate about republican fashion and the
limitations of what that style should mean to a people who, by the nature of republican
government, should not wear clothing resembling that of royals and emperors. It was a very real
political dilemma for those who could afford to dress in high style, and the Adams women were
certainly no exceptions.

Even after the Federalist party fell out of power and out of mind, fashion clearly still
remained a dilemma for the subsequent divisions of the Democratic-Republican Party, signaling
that it was a far bigger topic that transcended beyond mere party politics. It certainly and
evidently had a scope far larger than just the 1790s debates. Yet it is a topic so little addressed
after Jefferson’s administrations. Nevertheless, Abigail and Louisa had a major role to play in the
fashionable aesthetics of the capital, and at last this story will be addressed in the detail it
deserves. If we are to understand the Adams women and what they were trying to accomplish in
their endeavors to elevate the republican court to ever higher aesthetic tastes, then we must view
fashion and material culture as seriously as they did. So far in this dissertation we have examined
how the Adams women used European courtly precedents to establish the social structure and
ceremonial culture of the United States capital. Now we will see how they used the same
European influence to refashion the capital’s material culture.

Thus, this chapter will address how Abigail and Louisa influenced and interpreted
outward displays of republican power via court dress and fashion. For example, what did it mean
politically and socially for these women to import French and British dress materials and
patterns? How did their experiences of living abroad in court settings affect their understandings
of fashion as a politically powerful concept? To what degree was fashion a republican or
politically significant representation of party and country? What did it mean for Abigail, who had
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praised American homespun clothing during the 1770s, to wear imported fabrics and luxurious
styles in the presidential mansion? If there is one thing that the Adams women made absolutely
clear, it was that republicans may not have shared the same political ideologies as monarchical
and imperial Europeans, but they absolutely did share the same material aesthetics and they
similarly wielded those aesthetics as a major political tool designed — literally - to impress, fit in
with, and astonish their European counterparts. The Adams women never forgot that they lived
in an intricately connected and cosmopolitan world, and they never lost their ambitious desire to
prove that they belonged to it.

Abigail Adams on Elite Fashion in the U.S. Capital

Abigail and John Adams were perhaps the last people in revolutionary America who would have
envisioned themselves donning the fashionable imported clothes from Europe as the republic
began. At the time of the revolution, wearing homespun clothing and buying American-made
manufactures was a testament of patriotism for women on the home front. For Abigail and her
friends and relations in eastern Massachusetts, it was a priority that was taken seriously. To be
seen wearing imported fabrics from Europe, and particularly from the mills of Great Britain, was
something to be shamed. As Carol Berkin, Linda Kerber, and Jeanne E. Abrams have all
assessed, homespun clothing had become a “badge of honor and a visible political statement”
during the revolution, a public testimony of loyalty to the patriot’s cause and a symbol of the
revolution itself.>*” As the Boston Evening Post stated, “the industry and frugality of American
ladies must exalt their character in the Eyes of the World and serve to show how greatly they are
contributing to bring about the political salvation for a whole Continent.”3%

For women like Abigail, creating homespun clothing was the most public declaration of
American sympathy that she could make, and a way to easily refute the luxurious tastes that had
long defined America’s classist English society. To her, the revolution signaled more than just a
break from colonial ties, it symbolized a break with English culture and commodities — not just
English teas, but a whole array of English refinements including imported patterns and dress
materials. In the eyes of women like Abigail, no matter the cost or the quality, any English
material making its way into American ports needed to be boycotted and targeted as an
unnecessary luxury. As Linda Kerber put it, the patriot woman — the “model republican woman”
— was determined to confidently “ignore the vagaries of fashion.”**® Fortunately, self-reliance
was perhaps Abigail’s greatest asset. Born to be a farmer’s wife, and raised in the tiny town of
Weymouth as the humble daughter of a rural Congregational reverend, relying on her own wits
and local resources came second nature to her. For Abigail in the 1770s and early 1780s,
rejecting English imports was never a matter of sacrifice. As Joanna Cohen puts it, there had
emerged in revolutionary society the idea of the ‘patriot-consumer,’ a “model of citizenship that
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demanded self-sacrifice as the prime expression of civic virtue.”*% Like the other patriot women
in Braintree and the surrounding towns south of Boston, Abigail gladly accepted this newfound
role for women, which offered them a chance to express themselves politically through their
economic consumption behaviors.

Abigail’s insistence on wearing homespun American clothes became an earnest passion
of hers as early as late 1774, as she wrote to John Adams of the styles of the day in Boston and
Braintree. “As for me I will seek wool and flax and work willingly with my Hands, and indeed
their is occasion for all our industry and economy...tho it was formerly the pride and ambition of
Americans to indulge in the fashions and Manufactures of Great Brittain now she threatens us
with her chains we will scorn to wear her livery, and shall think ourselves more decently attired
in the coarse and plain vestures of our own Manufactory than in all the gaudy trapings that adorn
the slave.”*! To Abigail and John, European fashion was just another symptom of the
degradation associated with old metropolitan urban centers, ever in their eyes places that
symbolized the worst of humanity, rampant as if diseased with classism, elitism, luxury, and the
loss of humility and virtue. The argument that European luxuries ran anathema to American
virtues became a near constant point in John and Abigail’s letters to each other while John was
away in Philadelphia. America, to them, stood for egalitarianism, simplicity, humility, and the
blissful denial of luxury. Europe, as Jeanne E. Abrams countered, had come to represent
“everything that needed to be eradicated in the quest to become an independent American nation:
rank, status, elaborate ceremonies, excessive luxury, corruption, ostentatious fashions, and
profligate lifestyles.”*? John Adams clearly echoed these sentiments as he wrote to Abigail in
April 1776 from Philadelphia: “Whenever Vanity and Gaiety, a Love of Pomp and Dress,
Furniture, Equipage, Buildings, great company, expensive diversions, and elegant Entertainments
get the better of the Principles and Judgments of Men or Women there is no knowing where they
will stop, nor into what Evils, natural, moral, or political, they will lead us.”4%

Echoing the same warning from Paris in 1783, John Adams wrote to his daughter Nabby,
then a teenage girl, of the Parisian scene which he was witnessing, which appeared to him like an
excessive sea of luxurious silks, diamonds, and overdone makeup. He viewed it as a scene of
disgust, concluding that “the polite life in Europe is such an insipid round of head-dressing and
play, as I hope will never be agreeable to you — or rather I hope you will detest it as beneath the
character of a rational being.”*%* Paris was then at the height of its most opulent age, still
immersed in the ancien régime’s materialistic and showy rococo world. It was the same world in
which Marie Antoinette was thriving, setting the high fashion scene for the continent and stirring
gossip reports abroad. It was the furthest possible scene from the provincial and Puritanical
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setting which John had left behind, and his first forays into the glitz and glamor of ancien régime
France were far from exciting to him. He was horrified by having to suddenly fit into that world
of fashion which had never been to his taste or his interest.

Yet fashion could not be avoided, not without sacrificing one’s place at court and
rendering their diplomatic post null and void. To be in fashion was not simply a choice in order
to fit in with high society, it was a court requirement, as it was at every major European court,
and dressing plainly and humbly was simply not an option. Only Benjamin Franklin, it seems,
had the charisma to charm the French into believing he was a backwoodsman in common
apparel, but even this was merely a costume, and he did not always appear dressed in dull
browns and woodsmen’s fur caps. After all, it was instantly clear that in Europe, and especially
in Louis XVI’s France, fashion was not a mere show of wealth, but a symbol that immediately
and effectively “conveyed privilege and rank,” as Jeanne E. Abrams points out.*? It was a social
marker that demanded respect, and convinced everyone in the room that one deserved
recognition as a person of importance.*%®

John and Abigail would especially find themselves, on frustrating occasions, the subject
of public criticisms whilst they resided in London. Abigail realized instantly upon taking up
residence in Paris and London that she would have to up her game in the fashionable world.
Indeed, the first news of she and John’s arrival in Britain was news about what they were
wearing rather than about who they were or the government agenda that they were representing.
The periodical press, “Tory venom,” as Abigail angrily referred to them, mocked she and John as
being “cheap and unstylish,” despite them wearing the best of French fashion upon their
arrival.*” Meanwhile, as they had learned in Paris, American simplicities — homespun and drab
materials — would simply not impress anyone in the excessively lavish court circles. The British,
still bitter in the aftermath of a lost war were far more difficult to impress than the French had
been.

Staying in fashion was difficult enough for the men in courtly and aristocratic settings in
both places, but for the women the requirements were unending. Abigail had found almost
instantly in her first week abroad that a large portion of her day to day life would now be spent
with “the stay maker, the Mantua maker, the hoop maker, the shoe maker, the miliner and hair
dresser, all of whom are necessary to transform me into the fashionable Lady.”*® Concluding an
assessment of her first impressions of Parisian fashion, she remarked “I have seen many Ladies;
but not one Elegant one since I cam; there is not to me that neatness in their appearence which
you see in our Ladies...O my Country; my Country; preserve the little purity and simplicity you
yet possess. Believe me, they are jewells of inestimable value.”*”
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Yet as Abigail further put it, “To be out of fashion is more criminal than to be seen in a
state of Nature.”*!? Even Abigail’s two servants from America found themselves the butt of jokes
amongst the pool of French servants whom the Adamses hired at Auteuil. “Poor John and Ester,”
Abigail noted, “had no comfort amongst the servants, being constantly the Subjects of their
ridicule, untill we were obliged to direct them to have their Hair drest. Ester had several Crying
Spells upon the occasion that she should be forced to be so much of a fool: but there was no way
to keep them from being trampled upon but this; and now they are a la mode de Paris, they are
much respected.”*!! As the wife of a diplomat, expected to appear always at her best amongst the
high society crowds of Paris and London and their respective courts, Abigail did not have the
option to don the republican garb she had worn in provincial Massachusetts. Katherine Hay, the
wife of a British ship captain whom Abigail had befriended in France, reminded Abigail of her
duty to fashion: “I have ever been a conformist to fashion because I think it a civility due to a
Country from a Stranger...In your situation you will find conformity to fashion Necessary.”*!2
Indeed, no one would get by at court plainly dressed without causing a very public scene, usually
a public talking-down from one of the royals, and even the most expensive apparel would
sometimes be the subject of ridicule if the royals disliked the look, as Nabby noted after
witnessing an unfortunate incident in Paris in January 1785: “Madame Adelaide, one of the
king’s aunts, addressed herself to Monsieur la Compt de Mercy in French — “how comes it,
Monsieur Ambassador, that you are so little dressed on this occasion?”” The ambassador seemed a
little surprised: “I do not know madame, my coat cost me 80,000 livres.” “Then,” said she, “you
should have pinned the price upon the back of it.”*!?

It is no wonder then that the Adams women immediately sought advice on court dress, to
avoid becoming the laughingstocks at court functions. Abigail and Nabby wrote to Charles
Storer, a distant relation of theirs who had joined the American legation in the Netherlands and
had lived in Amsterdam and the Hague for the past five years. In reply to Nabby, Storer advised
the two women on how to best fit into London’s fashionable scene:

“You ask my advice respecting the dress necessary at Court...They tell me that

the queen appears always in silk, and very plain, except on the king’s birth-day.

The princesses, too, generally appear in silk. The nobility dress variously...all

join in telling me that you had not only better provide yourself in every common

dress, laces, silks, &c., before you come here; but had also better make up a

fashionable court dress, such as is worn at Versailles, which will be just the ton

here; as fashions here are most all borrowed. This going to court will be very

expensive. You must go upon all public days, and cannot appear twice or above

twice, in the same suit. So you see the worst is not presenting...But the court all

have their eyes upon one, and are too apt to make their remarks, sometimes aloud.
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This is very unpleasant, especially where there are — and there will be many, I

believe — ill-natured observers.”*!4
Pleasing the ‘ton’ or not, Abigail was hesitant in her early months abroad to fully take Storer’s
advice to heart, preferring instead to dress herself with the bare minimum requirements for court
in an effort to preserve her republican humility. “There is a rage of fashion which prevails here
with dispotick Sway,” Abigail wrote of her first forays into English society, “the coulour and
kind of silk must be attended to; and the day for putting it on and of, no fancy to be exercised,
but it is the fashion and that is argument sufficient to put one in, or out of countenance. I am
comeing on half way.”*!> Of course, even meeting the court demands halfway, to “be elegant but
plain as I could possibly appear with Decency,” was hardly a frugal display, for Abigail’s court
attire was a fashionable mix of laces, crapes, diamonds and pearls, and exotic feathers, hardly her
republican homespun ensemble.*!® But even ‘coming on halfway,” she knew, would not gain her
praise or perhaps respect, and she began to fret about her lowly appearance at court. Speaking of
the British court at St. James, Abigail pondered over the issue of needing to appear more in
vogue, “I could not boast of making an appearence in point of person or richness of attire...I
know I will not strike my coulours to many of them.”*!”

Yet for all of Abigail’s written lectures on humility, simplicity, and American plain
homespun, even she was not wholly immune from the charms of European fashion. Nabby,
noticing her mother’s sudden change of heart towards the women abroad and their finery, at last
was driven to state that “I think my Mammas head is more Metamorphosed than any thing elce
about us.”*!® Writing to her sister Mary Cranch in an excited exchange about her newfound
interest in British high fashion, Abigail cheerfully reported on her and Nabby’s court
appearances: “My head is drest for St. James and in my opinion looks very tasty.”*!* Even the
heavy makeup which the rich women around her wore daily, their powders and rouge and
Rococo faces, no longer horrified Abigail’s plainer tastes: “I can even see that the Rouge gives
an additional splendour to the Eyes.”*?° And, speaking for herself, she now “found my taste
reconciling itself to habits customs and fashions” which at first were shocking and strange to
her.#?!

Abigail was also fascinated to discover that Marie Antoinette, “the Queen herself, and the
ladies of honor” dressed “very plain” when they were not attending court and formal functions, a
fact which encouraged Abigail to see that fashion was not simply a material expression of wealth
and prestige, but instead a kind of public costume designed to represent the state.*?? She and
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Nabby would make similar comments about the British royal family.*?* Of course, Marie
Antoinette often wore plain dresses as costumes as she ‘played peasant’ and the British royals
often spent a fortune on materials that only looked plain to the eye, but their seemingly
understated attire was enough to impress Abigail and helped her to see that the royals were more
human than she had expected. It was also an invitation for Abigail to adopt the same principle
when she became a central figure on the American political scene, to wear her finest dresses for
state occasions only.

Whatever the case, Abigail’s letters to friends in America began to be filled with long
descriptions of her new wardrobe, as well as descriptions of the modes of fashion seen in the
grand halls and ballrooms of Paris.*>* Clearly Abigail had discovered an unexpected passion for
elite fashion during her time in Paris and London. There was no mention of homespun or
American manufactures in her letters from the 1780s on, and indeed, there was a decidedly
positive shift in her tone towards European feminine flair. As she now put it, “the dress of the
French laidies has the most taste and variety in it, of any I have yet seen.”*?> Now that Abigail
and Nabby had witnessed firsthand how the royals dressed, they found themselves shocked by
how badly the American women abroad were trying to fit in, and how poorly they over-emulated
the styles of the royals and nobles. It appalled Abigail to see her own countrywomen dressing the
most lavishly of all the women at the French court — but not because they were abandoning
republican simplicities, but because they lacked an eye for good taste: “I have seen none
however who carry the extravagance of dress to such a height as the Americans who are here.”#?

Thus, in an ironic twist of fate, Abigail would find her greatest fashion inspirations from
the French and English royals, the very women whom she had expected to criticize the most, whilst
she simultaneously found her American friends abroad wearing the gaudily opulent clothes she
had expected the royals to wear. Abigail and Nabby had quickly realized it was not the abundance
of designs and styles and trimmings or colors that made the royals shine at court, it was the richness
of their materials, and their understated elegance and countenance, which made them appear far
grander than the clownish Rococo fops and dandies and their overly powdered wives. To Abigail,
the American women appeared like Hogarthian caricatures, and the royals appeared, ironically,
almost like simple republicans by comparison.

Indeed, Abigail had even begun to defend the fashion choices of the elite French and
English women to any American who uttered criticism against them, referring to French fashion
as “light, airy, and genteel,” and even going so far as to criticize the lower ‘ranking’ Americans
who were poking fun at the ladies of Paris and London.*?” Clearly, Abigail had undergone a total
transformation in the way that she viewed fashion and its purpose. On one occasion, she had to
remind a fellow American at the court of Versailles that the rank and titles of the women at court
gave the French ladies free reign to dress as superbly as they wished. Her American companion
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had found Adrienne de Lafayette’s appearance wanting, and Abigail quickly defended the wife of
the war hero who had so ably given aid to Washington during the American Revolution. Abigail
recounted the moment in a letter to her sister Mary Smith Cranch, recalling how

“one of our fine American Ladies who sat by me whisperd me: good Heavens! how

awfully she is drest. I could not forbear returning the whisper which I most sincerely

despised, by replieing the Lady’s rank sets her above the little formalities of dress:

she had on a brown flowence gown and peticoat which is the only Silk except

Sattins which are worn here in Winter, a plain double Gauze hankerchief a pretty

cap with a white ribbon in it, and lookd very neat.”#?

Clearly, Abigail was fully aware that she had adapted to her new surroundings, that her tastes in
style had evolved and become far grander than she could ever have expected. Abigail of the 1770s
was long gone. Where before she spoke of European high fashion as “the gaudy trapings that adorn
the slave,” now she defended and admired those aesthetic choices, and frowned upon her American
companions for being too shallow minded to see the merit of the Parisian ladies’ dazzlingly eclectic
wardrobes.*?* No doubt Abigail’s favorable opinion and friendship with Madame de Lafayette had
altered her opinions about French fashion. She was deeply impressed with Adrienne’s polished
and humble manners and her sense of elegant style, realizing perhaps for the first time that one
could be both humble of mind and extravagant in dress, both exquisite and basic, without those
qualities reflecting one’s own economic or political beliefs. Dress did not accentuate manners, but
merely gave resplendent color and graceful style to a room. It was a way to decorate the nation, to
express its elegance, taste, and access to worldly goods without necessarily sacrificing one’s own
self or one’s own views. Fashion was a symbol of the state, she discovered, and it existed as an
abstract symbol of power and the worldly connections that resulted from that power.

It was a concept that Abigail realized could be wielded to the same effect in America. The
American capital needed to impress and fit in with the powers of Old World Europe, particularly
Britain and France, and to pull that off its public officials and their families needed to look the
part. Nowhere was this desire more apparent than in Philadelphia. Indeed, of all the places in the
United States, Philadelphia remained culturally the most European, the most stratified by class
differences, and the most visible place where fashion was on full and brilliant display. There was
still a craving for gentility there, a need to fit in with the polished and aristocratic travelers
making their curious, and often critically harsh, first forays into America’s finest city. The
founders, as Joanna Cohen rightly points out, struggled with the dilemma of needing to propel
forward the idea of republican simplicity whilst at the same time balance that requirement with
the inevitable continuation of English cultural and social traditions.*** English social and
material traditions simply did not disappear the day Independence was announced in
Philadelphia’s halls, despite the instant mythologization of the event. Politically the American
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people were Patriots, but culturally and materially they were hardly distinguishable from
Loyalists.

The immediate emergence of the republican court was certainly no coincidence and no
surprise. None of the founders — not Washington, Franklin, Adams or even Jefferson — wished to
see their own social statuses diminished for the sake of republican egalitarian idealism. As Cohen
put it, “eschewing luxury might mean relinquishing their claims to elegance and gentility,
something they did not want to do.”**! Gentility may no longer have existed as an ambition
towards titled nobility, but it still very much existed as an economic goal for those Americans
who were eager to either climb or maintain their place on the social ladder. After all, this was
also the moment in American history when the newly made American citizens most needed to
impress the already established world powers. To sacrifice one’s social place and the material
benefits inherent to that place would simultaneously be a sacrifice of one’s dignity on the world
stage. Material representations of republicanism simply had to be the sacrifice for the founders
and their families, lest the world see America being run by a governing group of classless and
tasteless wretches.

It is perhaps sometimes forgotten that America’s first generation of political leaders were
the very same men who held considerable power and class privileges as English colonists. They
were comprised of the Virginian aristocrats and the other wealthy southern slaveholders, and the
northern merchants and lawyers who had practically bought their way into politics by climbing
the social ladder. These were men, and their wives, who had enjoyed the heights of fashion and
other luxuries when they were still content as English colonists before the war. Upbringing and
cultural expectations simply could not be clipped overnight, and indeed, America would never
endeavor during the early republic to reprogram American mindsets for a brand new, blank slated
culture like the French revolutionaries would try and fail to do in the 1790s. English politics and
taxes were contested, but English culture was not, save for the brief spell during the war when
imports were boycotted, but that indicated less of a cultural shift than a temporary political
expression of frustration. It cannot be denied that after 1783, America’s richest citizens, its most
powerful citizens, and its most affluent cities, merely resorted back to the same way that they had
been before the war.

Fashion, in this context, must absolutely be addressed as a major cultural point in the
early republic, as a symbol of what America did not try to become. Unlike in France, where
fashion had become deeply politicized as symbolic and ceremonial representations of the state, in
America’s cities in the late 1780s and early 1790s there was no push to wear an American
equivalent of ‘liberty caps’ or tricolor cockades, and there was little backlash against imported
fashions, save for Jefferson’s criticisms which amounted to practically nothing given his own
elite status. There was, and it cannot be emphasized enough, no effort whatsoever to establish a
distinctly American style of dress, for men or women, in the early republic. Historians seem to
take this as a sign that fashion was not an important subject to the early people of the United
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States, but, the fact that Americans continued to dress as they did under English rule is a point
that demands to be questioned. Indeed, what stopped the founders from encouraging a Federal
style fashion? As Kate Haulman summarily put it, “independence had not resulted in a clean
break,” yet it was more than that, there was little effort to correct the cultural mess that inevitably
coincided with the sudden governmental change.**? Besides, as Haulman further argues,
independence had been won in large part thanks to the help that was sent by France’s ancien
régime, by and large the most fashionable people in Europe. How then could the American
people criticize the French or reject their fashions in the 1780s, when they had Louis XVI and
the nobly born General Lafayette to thank in part for their independence?

Meanwhile, there is no evidence that the founders ever seriously discussed fashion as
something that needed to be addressed in the country’s founding documents, besides the vague
criticism of court attire here and there, which implies that all seemed to agree that fashion was a
trivial and inconsequential concern, an insignificant afterthought in their immense project of
nation building. Political fashion, or how to dress like a republican, only first became a serious
political subject once the men in power realized it could be used as a party weapon, as an
additional rhetorical tactic in the rising tensions between the Federalists and Democratic-
Republicans. That in itself is worth mentioning, as it will be in the following pages, but in terms
of the early republicans actually rejecting Old World fashions, no such effort ever happened.

The dilemma was instead whether Americans ought to favor the English or the French
fashions as their model, rather than discarding either influence from the American social scene.
There was never an intention to introduce something distinctly American. At least, there is no
record of it. Gone entirely were the days when homespun and American manufactured clothing
was encouraged or deemed appealing. Abigail Adams herself never once spoke of American
homespun again after her experiences abroad. Some Americans, like Jefferson, may have
complained about the excesses of fashion and luxury in the capital and America’s other
fashionable cities, but it cannot be denied that his public denouncement of high fashion was
merely a political tactic to attack the English sympathies of the Federalists during the French
Revolutionary years. Before 1789, Jefferson had seemingly nothing to say about the dangers of
high fashion, and he himself had been better dressed at Versailles than John Adams had been. In
1786 and 1787, when he and the Adams family were still on close friendly terms, he had even
aided Abigail and Nabby on their hunt for French fabrics.**

As Joanna Cohen put it, fashion was crucial to the way of life of the American families in
power, and by extension to political stability itself, for “if the gentry dispensed with the markers
of social standing” then it was feared “they might also discard the cherished habits of deference,
undermine the foundations of social stability, and confirm themselves to be a republic of yokels
and rustics.”*** In an ironic twist of fate, Independence may have been orchestrated in
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Philadelphia, but the city which had catapulted America into republican simplicity had
simultaneously become the grandest and most conservatively classist example of America’s
glittering wealth disparities, revealing the elite’s hunger for fame, fortune, and allures of noble
living.

Philadelphians appeared as English as ever after the war, as if the republic were a
theoretical dream that existed far beyond the city borders, for the high society there remained
desperate, perhaps more than ever, to maintain its pre-revolutionary love for grandeur and style,
to emulate and stay up to date with the cultural ideas streaming out of London and Paris. It is too
little acknowledged and dismissed as trivial, but fashion and material refinement was crucial to
the way that Philadelphia’s high society viewed their place in the republic and in the wider
world. What they wore was a symbol not only of republicans’ desperation to earn the praises of
the European elites, but also and perhaps more significantly of their desperation to join them, and
for some, to maintain their pre-revolutionary contacts with the wider world. Abigail Adams was
by no means immune to the classist charms in the city, having now become accustomed to the
political necessities of rich dresses abroad.

When Abigail returned to America from London, and found herself suddenly the wife of
the first vice president, she quickly set about purchasing the finest materials she could buy, yet
finding the American fashionable scene lacking, she began importing most of her dresses and
fabrics from abroad.*3® After all, as the second most powerful woman in the country, she simply
could not appear less refined than the other elite women in Philadelphia and New York. She had
to stand above or at least appear equal to women like Anne Willing Bingham, whose husband
was rumored to be the richest man in America. Social hierarchies, as we have already seen in the
previous chapters, were now imprinted in her mind as an inevitability, one that she increasingly
supported. Besides, if America needed to show that it was a strong player on the world stage,
then it would have to adopt the same fashionable standards that powerful women displayed
abroad. The English and the French were constantly borrowing fashion ideas from one another,
and it only made sense that America would borrow from both.

The American elites had similarly adopted the practice of importing foreign styles and
materials, to demonstrate a sophisticated understanding of elite consumer habits across the
Atlantic, and to give themselves access to the Old World in a way that did not necessarily
sacrifice their republican principles. Besides, if one could afford the high import costs then it
logically followed that one also merited the transatlantic social connections that came with that
flaunted status.**¢ Outward appearances were the first impression which foreign elites would
have of the Americans in power, and any misstep in fashion was sure to be noticed and reported
about in the foreign newspapers. One needs only to remember the many newspapers spitting fire
at President Jefferson for greeting visitors to the White House in his muddy riding boots or his
dressing gown, stories of amusement to the American Democratic-Republicans but of hostility to
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the diplomatic legations who viewed his nonchalance as an offense to their rank and station.*3’
To dress too opulently was laughable, to dress too lazily was an insult to titled guests accustomed
to ceremonial attire and effort. Thus, the struggle for the republican court was to find the perfect
in between.

Abigail knew fully well that the American capital, its elites and political power figures,
needed to be able to present themselves as people worthy of their powerful counterparts abroad.
She had hardly set foot in America when she began requesting British articles of clothing and
specific patterned fabrics from Paris, sending letters to her American acquaintances abroad to
provide for her New York and Philadelphian attire, which she then paid for in subsequent letters.
Susannah Copley, the wife of the celebrated portrait painter, was one of Abigail’s chief shopping
aids in London, as Susannah’s letters confirm, and we know from their correspondence that
Susannah sent Abigail French gray silks, lutestrings, vests, and woven striped fabrics by the
transatlantic post.**® Abigail also enlisted her sons Thomas and John Quincy into her shopping
camp, since they were abroad in the Netherlands and spending copious amounts of time in
London throughout much of the 1790s. Writing to Thomas, Abigail requested that he “ask that
Delightfull miss copley to get a winter cloak for Louissa [Abigail’s niece], such a one as she
would chuse for herself, and Mrs Copley to get one for me. she may go as far as 5 Guineys for
mine or Six Louissas.”* This was just one of many letters indicating Abigail’s craving for
European style and the lengths she would go to in order to maintain the look which she had
adopted in the 1780s. Wearing winter coats from London was one way she could present herself
as a cosmopolitan woman in the capital, capable of fitting in with the elite women in the city. It
was like wearing a sign that boldly declared she belonged to the rich and influential crowd
around her as well as to the wider transatlantic community of cosmopolitan elites.

The styles in Philadelphia were altered as soon as new imported materials wound their
way into the capital, and women like Abigail were keen to “adjust” their appearances to adopt
the foreign stylistic trends.**° Everything French was in vogue in 1780s Philadelphia, and French
women in the city were quick to cash in on the excitement. French milliners, dressmakers,
cosmetic sellers, and hairdressers — not to mention dancing masters and etiquette teachers -
began to make fortunes on the skyrocketing material and cultural demands by selling the best of
French imported fashions and related services.**! It was estimated that by the mid-1790s there
were somewhere between ten and twenty-five thousand French men and women living and
working in Philadelphia, a fact which is blatantly clear when we consider the enormous influence
they had on the Americans living there.**?> As Andrew J. Brunk has assessed, Philadelphians still
looked upon the French monarchy as a concept that “carried mystique and appeal,” and French
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emigres in the city quickly realized they could “capitalize on this American reverence by
affiliating themselves with the distant court.”*4?

Yet rather than criticize Francophile ambitions to maintain the pre-revolutionary glitz and
glamor in the city, Abigail had clearly joined in their efforts to ensure the United States capital
would be a first-class scene of fashion, overflowing with the richness of any European court city.
Abigail certainly knew the importance of maintaining appearances in a city that every day was
inviting the best of European high society to its balls, dinners, and tea rooms. Despite having the
power to undermine and check America’s fabulous displays of Parisian high life, Abigail merely
turned a blind eye and let Philadelphia carry on with its aristocratic daydream. It came as no
surprise, then, that Francophiles like the wealthy Binghams became ardent Federalists and later
supporters of President John Adams.*** Clearly, Anne saw Abigail as amongst zer people, and
Abigail, for all her private criticisms of Anne, was thankful for the very public endorsement from
Philadelphia’s most admired socialite.

Abigail was similarly dazzled by Martha Washington’s impressive wardrobe and stylistic
choices, noting that “she is plain in her dress, but that plainness is the best of every article.”**> It
was the same comment Abigail had made about the royal families of France and England, that
those in power dressed surprisingly without ostentatious flair. Though unlike the royals — and
very much unlike Abigail — Martha made a point of wearing American made materials, often
plain white muslin, even though some of her pieces were priced at the level of court couture.**¢
Abigail, on the other hand, continued to import most of her wardrobe, adopting the same
fashionable attire and cuts as she had worn and seen abroad, to present herself as someone
materially above the masses. We may easily define the 1780s and 1790s as years of cultural
imitation — to wear foreign materials indicated not only the wealth and status of those who could
flaunt it, but also that they were a part of a larger international community of fashionable
women. As Abigail herself put it, “conformity in Some degree is necessary to avoid
singularity.”**’ Tronically then, as Abigail was attempting to set the precedent of what it meant to
be an American woman in the capital’s society, she looked every part the foreigner. Abigail never
once indicated that her imports clashed with her ideas of republican simplicity or with her
influential role as the second lady. Indeed, she quite literally appeared far more invested in
setting up the image of the republican court than actually adhering to its republican ideologies.

Indeed, Abigail’s weekly drawing rooms had expected dress codes — anyone could attend
them, but they had to arrive in “full dress,” just as Abigail had done to mix with the royals
abroad.**® She, after all, had more to prove than the Washingtons. Unlike the Adamses,
Washington had the advantage of a strong military career to embellish his ceremonial attire, and
Martha had always lived a life of luxury as a woman with family wealth, whereas the Adams
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family had to rely on other symbolic acts to reflect their efforts to promote the republic. For
them, imported styles and foreign aesthetics were the perfect, if not expected, way to remind
both the common people and the elites in the capital that they had lived abroad in the diplomatic
and courtly scenes of Europe. It was a reminder not only of their powerful connections to royals
and nobles and the enlightened world abroad, but also a reminder that they held the second
highest status in the United States.

From this standpoint, it was Abigail, not Martha, as Fredrika Teute and David Shields
have briefly suggested, who found herself most concerned about the importance of fashion at the
republican court, and it was Abigail, not Martha, who “was concerned with fashion as an
expression of both the sumptuary adequacy of the United States and a register of a kind of
modest elegance suited to republican gentility.” 4 Martha did not think about fashion as much
as Abigail did, for being a woman born into luxury, it was a natural part of life to her, something
she did not have to think about or use as proof of her social status — everyone knew who she was
in high society. But to Abigail fashion was always a subject to be assessed, a kind of study, and
Abigail was quick to think through the merits of how it could be applied to fit a republican, yet
elitist, scene. Abigail, unlike Martha, actually had to prove herself worthy of standing in a room
full of Philadelphian and European elites, and importing was the easiest method she had to fit
into that judgmental atmosphere.

But fashion had become more than a mere identity card for Abigail. As the 1790s wore
on, and party divisions began to pull society apart, she realized that fashion could be a powerful
political tool. The fact that fashion did not appear as a subject of urgent importance to the
founders and early congressional leaders offered women like Abigail a serious opportunity to
take the matter into their own hands. After all, was fashion not traditionally women’s domain,
their most public avenue for expressing their social, sexual, and political power? Abigail’s role as
a major key player in the capital during the 1790s has been told again and again through the
lenses of her presence in backroom discussions, her involvement in John’s policy decisions, her
voice in transatlantic political correspondence, and her eagerness to be included in political
conversations. What has not, however, been much addressed was her enormous involvement in
trying to alter the fashionable scene in the capital to fit a distinctly Federalist party aesthetic.
Given Abigail’s obsessive interest in politics, and her increasingly fervent dislike of the
Democratic-Republicans — indeed, her political views in the 1790s were always much stronger
and more vehement than John’s — it is strange that historians have so little realized the part that
Abigail played in tying her involvement in the fashionable world to the Federalist cause and to
Federalist campaign efforts.

Abigail Adams must be credited, though she never has been, as the first first lady who
wielded fashion as a party weapon. Her time in Europe had not only transformed her into a
fashionable woman, it had also provided for her an example of how women could express their
own political leanings without being targeted as directly interfering with masculine politics. Her
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attachment to fashion was not only an effort to heighten the material refinements of the
republican court and boost America’s cosmopolitan reputation and her own. Fashion was also
becoming for her a very material expression of her ‘pro-British’ Federalist views. The traditional
and classist model of British gentility had become more important than ever to the Federalists
and to Abigail in the 1790s, as they looked at the chaos in France as a sure sign that the new
American republic needed to maintain the order and stability that was inherent to gentile, and
therefore peaceful, society. The French Revolution was already raging across the Atlantic when
John Adams was sworn in as the second President of the United States in 1797, and it would
overwhelmingly define the international political atmosphere during his entire administration. By
1797 the worst of the revolution had already happened, but the Terror was still a recent
nightmare in the minds of the Federalists, who now looked with fear to anything resembling
French influence. The Adams administration from day one had no choice but to factor French
politics and anxieties into their everyday policy making and cultural agendas. These fears
inevitably trickled into the social milieu and material aesthetics of the republican court.

As men like Alexander Hamilton logically pointed out, America’s ties to France stemmed
from an alliance with Louis XVI, not with the revolutionaries, and there was now the fear that
America’s newfound sister republic could, and would, fail at any moment. It was a warning sign
to the Federalists, who responded to their anxieties by latching more and more onto a Georgian
sense of political and social, though deeply classist, stability. The British, unlike the French,
provided a long-standing model of government stability, and to the Federalists, stability was first
and foremost the top priority for a republican nation that was only a decade old and still defining
itself in a world in which republics were short-lasting. Of course, the more the Federalists
grasped towards English ideas of order and expressions of gentility, the more the Democratic-
Republicans feared that their opponents were slipping backwards into a renewed English
despotism.

By 1797, it was already well established that the Federalists and the Democratic-
Republicans were falling further and further into polar camps of thought in large part due to
differences on whether to aid the French or not, and that political expression inevitably spilled
over into differing perspectives on the future of American material culture. What emerged in the
1790s were the “Style Wars,” between the two major political parties, who both attempted to
dictate to the American people what the appropriate clothing in the republic should be.**° It was
the first time that fashion had sparked a serious political debate in American politics, and it is no
surprise that this moment occurred during the John Adams administration. The Federalists took a
decidedly pre-revolutionary stance on fashion and who should have access to elite styles,
agreeing that luxury consumption should remain as an upper-class rightful privilege. Some
Federalists went so far as to demand tax exemptions and reduced rates for privileged elites, since
their purchasing power in international markets promoted America’s economically vital
international trade connections.*!
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Meanwhile, the Democratic-Republicans favored styles and fashions that reflected the
republic’s agrarian and egalitarian ideals. To them, refusing to indulge in imported fashions and
European styles was an expression of republican distinction, similar to the revolutionary praise
of homespun, signaling that the American people ought not to be dressed like royals and nobles
in a society that had so fervently rejected monarchical society and its cultural traditions.**?
Indeed, as Kate Haulman sums up, by the 1790s fashion had taken a “starring role in national
politics.”*>? The more the Democratic-Republicans aimed fire at Federalist consumption patterns,
the more the Federalists latched to elite fashion and luxury imports, thus igniting more
Democratic-Republican attacks against the increasingly ostentatious and Federalist-driven
republican court. To men like Jefferson, the Federalists appeared seemingly more aristocratic and
elitist every day, and by extension, more and more corrupt. Abigail, for her part as first lady, now
insisted on dressing every inch like a queen, and the chaos in France certainly did nothing to
dissuade her from taking fashion cues from the politically stable Georgians.

In light of France’s political shambles, Abigail was eager during her four years as first
lady to condemn French influence in the capital, and she now saw Francophile citizens as
outrageous fops and misguided fanatics. The fact that she would rather emulate the British royals
over fellow republicans speaks volumes about her commitment to the Federalist party, and her
lack of focus in republican nation building. At John’s weekly levees in 1798, she insisted that the
men and women arriving at the presidential mansion wear black cockades, a symbol of the
American Revolution, as opposed to wearing the tricolor cockades which had become a symbol
of the French Revolution since 1792.4** The tricolor cockades, thanks in part to the rallying
efforts of French envoys like Citizen Genet, had become a popular fashion token amongst the
Francophile Democratic-Republicans, as a way to show solidarity with America’s sister republic,
yet Abigail strictly forbid the symbol at her weekly events. It was a very clear political signal that
she would not tolerate discussions about French aid and support in the presidential mansion.

Abigail also vehemently criticized the new imperial style, or Grecian, gowns that had
come into fashion in France in the late 1790s, and were soon to be made famous by Josephine
Bonaparte. Even with the French empire on the horizon after 1799, Abigail still insisted on
dressing in the English style. Around this time, her letters became increasingly hostile and
critical towards any woman who dressed like Josephine, as she accused them of appearing in
public as scantily and immorally dressed. One such woman who received fiery comments in
Abigail’s letters was Elizabeth Patterson, Napoleon’s young American sister-in-law who had
married Jerome Bonaparte. Abigail did not hold back in her assessment of Patterson’s
astonishing dress sense:

“the stile of dress...is really an outrage upon all decency — a sattin peticoat of

certainly not more than three breadths gored at the top, nothing beneath but a

chimise over this thin coat, a Muslin sometimes, Sometimes a crape made so strait
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before as perfectly to show the whole form, the arm naked almost to the shoulder

and without Stays or Bodice a tight girdle round the waist, and the “rich

Luxurience of naturs Charms” without a hankerchief fully displayed. The face a la

mode de Paris — Red as a Brick hearth...they borrow from art, and litterally look

like Nursing Mothers.””#>
Despite the ancient or classical republican significance of the Grecian style, and despite the style
fitting superbly with Abigail’s liking for plain dresses — they were not even made with rich
materials, but instead cotton or linens - Abigail still found the new aesthetic monstrously
unappealing.*¢ To her the Grecian dresses and the women wearing them were nothing but
scandalously indecent, and the plummeting neck lines and often transparent fabrics did nothing
to impress the conservatively dressed Abigail.

Abigail by this point associated anything French with anything immoral, and it is no
wonder that she fastened herself to the Federalist cause, hoping that the women in Philadelphia
and early Washington would see reason and clothe themselves in the English styles. Of course,
Abigail could not have known in the year 1800 that Regency England would quickly
revolutionize the imperial Grecian style by transforming the trend into the famous empire line
dresses that would come to definitively describe the dresses in Jane Austen’s novels and real
Regency society. But at the end of the Adams administration, Abigail still looked to the women
of London as the best models of virtue and modesty in dress.

In an ironic twist of fate then, the revolution in France, a revolution that echoed the
republican sentiments in the American Revolution, would inspire Abigail to become more elitist
and Georgian in dress than she had ever been before, a point which historians would do well to
remember in their assessments of her complex views on republicanism. It simply cannot be
denied that in dress sense, Abigail had become more monarchical than ever in her attempts to
ward off French influence. She had gone completely full circle, from condemning British
fashions and other luxuries to ultimately embracing them to be used as a political tool. During
the 1790s, amidst the French chaos, she might have used her power as the first lady to encourage
American homespun again, or some kind of new republican attire distinct from the French, but
instead she favored and promoted the British.

Fashion, then, as a concept in the early republic simply cannot be overlooked or
misinterpreted as trivial. To Abigail Adams it had become an all-encompassing symbol of
Federalist ideology and her own public identity as a woman who had risen up the social ladder.
The fact that she took to sporting English fashion must absolutely be viewed as a serious political
expression, and one that held immense importance to the creation of the republican court. A first
lady wearing British attire sent a very strong and obvious message of loyalty to the Federalist
party, and there would be no stopping public opinion the moment she appeared before a curious
and gossip hungry crowd. Clearly, as first lady, Abigail had successfully influenced the scene, for

455 AA to MSC, Philadelphia, March 15%, 1800, AFC: 14, 172-173.
436 Haulman, Politics of Fashion in Eighteenth-Century America, 217.



145

Elizabeth F. Ellet pointedly recorded that the theatres in Philadelphia were now filled with men
and women sporting the “English style. The younger appeared with their hair flowing in ringlets
on their shoulders. The gentlemen had round hats, coats and high collars, and many coats of
striped silk,” as opposed to the cottons now coming into vogue in France.*” Indeed, though
powdered wigs were gradually going out of fashion — in part due to aristocratic fears which
understandably arose during the Terror — John Adams made a point at his inaugural ceremony to
wear a powdered wig, accompanied by a pearl-colored suit.**® It was a very clear sign that the
Adamses were not keen to keep up with the egalitarian republican trends across the Atlantic.

It is clear that Abigail, as first lady, endeavored to influence the fashion in the capital, to
leave her stamp on the material aesthetics of the elite women there. Writing in December 1799,
she admitted to wanting more imported choices for winter attire, and she expressed her desire to
set new trends amongst the citizens of the capital: “I should certainly use some Red Broad cloth
if I could come at it, for red cloth Cloaks are all the mode, trim’d with white furs — this is much
more rational than to wear only a shawl in winter; I wish any thing would persuade the Ladies
that Muslin is not a proper winter dress — so far as example goes; I shall bring in the use of silks
—at my Age I think T am priviledged to Sit a fashion.”**® She was clearly emulating the English
royals, seeing herself as a woman of power over the cultural aesthetics of American high society,
and believing herself to be the expert on what counted as proper and improper fashions. After all,
she had praised in the 1780s the silks worn by the royal families, and now she was attempting to
bring the same material aesthetics into her own republican court at a time when cotton was
becoming the material most in vogue. It was yet another obvious sign that the republican court
was intricately tied to the courts abroad, for Abigail clearly intended the women in her presence
at the White House to appear like the women who had dazzled in the halls of St. James. Just as
the royals had set expectations for what their court women were to wear, so too was Abigail
trying to impose a similar dress code for formal events in Philadelphia and early Washington
City.

Clearly, Abigail had made herself a successful trendsetter for fashion, for by the end of
1800, Abigail realized that the women of early Washington were looking at the end of the Adams
administration as the end of their fashionable lives. The election of 1800 was looming on the
horizon, and Federalists feared that if Jefferson were to be elected then fashion in the capital
would experience a dramatic halt, and, it did. Abigail could sense that the elite crowds in town
were flocking to the Adams balls and dinners, as a way to flaunt their style as if fashion itself
were to fall into history when the new century began. The assembly rooms had burnt down in
Philadelphia in 1799, which meant that the presidential mansion was, more than ever before, the
ultimate destination where the fashionable crowds of the city congregated. Abigail noted with
glee that those who had regularly attended the rooms now had no choice but to indulge in the
events held at the presidential mansion where Abigail controlled the dress code. “The assembly
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Room is burnt down,” she wrote to her sister Mary Cranch, and the elite crowds “have not any
place to Display their gay attire but the drawing Room and private parties, and as they expect it
will be the last winter they will have the opportunity, they intended shining.”*¢° Clearly,
Philadelphia’s high society saw the Adams family as part of the fashionable elites, as
cosmopolitan and sophisticated power figures with close aesthetic links to the Old World’s courts
and customs.

Though Jefferson’s presidency would mark a shift in the capital’s fashion, as he
attempted to diminish the power that high fashion and luxury imports held over the elites in the
city, it was clear that the precedent set by Martha and Abigail could not so easily be undone.
Dolley Madison would reinstate the courtly luxuries of high-class aesthetics, referring back to
the 1790s as she recreated the republican court as a fashionable place once again. To Jefferson’s
horror, the city of Washington over the next two decades only became a stronger and stronger
setting of elite fashion, modeled entirely on the courtly scenes which Abigail had promoted in
Philadelphia and early Washington City. Indeed, when Louisa Catherine Adams first arrived in
Washington, it was one of the only places in America that truly felt somewhat familiar to her
after her years in London, Nantes, and Berlin. Abigail’s brief efforts to create a fashionable
capital society in Washington out of a swampy wilderness was only the beginning, and a new
generation was now rising to the occasion to make the republican court more dazzling than even
Abigail could ever have foreseen.

Louisa Catherine Adams on Elite Fashion in the U.S. Capital

Louisa Catherine Johnson and John Quincy Adams had hardly been married when they set off for
the Prussian court of Berlin, where John Quincy took up his post as Minister Resident to Prussia
in 1797. John Adams, as president, had given the post to his celebrated diplomatic son. Neither
John nor Abigail had met the adult Louisa, though both had likely seen her when she was a child
in the Johnson house on Tower Hill, and neither of them could have realized in 1797 how
beneficial Louisa would be to their son’s skyrocketing career. Louisa had a natural ability to
shine amongst high society and cosmopolitan circles, and fashion came almost instinctually to
her having grown up with a mother and many sisters who were all fascinated by the fashionable
ladies of London.

Whereas Abigail had struggled at first to fit in with the richly dressed court women in
Paris and London, Louisa was already a shining model of the latest fashions before she joined
the Adams family, and she knew exactly how to dazzle a crowd of snobbish court critics. She
could not have been a better fit for John Quincy, whose career depended upon being able to
conform to the court standards of the day, and the Prussian court was just as grand as those of
Versailles and St. James. It was fortunate that Louisa had a natural eye for fine tastes, and a
willingness and excitement to join the fashionable elite ranks. Although John Quincy did not
possess the largest fortune of those at court, Louisa was nevertheless a genius designer in her
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own right, knowing how to look the part for less expense than the other women around her. She
called her dresses in Berlin “simple,” yet her usual court attire consisted of various exquisite
styles, designed with the best of Italian and Spanish imported materials.

She described one of her court dresses as consisting of “a pale blue Satin Robe, a whole
Satin Skirt, and the body and sleeves trimmed with blond — my hair dressed and a couple of
Ostrich feathers, white Satin Shoes, Red Gloves, and a Fan,” not to mention her diamond arrow
hair accessory of which she was particularly fond.**! Meanwhile, her opera dress was the furthest
thing from simple, and it conformed neatly with the styles expected at the theatre: “on these
occasions the Ladies wear a black dress decolte a Venetian Cloak in the Spanish fashion, short
and hanging full across the shoulders, short sleeves — diamond earrings and necklaces, black
shoes, a black Spanish Hat looped up in the front with diamonds and feathers of the same hue
drooping lightly over the front of the hat, and inching over the left shoulder; Bracelets of jewels,
or gold.”462

It did not take long for Louisa to become a favorite with the ladies at court, who looked
to her as an inspiration for their own styles. Even Princess Louise of Prussia began emulating
Louisa’s style. As Louisa herself put it: “Princess Radziville sent to borrow some of my dresses
as she wished the patterns.”*® In 1802 the portraitist Elisabeth Vigée Le Brun painted the
Princess wearing a gold and diamond arrow in her hair, no doubt similar to the same arrow
which Louisa often described in her own accessories during the Adams years in Berlin. On
another occasion, Louisa was approached by one of her court acquaintances, a Madame
d’Engerstrom, who was desirous to make a change in the fashion standards at court. The lady
clearly believed that if Louisa gave her ideas a green light, then the rest of the court and the royal
family might follow Louisa’s lead. Clearly Louisa was seen as a woman with a powerful
influence on the fashion of the Prussian court. As Louisa put it, “Madame d’Engerstrom left me
somewhat picqued, but insisted that I should aid her, in introducing the fashion of Pockets, as she
was determined to wear them. I told her that my fashion was such, that I doubted if I was of
consequence sufficient to introduce any fashion, although I might follow one when it was
established.”*%* Despite Louisa’s insistence that she was not a fashion icon, it is clear that the
elite women around her disagreed.

Thus, before ever setting foot in America for the first time in the autumn of 1801, Louisa
had already formed strong attachments to the elite and royal women of Europe who looked to her
as a fashion icon. She keenly understood how to stand out in a crowd, in a way that made her in
every sense the outlier in the Adams family. Abigail had a love for fashion after the 1780s, but
Louisa always had the greater and natural eye for it. Indeed, Louisa’s polished ability to glide
through high society and dazzle a crowd caused jealousy sometimes amongst the younger
women in the Adams family — notably John Quincy’s cousin Louisa Smith, who upon first
meeting Louisa in January 1802 “was jealous to excess” and “left the table crying and
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sobbing.”#%> Though Abigail too looked upon Louisa as a “fine lady,” even she knew that Louisa
was exactly the kind of woman that her cold, aloof, and dully dressed son needed in order to
make an impression in the wider world.*6

Not only had her time in Berlin raised Louisa’s confidence, but she realized very quickly
during those years, just as Abigail had discovered, that fashion was in every sense a kind of
public performance. Walking into a courtly ballroom, or a luminous dining room was like a
theater to her, and would be for the rest of her life. She understood that fashion was not merely a
show of luxury, it was first and foremost a way to ensure that people would remember her, and
by extension, that they would remember John Quincy. She was the face of their marriage, and
she was by extension the face of American women when she and John Quincy were abroad. It
was a lesson she learned before the age of twenty-five, and one that would carry her to social
triumphs throughout her life. Abigail may have feared that Louisa looked too European, too
polished, too elite, too cosmopolitan, but it could not be denied that Louisa was also far more
popular in Washington society and abroad than Abigail had ever been. Louisa had a natural drive
to win over a crowd, and it was a talent which the Adams family sorely needed, and none more
so than her brooding and serious husband, by all accounts the least charming person in the
family. Increasingly, John Quincy’s slovenly appearance would become the subject of ridicule in
both Abigail and Louisa’s correspondence — it was perhaps the first subject the two strong
minded women found they could actually bond about. “There is one thing in which we must also
unite,” wrote Abigail to her daughter in law in December 1804,

“that of prevailing upon [John Quincy] to pay more attention to his personal

appearance upon this subject I have labourd to convince him of its necessity even

as it conduces to his usefulness in society — It is in vain to talk of being above

these little decorums — if we live in the world and mean to serve ourselves and it,

we must conform to its customs, its habits, and in some measure to its

fashions.”#¢’
Abigail wrote the same directly to her son, assuring him that Louisa was the expert on fashion
and he would do well to listen to her or else be the laughingstock amongst the young Washington
senators. “I do not wish a senator to dress like a beau,” she wrote, “but I want him to conform so
far to the fashion as not to incur the character of singularity, nor give occasion to the world to ask
what kind of mother he had, Or to charge upon a wife neglegence and inattention when she is
guiltless.”*68

Indeed, John Quincy’s disheveled appearance was the first thing Louisa noticed the first
day he came to call at the Johnson residence on Tower Hill in London. Recalling her introduction
to him, Louisa wrote that “after he retired all the family spoke well of him. His dress however
produced some mirth as it was completely dutch and the Coat almost white...His dress did not
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impress us agreeably as it made his person appear to very great disadvantage.”% As John
Singleton Copley had also noticed while painting him in 1797, John Quincy had a habit in the
late 1790s of over-powdering his wig, which in turn powdered his clothes. It was a subject which
continuously aggravated Louisa, who time and time again would ridicule his appearance and try
to turn him into a more fashionable public spectacle. The fact that Louisa called his lack of style
a “disadvantage” clearly reveals how seriously she was attached to the fashionable world, and
how even before their marriage she sensed that his success in the limelight would be partly
determined by first impressions, no matter how shallow those impressions might have seemed to
him. Louisa understood far better than anyone else in the Adams family that looking the part was
just as important as performing the part. If diplomats were to be the representatives of their
country, then they must look like the best of their country. Before they were even married, Louisa
had already taken it upon herself to transform him into a more admirable figure. Writing of an
awkward trip to Ranelagh Gardens, Louisa recalled that

“I had jokingly told him that if he went with us he must dress himself handsomely

and look as dashing as possible — not aware that on this subject he was very sore

and that some enemy of mine had made him believe I laugh’d at

him...Accordingly we took him up at the Adelphi and I observ’d immediately that

he was very handsomely dressed in blue that he had a large Napoleon hat and

altogether looked remarkably well, as i had dressed myself very becomingly...I

complimented him upon his appearance at which he immediately took fire and

assured me that his wife must never take the liberty of interfering in those

particulars, and assumed a tone so high and lofty and made so serious a grievance

of the affair, that I felt offended and told him that I resigned all pretensions to his

hand, and left him as free as air to choose a Lady who would be more discreet.”*"°
This was one of the first passages in Louisa’s writings indicating that she was more than willing
to stand up for herself as a voice of authority regarding material aesthetics. Fashion was perhaps
the one thing she was confident about in the early years of their marriage, and as we have seen,
her years as a shining model of fashion in Berlin only gained her a stronger footing to influence
others and set a stylish example amongst both European and American elites.

When John Quincy was appointed the Minister to Russia in 1809, Louisa once again
found herself in a court setting, only this time the stakes were higher. The court at St. Petersburg
was one of the most extravagantly rich in Europe, if not the most extravagant, and certainly more
opulent than Berlin had been, and the people were far more difficult to impress. John Quincy had
been offered a salary of $18,000, half of which was to supply he and Louisa’s court attire, which
though an enormous amount of money by any American standard (only President Madison made
a higher government salary than him), it was hardly enough to get by at the Russian court, where
most of his fellow foreign ambassadors were already independently wealthy by noble inheritance
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on top of being handed outrageously high sums by their monarchs.*’! The French Ambassador in
St. Petersburg, Armand de Caulaincourt the Duke de Vicenza, by comparison to the Adams party,
had been given $350,000 a year under Napoleon, rendering him an impossible figure to outshine
at court. Caulaincourt had eighty servants in his Russian household, hosted excessively lavish
dinners and balls every week for the other ambassadors, and by default, had one of the best
wardrobes in the country if not in all of Europe. If that were the standard to meet, the Adamses
did not, and could not, stand a chance, not without an alternate strategy to earn notice and favors.

Indeed, where the United States Congress saw $18,000 a year for diplomats as an
“exercise of republican frugality,” every American diplomat knew that foreign courts cared
nothing about frugality, or republicanism for that matter.*’> Yet even despite having one of the
humiliatingly lowest salaries of the diplomatic ministers in Russia, Louisa still managed to
scrape by as a fashionable icon in the court of St. Petersburg, and she and John Quincy quickly
became favorites of Tsar Alexander I. They were a shining duo, and already in their first months
in St. Petersburg, Louisa had made a favorable impression, despite the harshly strict style
regulations set by the imperial family. She had learned to trick the system, by not only cutting up
her old dresses to restyle them into indistinguishable new ones, but she also cleverly imported
her materials from countries where fabrics were cheaper to come by — such as America.*’?

Writing to Abigail Adams in October 1809, mere days after reaching St. Petersburg,
Louisa requested for her mother-in-law to send her a multitude of items - cotton, muslin,
“anything light or gauzy,” laces, “pink and blue ginghams” and stockings - for the expense of
fabrics in Russia was exorbitantly high priced and she was determined to fit in despite not having
the same financial means as most of her fellow elites at court.*’* Louisa learned very quickly in
St. Petersburg how to fake it to make it as a sparkling courtier, and she was outstandingly clever
and resourceful with the reusable materials she had. Clearly her efforts were a success, for
Louisa recalled appearing before the Empress Mother at one early court event, wearing “a Silver
Tissue which was all fixed on me by a French dress Maker and when I appeared before our
young party it was approved and I started in tolerable spirits.”*’> Once again, Louisa’s creative
flair for fashion and adherence to the court’s trends had won her favors, and by extension, had
made John Quincy far more endearing to the extraverted crowds.

John Quincy also expressed delight at Louisa’s ability to fit in so well with the Russian
nobility after he left her alone for months in St. Petersburg, with just Charles Francis remaining
as her family companion while he journeyed to Belgium to sign the Treaty of Ghent. She and her
youngest son coped with their independent life in Russia, and Louisa quickly discovered she had
a knack for navigating her way through an independent high life. She unapologetically — and
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very intentionally - spent more liberally than ever before, knowing John Quincy could do little to
stop her from making wildly luxurious purchases, and in those months she experienced her
greatest social successes in the city. Though Louisa was spending egregious amounts of money
to pursue her fashionable life in 1814 and 1815, John Quincy no longer criticized her financial
recklessness, but instead found her forays into high fashion amusing. “I laughed,” John Quincy
wrote to Louisa after one of her spending sprees, “and told [Kitty, Louisa’s sister] to ask you if
you intended to set up a milliner’s shop — The conclusion about laying out to advantage 100
Rubles amused us both.”#7® Louisa took his approval to heart, and her confidence was boosted
tenfold. It was a major turning point in her character and in her marriage, for it marked the first
time that John Quincy expressed total confidence in her abilities as a political wife.

When John Quincy was next appointed as the American Ambassador to Great Britain,
Louisa arrived back in her home city of London happier than she had been in years. She settled
easily into her third court setting, this time at St. James, and rushed letter after letter to Abigail
about her newfound British court style. As she put it, “the Dresses were richer than they have
been for many years...[mine] was generally admired for its richness and simplicity.”*’” Having
by now acquired a keen sense of the elite trends of the day, she instantly discovered that the
French fashion was still in vogue within London’s high society, and like her elite friends and
acquaintances in the city, she too resumed her habit of importing the finest materials from across
the English Channel. Indeed, she was so entirely captivated by the fashionable world of London,
that on July 4%, 1816, she neglected to remember it was Independence Day in her letter to
Abigail, instead giving full attention to her French importations and recent visits to court
events.*’® Her obvious social charm and enviable dresses rendered her an immediate sensation to
the elites of London, who no doubt were also charmed by her English heritage and understanding
of the city’s culture. She acted and looked the part of the perfect English Lady, driving home the
point that she was by all accounts more English than she would ever be American.

Abigail could sense that Louisa had masterfully become the face of the Adams family,
and she joined in the chorus of American women eager for news of Louisa’s latest court attire.
She mentioned in a letter to Louisa in June 1816 that the women of Boston and Washington were
eager for samples of Louisa’s dress patterns and materials, which Louisa herself indicated were
“all the rage.”*’® “Our News papers,” Abigail reported to her,

“had previously announced the presentation of Mrs Adams at the Queens drawing

room, and copied from the morning Chronicle, the distinguished elegance and

taste of her dress. This has set the wits of all our Bells to work, to find out what

Lama triming is, that elegant article not yet, having reachd our city, and not a

dictionary which they have consulted upon the occasion, has thrown any light

upon the subject, nor even that mirror of fashion, the Ladies London Magazine,

cannot you in your next Letter inclose a spark of it, to gratify curiosity?...Our
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yankee News papers say, that our Ambassador was a witness to the marriage of

the Princess Charlotte...I hope you will give us some account of your presentation

to her, of the dress etc. a subject of vast interest to the Ladies here.”*8°
The fact that fashion had surpassed the mere realm of women’s gossip and had become a
consistent subject in newspaper analyses linked to the Department of State was a sign that
Washington had definitely changed in she and John Quincy’s long absence.

Indeed, the Washington D.C. that John Quincy and Louisa returned to in 1817 was more
glamourous and luxuriously dressed than ever before under the Monroe administration. By 1815,
as Joanna Cohen has assessed, there was less backlash against high fashion in the capital now
that fashion was less of a party issue. After all, Dolley Madison had proven that Democratic-
Republicans could be just as fashionable as any Federalist. Besides, times were changing - high
fashion was no longer an exclusive luxury for the elites, for the nineteenth century consumer
boom had already begun thanks to early industrial efforts towards a world of mass production,
greater consumer power, and more accessible trade routes. Politicians, no matter their standing,
understood that the more the middle and upper classes indulged in foreign luxuries and trade, the
more the United States benefited from that flow of commerce, and commerce mattered more
than ever as America economically tried to get back on its feet following the War of 1812.

Now that foreign luxuries were more accessible than ever, there was simply nothing to
stop the consumer from cashing in on European trends, especially if indulging in those trends
expedited their way up the social ladder. Elizabeth Monroe was herself a high fashion consumer,
and even though she too had spent time in France like Louisa and dressed impeccably well, her
style was little admired by her contemporaries in Washington’s elite circles, for she dressed foo
well to be a subject of accessible emulation. Dolley Madison had been undeniably far more
popular, and even though Elizabeth had procured for Dolley many of her finest French dresses,
Elizabeth lacked all of Dolley’s social charm.*®! However, Dolley, despite her fashionable French
style and her ever present and iconic colorful turbans, always “interpreted European dress
through a purely American filter,” as Jeanne E. Abrams points out.*®? It was the Monroe
administration that truly revived the full and unapologetically rigid European aesthetics of the
republican court, but, with too much force.

As Elizabeth F. Ellet recalled, Elizabeth and James Monroe held a sober and severe court,
and they held such a strict rule over the fashionable scene in Washington that even their own
relatives were denied entry to the White House if they were not dressed in the highest expected
fashions.*** Though Louisa praised Elizabeth’s fine dress sense, referring to Mrs. Monroe as
appearing “in the highest style of fashion,” she could clearly tell that the women of Washington
were not looking to Elizabeth or her daughters as the fashion icons of the day.*** As Louisa
praisingly put it, Elizabeth “moved not like a Queen (for that is an unpardonable word in this
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Country) but like a Goddess. Every thing was brilliant and elegant.”*% Yet where Louisa saw a
radiant first lady and saw the splendor in her courtly attire, the public saw a distant regal figure.
Instead, Louisa, ever shining amongst the diplomatic crowds and befriending all she met, became
the city’s favorite style icon as America entered into the 1820s.

Indeed, Louisa had unknowingly become something of an American celebrity during her
years abroad, and her English upbringing only made her an even more admirable and influential
figure in America’s elite society who more and more were eager to stay up to date with the trends
across the Atlantic. Abigail immediately realized, clearly before Louisa realized it herself, that
Louisa’s status as the most fashionable woman in town could be a major boost to John Quincy’s
credibility as a serious contender for the White House in the coming decade. As Abigail
reminded her, fashion had its political uses and Louisa was at a major advantage having brought
the best of European fashion home with her, not to mention the social graces that accentuated
that polished style:

“So you will not allow that you feel a little Angry at being the subject of

observation — Why you must expect to pay a tax for being “esteemed the most

brilliant Lady at Washington by all odds”...no doubt you will be looked up too, as

a model by the fashionables — who know you have been presented at various

Courts, in a public Character — we must take the world as we find it — always

paying due respect to public opinion — which seldom errs — real affability and

politeness, which is the spontaneous result of good Breeding, sits so easy

naturally upon you; that it must be envy alone which can assail you, to that turn a

deaf ear — remembering however that we may profit even from our Enemies.”*%

Louisa took her mother in law’s advice to heart, and continued to flaunt her rich cosmopolitan
style at every opportunity. Even John Quincy, usually so uninterested in the material world, had
discovered that his wife’s sudden fame as a fashion icon could be a major benefit to his political
career. He too began sporting the best of his European acquired wardrobe in Washington, and all
eyes were on the couple, no doubt to their ambitious delight. Perhaps remembering how
fascinated the people of Washington had been by Louisa’s mysterious and foreign ‘lama
trimming,” John Quincy now realized he could turn heads too with his own strange and foreign
attire. As Louisa reported, “Mr A has just walked out in his Russian Dress which will excite no
little astonishment among the folks in this place who are at all times rather given to staring.”*%’
Fashion may have been a shallow way to gain attention in Washington, but it nevertheless did
spotlight the couple as standing out as amongst the most notable people in the city. After all, as
Louisa surely knew, to be admired and emulated was a way to be remembered, and if you could
be remembered then you could also win votes.

As the Secretary of State, and Louisa as the Secretary’s hospitable wife, John Quincy and
Louisa had a duty to fit in with the European elites pouring into Washington’s growing
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diplomatic scene. It certainly inspired confidence in the public that their Secretary took his
position seriously, that he was admired in his role, and that the foreign dignitaries took a liking to
him and Louisa. Clearly, Louisa’s efforts were a remarkable success, for witnesses in Washington
in the early 1820s recorded that John Quincy appeared always dressed in “courtly refinement,” in
“full dress; short small-clothes, silk stockings and shoes, and was habitually observant of all the
courtesies of life.”#88

Fashion may not be the subject of much study in early republican narratives, but in the
1820s it meant everything that a political couple were dressed to impress. Just as the Kennedy’s
would inspire voters’ confidence in the 1960s by presenting themselves as a fashionably
attractive couple, so too did Louisa and John Quincy realize they could command a presence in
the capital’s elite social scene by flaunting their European wardrobe and acquired polished tastes.
After all, Louisa warned John Quincy that those who did not conform to the highest and most
cosmopolitan standards of fashion were sure to be mocked, criticized, and taken advantage of in
Washington. Whenever John Quincy showed signs of degenerating back into his slovenly nature,
Louisa was quick to drill him back into style. She knew, and took great pride in the fact, that she
was the voice of reason when it came to his public image and presentation. Having received
news that John Quincy was not obeying her fashionable standards while she was away mixing
with the rich circles of Philadelphia, Louisa scolded him by firing him a letter:

“the Doctor; then Mr. Paul; then Major Jackson, Mr Ewing, Mr Cook, Mr

Sergeant have sat with me; and each have talked of the attack upon your dress, or

as I understand undress — In your own defence you must become a beau; and

when I return I must assume the command, and, drill you into fashion — people

expect it, and it has a most imposing effect upon the vulgar. It injured Mr

Jefferson and they say it injures you.”*%
Though Louisa fortunately had the social charm and quick wit to laugh her way out of the
awkward conversation, it clearly vexed her that John Quincy was not adhering to her fashionable
expertise, knowing that it could cost him the upcoming election if he dressed himself so poorly.
Jefferson had indeed been criticized during his presidential years for not dressing as nobly as was
to be expected, and his lack of interest in fashion and his reluctance to dress well for his
esteemed foreign guests had left him a newsworthy laughingstock in the press. He was, after all,
reported to greet visitors to the White House in his dressing gown and slippers, or sometimes in
his muddy riding boots.*° To him it was a show that he was of the people. Yet, to the people who
viewed themselves as being above the people, he was a fashionable wreck, a clown for the
national and international press. Louisa — who never liked Jefferson anyway — shuddered to think
that her husband could receive the same criticism, which of course would make her seem almost
foolish to be dressed so well beside him. She was determined to set him on the right course, to
dress him as lavishly and as regally as she dressed herself.
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489 LCA to JQA, Philadelphia, August 18", 1822, FO.; See also Heffron, Louisa Catherine, 334.
490 Abrams, First Ladies of the Republic, 214-215.
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Though Louisa shrunk from the spotlight the moment John Quincy became president in
March 1825, his victory in the election was certainly in part thanks to Louisa’s guiding influence
to make him a standout figure on the public stage. His image was refined, sophisticated,
dignified, and noble, and considering how much we know of his laziness when it came to dress
sense, we must absolutely conclude that Louisa was totally behind the success of his public
image. In an age when looks mattered as much as political beliefs, she was the victor as much as
he was in the election, for she had drilled him into becoming a noticeably sophisticated presence
in Washington. Unfortunately, though, her victory would also be her downfall, for history soon
repeated itself. As Robert Ralph Davis has suggested, during John Quincy’s presidential
administration, “friends of republican simplicity began protesting what they considered an
affront to American principles.”*! In other words, monarchical-inspired fashion. Once again, the
republican court was under attack from the opposing party, this time from Andrew Jackson’s
wing of the Democratic party. After all, was the republic not now strong enough after the burning
of Washington to exert a higher confidence in itself? Did America still feel a need to impress
foreign powers? Was fitting in on the world stage, and playing Europe’s game, still a necessity?
Or had America now at last reached a moment of maturity and reflection, ready to cast off its
initial need to conform to foreign tastes in favor of creating a more distinctly American material
aesthetic?

Jefferson had perhaps tried his hand at changing the material scene too early, but now in
the late 1820s, Jackson had an even larger number of the population backing him, especially
considering that more and more voters resided in the new western states where fashion meant
practically nothing to a people who were so far removed from the port cities and the material
privileges there. It is certainly no coincidence that both the Adams and Quincy Adams
administrations were immediately followed by two administrations that were vehemently
opposed to monarchical styles. Both Jefferson and Jackson would rise against the influence of
imported styles and materials, and European dress sense, and both — of course — were without a
first lady to steer them and their partymen differently. It would be wrong and exaggeratedly bad
history to say that fashion lost both Adams men their reelection bids, but given the high
importance that people in the early U.S. capital held for high fashion, whether for it or against it,
it cannot be denied that it was absolutely one factor in the Adams family’s presidential demise in
both generations. It is simply not a coincidence that both Adams administrations were
immediately followed by presidential administrations that attempted to discourage elite
fashionable aesthetics in the capital.

491 Robert Ralph Davis Jr., “Diplomatic Plumage: American Court Dress in the Early National Period,” American
Quarterly 20, no. 2 (1968): 171.
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Both the Jeffersonian and Jacksonian years were characterized by a visibly obvious lack of
interest in high fashion and imported aesthetics (at least in a public sense, of course both
Jefferson and Jackson indulged privately in fine tastes and luxury material goods), and gone too
were the political and cosmopolitan links associated with high fashion. The first and second
republican courts had both been dissolved, in part, because of the importation of European
material aesthetics. Both Jefferson and Jackson would promote themselves as heroes of the
backwoodsmen, the poor and middle classes, the country folk, and those who cherished
republican material simplicity. In a way, they were effectively honoring the ideals of 1776, to
promote an American humble and egalitarian style, which stood in stark contrast to everything
that the Adams family had become associated with and everything that they wore. The fact that
John Quincy was treated all his life by the opposition press as an American prince is no surprise
given his material and social connections to monarchical and imperial Europe, yet we should not
forget that Louisa had been the mastermind behind those criticized aesthetics.

After the fall of the second republican court, Louisa drops off in history as a central
figure in America’s early cultural scene. It would not be until the Gilded Age, decades away, that
she would again be admired as an influential and significant figure in United States history. The
Gilded Age historians were the first to unravel the complexities of the first republican courts, and
they were the first historians to reincorporate Abigail and Louisa into the narrative as central
figures in the early United States capitals. Yet these early biographical sketches of Abigail and
Louisa were far from the kind of political writings we find on them today. Instead, their first
descriptions were primarily assessments of their fashion choices. It was material aesthetics,
fashion, and visual refinements that marked Abigail and Louisa as subjects worth remembering
to the first generation of biographers interested in the republican court. And though these early
studies are far from academically sound or even reliable as good history, it is clear that decades
after Abigail and Louisa’s deaths they still shone brightly as aesthetically powerful women in
America’s origin story. Clearly, as this chapter has addressed, high fashion and European courtly
aesthetics mattered in the early republican capital far more than has usually been acknowledged,
and the Adams women were amongst its chief importers. Abigail had used it as a political
weapon, and Louisa had used it to gain electoral popularity. Abigail and Louisa Catherine Adams
were absolutely key influential figures in America’s fashionable elite settings, and it is time that
they received greater recognition for their efforts to transform the material aesthetics of the early
republic into a state of refinement and high cosmopolitan taste.
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Chapter Five

Decorating the Capital: Abigail Adams and the Introduction of European
Décor to Federal State Rooms and Elite Home Interiors

In a startling and frustrating dive into the material cultural history of America, one finds long and
overly detailed descriptions of chairs, candelabras, dishes, clocks, and other such decorative
objects, but these studies are so deeply rooted in the practices of art history that the people who
purchased these objects, and why they purchased them, are barely acknowledged. Some of the
best studies that do focus on consumer rationales have been written by little acknowledged
historians - graduate students, art history bloggers, and an array of amateur historians writing for
obscure and little read magazines and localized journals, many of which are outdated and almost
certainly sidelined by academics. Even in the studies that focus on George and Martha
Washington and the presidential mansion on Market Street in Philadelphia, there is almost
nothing written that suggests why they purchased the items that they did, or how and to what
affect they exhibited their acquired riches.**? But, at least the Washingtons save been written
about under the heading of early republican material history. The Adams family, as we have seen
in every theme of this dissertation, have been almost totally sidelined from the few studies that
exist on republican court interiors and decorative aesthetics.

This is truly baffling, not only because John and Abigail left behind endless written
accounts about their decorative choices and the rationales behind them, but also because unlike
nearly all of their contemporaries, their entire list of furnishings and decorative objects can still
be viewed today. Unlike Philadelphia’s presidential mansion which was demolished in 1832, the
Adams family’s stately home, Peacefield, has been beautifully preserved under the careful
curatorial eye of Adams National Historical Park in Quincy. Thanks to their dedicated
preservation efforts, we know exactly what the Adams family owned, what pieces spent time in
the presidential mansions, where they placed each piece in the house, and what each room’s
designated function was at the time when John and Abigail resided there. In 1927, Brooks
Adams, John Adams’s great-grandson, set up a memorial society dedicated to the preservation of
Peacefield and all of its belongings, and the society donated Peacefield and everything in it to the
National Park Service in 1946.4° The house has therefore never been tampered with, and it was

492 See for instance the itemized physical descriptions of Washington’s seventy-four chairs in Henderson, “Material
Matters.” See also Ron Blank, “Did George Washington Sit Here? French Furniture in the American President’s
House,” published by the American Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works (2000); Brunk, “To Fix
the Taste of our Country Properly.”

493 Caroline Keinath, Adams National Historical Park, the official visitor guidebook (Lawrenceburg, IN: The
Creative Company, 2018), 10.
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never owned by anyone outside of the Adams family after its purchase by John Adams in 1787,
meaning it is a near perfect time capsule of the Adams family’s luxurious lives.

Why so few historians have gravitated to Peacefield for studies on early republican décor
is a total and frankly ridiculous mystery, especially considering that we know the Washingtons
auctioned off most of their presidential furniture, and Jefferson was doomed to sell off much of
his original décor to alleviate his endless mountain of debt.*** This chapter, following a similar
lead to the previous chapter, will therefore provide a much needed starting point for republican
court historians to reexamine the Adams family as serious key players and party-driven
strategists in the early republic’s decorative material culture.

The recently renewed interest in republican court studies has proven that we absolutely
must observe elite material culture and socio-political history under the same light, as two
concepts that are intricately dependent on each other, as Fredrika J. Teute and David Shields have
aptly encouraged. How women in the early republic chose to decorate and style their formal
rooms should not be simplified into mere descriptive furniture lists. Instead, we ought to study
furnishings and décor not as mere objects of material history, but as symbols which “call long-
standing definitions of republican simplicity into question and show how material culture and its
attendant behaviors may occasionally contradict political rhetoric and upend standard political
categories.”> On that note, we must also simultaneously revisit Abigail Adams’s own writings,
for her private letters offer an enormous insight into how she and John utilized material interiors
and aesthetics for their own personal and political gain, as well as how they approached and
justified the problem of styling the capital’s staterooms based on monarchical decorative
traditions.

Several historians in the last twenty years have proposed that material culture and
political history need to be taken far more seriously, as a combined subject that gives special
attention to interior spaces and how those spaces were used. Those few historians spearheading
the current renaissance of republican court scholarship have nearly all addressed the
overwhelming importance of examining the early republican capital from a Habermasian
perspective. David Waldstreicher, for instance, in his groundbreaking work on early republican
ceremony, echoed Habermas’s insistence that we must rediscover and reexamine the ‘public
sphere’ as a mixed gender space, in which seemingly private places — parlors and dining rooms —
ought to be redefined as politically charged and consequential spaces of the growing and

494 1t should also be mentioned that Monticello was in a very poor state by the mid-19% century, and much of the
house as we see it today has been dramatically renovated and changed from how Jefferson would have known it.
Similarly, if one visits Madison’s home Montpelier, one will find it almost sparsely decorated, with many rooms
practically devoid of furnishings altogether. Of the first four presidents, it is Adams whose list of furnishings is the
most tangibly accessible today, offering an absolute goldmine for research on early republican elite material history.
As for the Washingtons, as Ron Blank suggests “within 100 years, progress and the passage of time had erased all
but sketches of the first president’s houses in New York and in Philadelphia. The furnishings had been disbursed
through inheritance and auctions” — see Blank, “Did George Washington Sit Here?,” 2.; Eberlein, “190, High
Street,” 174.

495 Henderson, “Material Matters,” 293.
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increasingly elitist American bourgeois.**® If Americans in the early republic were desperate to
be taken seriously nationally and internationally, then the spaces in which the government was
discussed, home interiors and decorative staterooms, needed to be a strong material
representation of the nation’s best qualities. It logically follows that the décor of those spaces, its
general appearance, was an important reflection of the state. The grander the rooms, the more
elevated those political conversations would appear to be, especially to foreign spectators
expecting to find a still provincial high society.

Throughout the twentieth century, material culture and interior design were considered
mere feminine provinces of research, as if social spaces and their appearances mattered little to
the men leading the government. Yet diplomatic historians and republican court historians have
both emphasized that in the context of eighteenth-century diplomacy and politics, it would be
bizarre to assume that furnishings and decorative choices were somehow disconnected from
official state business. Besides, as Tracey Sowerby points out, “modern dichotomies as
public/private or political/personal do not capture the complexity of early modern courts.”**” The
diplomatic and political wife was rarely within a private sphere, and never confined to it as they
might have sometimes been in the later Victorian age. In the eighteenth century, elite women and
political wives were almost always hosting or being hosted. As Arlie Hothschild put it, “in
private places she was in the public,” and her home more often resembled “a public building,”
which did not appear to belong to her or her husband, but rather to the state they represented, in
which all of the furnishings and objects would “remind guests that they were visiting “the
residence” rather than a home.**® After all, as Glenda Sluga and Carolyn James have assessed in
their work on early modern European diplomacy, in the eighteenth century, politics and
diplomacy were “understood to be a masculine realm of conquest and fame” yet the spaces in
which those ‘masculine’ conversations occurred were overwhelmingly feminine, in salons “lined
with mirrors, round oval tables covered with cloths of gold-fringed velvet” and other material
luxuries.**

In America too, late-eighteenth century diplomats and political leaders did not meet
exclusively in congressional halls and closed cabinet rooms or offices. State business and
socializing in the eighteenth century was still what Elaine Chalus has called an “amateur
approach to politics,” centered on the establishment of cordial relationships, and focused on the
“importance of personal connections in politics and patronage,” which meant that “politicians,
patrons, and clients often met, mingled, and plotted in each other’s” homes.”% After all, as we
have already seen in the previous chapters, ‘visiting’ and ‘calling” was a major political business
in the early United States capital, a point which must be emphasized as an important reminder
that homes and interior appearances mattered, as practically every politician and his wife would

496 Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes, 217.
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2015), 7.
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be appearing at all of the other political homes throughout the congressional season. As
Catherine Allgor, Toby Ditz, and Elaine Chalus further remind us, much of the diplomat’s work
and especially most of their politically charged socializing took place in spheres which
traditionally were viewed as feminine spaces, places seemingly dissociated from politics, in
salons, tea rooms, dining rooms, ballrooms, drawing rooms, and other formal reception
parlors.’°! As Deborah Heller has summed up, it would be “a mistake to posit a strict mapping of
the public/private distinction onto the exterior and interior, respectively, of domestic
spaces...people at home, both men and women, were not necessarily in private.”>%? Even
bedrooms in state mansions were not always private, as they were often used as additional
meeting rooms and quiet spaces for tete a tete meetings.

Indeed, much of the work of Fredrika J. Teute and David Shields focuses exclusively on
the political realms of women’s drawing rooms in Philadelphia and early Washington, a
testament to how politically significant and vital these places were to the men leading the
country, and to their wives and daughters who had found that they had a great sway over political
conversations and perhaps even policy making through their coveted role as elite social
hostesses. Their research masterfully demonstrates that decorative elite interiors had, and still do
have, a state driven purpose, that ‘drawing room culture’ has a powerful connection to political
expression, providing a new and highly important angle to take women’s contributions to
political culture seriously in the founding years of the United States.’®> As Amy Hudson
Henderson has summarized of their work, Teute and Shields were among the first recent
historians to remind us that the culture and material appearance of the drawing room mattered,
for their groundbreaking studies “opened up new historical spaces in which scholars not only
explored women’s influence on society and politics, or the home’s role as a public, political
arena, but also opened avenues for understanding how the material world itself contributed to the
formation of that national elite.”>** Just as the women of eighteenth century France had
seamlessly blended public and private life by weaving the Enlightenment through their
celebrated salons, so too did the women in the early United States capital guide the political
culture of the early republic through their drawing rooms and formal occasions.

It may be stating the obvious, but what those rooms looked like, how polished and grand
they were, mattered as much as what was said and achieved in them. As Tracey Sowerby
suggests in her work on diplomatic households, we must address diplomatic and political
residences as strategically meaningful state-driven spaces by “paying greater attention to the
wide variety of ways in which visual and material culture were integral to diplomatic [and
political] practice.”% For Abigail Adams, decorating and furnishing state rooms was a serious
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task, for everything one saw upon entering her dining room or drawing room had to immediately
give the impression that her residence reflected in every way the grandeur and glory of the
republic. It was a task she learned as a diplomat’s wife, and one that she would take even more
seriously when she became the nation’s second first lady.

Thus, this chapter will attempt to detour beyond tedious descriptions of furniture and
decorative pieces and focus instead on the reason why they existed in the United States capital.
This is not a chapter about sofa colors or the types of fabrics used for curtain fabrics — I shall
leave those descriptions to interested art historians. Instead, this chapter will be a study about
why Abigail’s stylistic choices were made and for what public and social effect. Abigail provides
the perfect case study for this endeavor. Decorative arts and material history fall too easily into
the problem of hyper fixating on products rather than the consumers, yet for Abigail and John
Adams, material culture was entirely an expression of wealth, political prestige, and
cosmopolitanism, and in short, everything that would come to tangibly represent their
contributions to the republican court. For Abigail, the republican court was a meaningless idea
without a very visible rich court setting, and it was her easiest way to express her elite and
acquired place in the republic’s ever controversial social hierarchy.

Abigail was the first first lady to have lived in Europe amongst the courtly grandeur of
France and England, and the first to copy what she saw firsthand; she was the first first lady to
recreate the material aesthetics of America’s own court setting; and she was the first first lady to
live in the White House, and therefore, she was the mansion’s first decorator and interior
designer; and, perhaps most importantly, she was the first first lady to rethink the precedents set
by Martha, and therefore the first to demonstrate that the role of first lady was determined by
individual values rather than formal precedents. She was the first to make the role all her own,
and because she gave herself the liberty to restart that role (and therefore set the precedent that
all first ladies after her would also recreate the role too), her material tastes ought to be taken
seriously as part of her public performance as a diplomat’s wife and a presidential spouse.

The fact that Abigail’s aesthetic agenda differed so widely from Martha’s was not simply
a difference in tastes, but a difference in courtly, social, and party driven intentions. Abigail was
the first first lady to synthesize material aesthetics and showy interior décor with a party agenda.
How she furnished and decorated the White House said far less about herself as a person, and far
more about her Federalist party alignment and her deep desire to impress foreign elites. Sadly,
we know very little about Martha Washington’s intentions as a decorator of formal reception and
dining rooms. Abigail, on the other hand, left behind a rich well of writings indicating the
evolution of her thinking on the subject of elite material culture. Perhaps it is too easily forgotten
that Abigail was not born wealthy or raised to be a woman of refined tastes, yet she became one
of the grandest women in the United States, a progression which bears mentioning and assessing,
since material aesthetics and their uses were for her a studied and strategic art rather than
something she merely took for granted. What she bought she bought for public display, and her
tastes were entirely elevated and changed by living abroad amongst people who lived and
breathed high luxury. It is enormously important that when she became first lady, she very
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pointedly made no attempt whatsoever to minimize the regal appearance of the capital, nor did
she attempt to republicanize the aesthetics of her own private home in Braintree. Peacefield was
more of an English country estate than a Massachusetts farm house, and the White House would
quickly become under her guiding hand the most English-style mansion in early Washington
D.C. These are points that demand examination and explanation. After all, as John F. Kasson
reminds us, Americans who held high offices tended to “express their ambitions by
demonstrating their cosmopolitan taste.”%

This chapter will thus delve into Abigail’s writings about interior design and material
aesthetics, and how and why she made decorative arts and furnishings a strong priority on her
political and cosmopolitan agenda. I will not meander into long tangents describing the
symbolism of objects, the motifs on dishes, or the general appearances of stately rooms. I mean
instead to assess the rationale behind Abigail’s strong attachment to monarchical decorative
aesthetics. Thus, this chapter will assess how Abigail Adams approached styling state rooms, and
how her knowledge of European high society interiors affected the appearance of the federal
capital’s social spaces. For example, what was the significance of importing rich European
furnishings, and how were these incorporated and justified as being part of a republican
aesthetic? Or, was decorative design and furniture deemed republican at all? What message was
being presented by Abigail incorporating a hybridized republican and monarchical aesthetic?
How did Abigail, as the first first lady in the White House, bring the material culture of
Philadelphia into the newly built presidential mansion in Washington City? Why did she not try
to change the elite materialist status quo initiated by Martha Washington to try to minimize the
capital’s reliance on catering to regal material traditions?

These are complicated questions to answer, for Abigail’s views on grand interiors are not
straightforward, nor always coherently addressed in her writings. No historian or biographer has
ever written more than a few lines about Abigail’s decorative choices, yet as this chapter will
suggest, her involvement in the stylistic appearance of the republican court was far more
complex and consequential than any historian has yet suggested. Hopefully this chapter will
illuminate the fact that there is still a vast amount of work waiting to be written on the subject of
the Adams family’s trendsetting influence on the republican court’s European inspired material
settings. This chapter is therefore a much needed first step towards a greater understanding of
Abigail’s role in the capital’s political and aesthetic beginnings.

In 1776, Abigail Adams lived in a world so far removed from European luxury that the very idea
of her ever becoming a persistent advocate for refinement seems almost laughable. During the
revolutionary years, she was still an obscure housewife of an obscure lawyer and the mother of
four young children, living in a small saltbox house, hardly more than a cottage, in the rural town
of Braintree. The town of Quincy had not yet been incorporated, and she and her neighboring
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friends and family lived quietly on the fringes from the wartime turmoil of Boston, then a two-
hour distance by horseback to the north. She and John lived just seventy-five feet away from the
house that John had grown up in, surrounded by verdant farmlands for as far as the eye could
see. Abigail, like John, had herself been raised in a small and humble 1680s house in the nearby
town of Weymouth, a basic rectangular wooden house filled only with the basics of household
necessities and Biblical iconography. Her marriage to John Adams in 1764 was hardly a change
of scenery, as she merely exchanged one sparse seventeenth century farmhouse for another.

Abigail and John’s first home together would have looked much the same in the 1770s as
it does for the curious visitor touring their house today, only then it would have been surrounded
by forty acres of Adams farmland rather than the urban neighborhood that has since clustered
around it. Rustic and sparse furnishings adorned the few rooms which circle round the house,
and there was little space for anything besides beds, kitchen utensils and basic storage spaces. A
few items of silver were Abigail’s greatest possessions at this point in their lives, and these were
mostly family heirlooms rather than bought luxuries. Wooden chairs, bare walls and many
undecorative bookshelves were the Adams family’s prime possessions, rendering their small
cottage a lively and comfortable but simple family home by Boston elite standards. Yet Abigail
in the 1770s would have had her life no other way, for with the outbreak of the American
Revolution came calls to boycott luxury goods.

As we have already assessed in the previous chapter, anyone who endeavored to import
British luxuries during the revolution was deemed not only traitorous to the patriotic cause, but
they also perpetuated the myth that America was dependent on European trade.>®’ If America
was to operate as a republic fixated on the communal importance of “industry, frugality, and
economy,” then Americans would have to become self-reliant, resourceful, selfless, and
disinterested in foreign luxuries, and begin to view unnecessary materialism as anti-republican,
as a threat to social stability and egalitarian progress.>*® Furthermore, the luxuries that
individuals bought were expected to be American made, rather than imported, as if anything
bearing a maker’s stamp from Europe automatically meant it was a symbol of tyranny.

Living devoid of imported luxuries would prove by the late 1780s to be an impossibly tall
order for most middle- and upper-class Americans, who had been long accustomed to acquiring
their tea and china and other refinements from abroad, but during the revolution, imports from
Britain had become a symbol of loyalism, and owners of British refinements were harshly and
unsparingly criticized as unpatriotic. As Joanna Cohen concluded, a “powerful republican
discourse emerged, informing American consumers that each purchase they made tied them to a
larger project of sustaining (or undermining) the republic itself...the model of citizenship that
emerged from this discourse was that of a patriot-consumer, which demanded that self-sacrifice
be the prime expression of civic virtue.”% As Jeanne E. Abrams has similarly assessed, the word
“Europe” for most patriotic Americans in the early 1780s by default “became a code for
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everything that needed to be eradicated in the quest to become an independent American nation,”
and that of course included the extravagancies of interior décor and luxurious living.>!?

It was the same argument Abigail had made in her initial resistance to fine clothing and
imported materials during the revolutionary years, revealing once again her intense belief that
anything and everything that could be listed under the heading ‘unnecessary’ or ‘refined’ must by
default be stamped by monarchical absurdity. The true American, according to her, was the
patriot who could stand untempted by the corruptible frivolities of European taste. Writing of her
simple life in Braintree, Abigail proudly exclaimed in April 1782 that:

“Without fortune it is more than probable we shall end our days, but let the well

earned Fame of having Sacrificed those prospects, from a principal of universal

Benevolence and good will to Man, descend as an inheritance to our ofspring. The

Luxery of Foreign Nations may possibly infect them but they have not before

them an example of it, so far as respects their domestick life. They are not Bred

up with an Idea of possessing Hereditary Riches or Grandeur. Retired from the

Capital, they see little of the extravagance of dissipation, which prevails there.”!!
Indeed, by Abigail’s estimation prior to her overseas experiences, grandeur and material luxuries
were a kind of European ‘infection,’ a disease that had the terrible power to seize the American
conscience and plague future generations. To Abigail it was nothing to joke about, nor an
exaggeration, for she repeats again and again in her revolutionary era letters how fearful she was
of the dangers of corruptible society and its eagerness to indulge in European lifestyles. At this
point, Abigail envisioned an agrarian and egalitarian American society, a people born for hard
work and virtuous living, which necessitated a break from material displays of affluence and
leisurely pursuits. Material culture, according to Abigail, had an unbreakable link to the way in
which people conducted their lives, as if a gilded mirror must automatically reflect the image of
the aristocratic courtier. Finery, in all its shapes and varieties, were things to be dismissed as un-
American.

Yet unfortunately for Abigail, her husband was beginning to see European luxuries in a
very different light. Now living in France and brushing shoulders with the most elite men and
women in Versailles and Paris, John Adams was starting to see the good in material refinements
in a way that we can only imagine must have shocked Abigail when his letters began arriving
into Braintree. Writing from Passy, as early as April 1778, John’s letters to her were glowing
with reviews of the interior styles of ancien régime France: “if human Nature could be made
happy by any Thing that can please the Eye, the Ear, the Taste or any other sense, or Passion or
Fancy, this Country would be the Region for Happiness.”!2 Though John still agreed with
Abigail in theory, he could not hold back from admitting his awe and acceptance of French elite
material living, and for all his grumbling about the French and his difficulties trying to establish
diplomatic friendships, it seems that the only joy John did find in his Parisian life was his
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amazement with his Rococo material surroundings. Indeed, once it became clear that he would
not be returning to Massachusetts any time soon, he beckoned for Abigail and Nabby to join him
in France. “Come to Europe with Nabby as soon as possible,” he wrote to Abigail in November
1783, “and Satisfy your Curiosity, and improve your Taste, by viewing these magnificent
Sceenes.”!3 Nabby was certainly eager to join her father abroad, and even Abigail at this point
had changed her tune somewhat in light of John’s many favorable descriptions of Parisian life,
and the two women set sail for the Old World in 1784.

After a brief sojourn in London, Abigail and Nabby arrived in France in the early autumn
of 1784, and found their new residence far grander and larger than they could ever have
envisioned. Compared to their saltbox house in Braintree with its plain parlor and rustic kitchen,
the house in Auteuil was an otherworldly palace, with over forty rooms and a ballroom that could
host up to five hundred guests, not to mention a sprawling garden with an orchard and
grapevines.’'* Even the elite townhouses of Boston held no comparison to the Rococo mansion
they now occupied. John Adams had set up his diplomatic residence in Auteuil in a sprawling
and spacious mansion located a mere walk from the expansive woodlands of the Bois de
Boulogne, which he jokingly called “his park.”!> Abigail’s first impressions of the mansion were
that of overwhelmed amazement. Describing her first home away from home, she wrote that the
house was “large, commodious, and agreeably situated...The House is much larger than we have
need of, upon occasion 40 beds may be made in it... There are few houses with the privilege,
which this enjoys.”>!6

Indeed, even the house’s history must have surpassed her wildest imagination. The
mansion house in Auteuil, now referred to in modern day Paris as the Hotel Antier or sometimes
the Hotel Verrieres, had been built in 1715 for the Parisian opera singer Melle Antier, and by the
1740s it had fallen into the hands of the Marquis d'Epinay, who rented the house to the Verriéres
girls, a set of opera singers he favorited, and under his influence the mansion became a frequent
salon destination hosting the likes of Voltaire, Marmontel and Maurice de Saxe. Thus, when the
Adams family moved into its spacious rooms and marbled galleries, the Hotel Antier had already
witnessed some of the richest and most enlightened figures of the ancien régime. For Abigail it
was an overwhelming culture shock, not only to have a gigantic pool of servants for the first time
in her life, but also more interior space than she had ever needed or would ever need again. It
was an instant lesson the moment she entered through the main door, that her republican
principles dedicated to a life of simplicity and humility were not even going to be an option on
the table, literally, during their time in France.

Paris was still at the height of its overabundant grandeur, if not at the height of the ancien
régime’s grandeur in the mid-1780s. The revolutionary turmoil which would shake France’s
social structures and drive out its refined aesthetics was only a few short years away, and Abigail
found herself witnessing firsthand the world that the French revolutionaries would soon be
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violently rallying against, much to her future horror. France in 1784 was still defined by stark
class divisions, and excessive luxury was still a privilege for those who had access to the top of
the social ladder. Abigail now found herself in a world not so different from monarchical
England, dropped into the top echelons of a society that was still starkly defined by social status.
As a diplomat from an allied country to France, John Adams was expected to live the life of a
diplomat and that by default and without exceptions meant living like the finest specimens of the
Second Estate. There were so few middle-class diplomats in the late eighteenth century, and the
idea that they could entertain high ranking ambassadors with aristocratic backgrounds must
surely have seemed laughable to the Europeans who looked upon their diplomatic duties as a
way to flaunt the riches of their countries. For Abigail, the grandeur of France and diplomatic life
was not only a culture shock, but an economic shock as well, and her first criticisms were not
about pining for the republican way of life but rather her impossible desire to conform to her new
aristocratic and regal surroundings.

It was the beginning of a major and seriously understudied change in her outlook on
society and political culture. Indeed, her first comments about France were not condemnatory
towards monarchical living, but instead a complaint that the American government did not
support its diplomats enough to ensure that they too lived like aristocrats (who made up the
majority of John’s fellow diplomatic crowd). “We stand in sufficient need of oconomy,” Abigail
wrote to her sister Mary Smith Cranch a few days after arriving at her new residence, “and the
curtailment of other salleries I suppose [the U.S. government] thought it absolutely necessary to
cut of their foreign ministers, but my own interest apart, the system is bad, for that Nation which
degrades their own ministers by obligeing them to live in narrow circumstances cannot expect to
be held in high estimation themselves.”!7 It was an early indication of her views to come, and
one of the first admittances she made in writing that the fault was not in monarchical
government, but in America’s inability to fit in with monarchical Europe. America, independent
though it now was, was still seen in the eyes of many as a provincial and up and coming place,
hardly worth a comparison to the great and rich countries of Europe which had been
accumulating a deep-set culture and grand aesthetics for centuries.

As we have now seen in every chapter, the first generations of Americans had a need to
fit in with their European counterparts, and just as we have seen with fashion, material displays
of wealth and cosmopolitan grandeur were just another way to immediately impress high ranking
Europeans, to remind them on every occasion that Americans were as capable of cultivating
refined tastes as any English or French nobleman, and that they were worthy of being included in
the game of international politics and alliances. In 1780s Paris, visible expressions of social
status mattered more than ever, for the French were famously some of the most materially
obsessed nobles in Europe. One needs only to be reminded of the almost otherworldly elegance
of Versailles, and Marie Antoinette’s endless material displays of rich fashion and décor. The
French may have aided the Americans in their revolutionary cause, but it was very clear in 1784
that their own revolution was still a distant day away. Indeed, to be anybody in Paris in the mid
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1780s meant that one had to put on a material show. Decorative rooms for entertaining in
ambassadorial homes and the homes of courtiers were not merely spaces that boasted of great
wealth. They were that of course, but more importantly, as Abigail immediately noticed, they
were yet another way to materially express and symbolize the power of one’s monarch and state.
An elegant and tastefully furnished and decorated room was an instant expression of national
power, sophistication, and prestige. Versailles was not merely showing off its riches, it was
attempting — and succeeding — to portray France as the most tasteful and cosmopolitan state in
Europe, with expensive and exquisite furnishings, objects, and building materials brought in
from all around the world. The rooms of Versailles purposefully existed to symbolize the glory of
the French nation, to remind guests that the king was as divine as the gold embellishments on full
display in every ornate room. There was an unbreakable tie between the king and his palatial
environs.

The French nobles and ambassadors in residence merely lived on a smaller scale by the
same principle, portraying their surroundings as palatially as possible to impress their own
invited guests, most of whom came from the various nobilities of Europe and could easily afford
to live comparably similar lives. As Tracey Sowerby has pointed out, the wives of diplomats and
ambassadors were expected to be the prime participants in creating that genteel atmosphere, it
was their obligation as honorary representatives in their own right, to “take care of the house’s
honors, that is to say, the ambassador’s representation of his monarch.”!® It was thus her duty to
ensure “that glory, order, abundance and good institution of the ambassadorial household were
always sustained dignifiedly.”>!” It was a task that Abigail quickly adopted and attempted to
uphold to the best of her ability. As Nabby put it in May 1785, “it is the custom in this country to
have a suit of rooms all open for the reception of your company, all equally elegantly
furnished.” 2" In other words, one was obliged to have a fortune at the ready to make every
possible lavish expense to maintain heightened aesthetic pretensions, to be willing and ready at
any given moment to host a dinner or salon-like party of Paris’s finest nobles and ambassadors. It
was a duty owed to one’s country, to portray its power and tastes to the best of one’s ability.

Despite it draining their allotted salary, the Adamses made it a priority to entertain
esteemed guests at least once a week in Auteuil, usually hosting about twenty people at a time,
hoping with each social occasion that their guests would leave with a positive impression of
American tastes and their ability to conform to European standards.>?! There was simply no
going around the system, and America had an enormous hurdle, being a small country in a
western world of vastly influential and powerful monarchical and imperial nations. There was no
chance at all of Europeans conforming to American ideas or aesthetics, which meant that
Americans had to prove that they belonged to the wider world. It was a lesson Abigail would
never forget, and one that would define her days in the United States capital.
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In the eighteenth century, there were so few people who had the luxury of seeing
firsthand how elites in different countries decorated and materially lived, which meant that
diplomats held most of the power to represent the material elegance of their home countries.
Unfortunately though for the Adamses, most of those ambassadors and diplomats were awarded
much higher salaries than American ministers were given. Abigail was amazed, for instance, to
find herself amongst the rich interiors of the home of the Swedish Ambassador to France, the
charismatic Baron de Stael. “Who can fail from being Charmed with the Baron de Stael?”
Abigail wrote to her sister Elizabeth in May 1785,

“He lives in a Grand Hotel, and his suite of apartments his furniture and his table

are the most Elegant of any thing I have seen. Altho you dine upon plate in every

noble House in France, I cannot say that you may see your face in it, but here the

whole furniture of the table was burnished and shone with Royal Splendor...As

you enter his apartments you pass through files of servants into his antechamber,

in which is a Throne coverd with green velvet upon which is a Chair of State over

which hangs the picture of his Royal Master. These thrones are common to all

Ambassadors of the first order as they are the immediate representatives of the

king...Settees Chairs and hangings of the richest Silk embroiderd with Gold,

Marble Slabs upon fluted pillars round which wreaths of artificial flowers in Gold

entwine.”?2
Abigail’s several-pages describing the Baron de Stael’s state-driven décor perfectly captures how
ambassadors in the late eighteenth century used furnishings and décor to represent one’s state.
Having a ceremonial throne and a portrait of the Baron’s king and financer, Gustav III, was both
a token of respect to his monarch and a way to extend his monarch’s grandeur to those who
would not have the pleasure of stepping foot in Sweden or meeting the king themselves. Anyone
who was invited to the Baron de Stael’s mansion would immediately be under the impression
that Sweden was just as refined and enlightened a nation as France. For Abigail, seeing such
immensely grand symbols of a state on full display must have been an eye-opening experience,
indicating the power that America might have with those abroad if she too adopted a ceremonial
interior style. Not only was Abigail pleased with the style of décor she saw in the stately gilded
homes in which she now found herself a guest, but she was clearly inspired to follow suit, to
portray her own country in a similar fashion, albeit at necessarily less expense. Still, though the
Adamses could never hope or even dream of entertaining company in Europe on so large a scale,
they too did their utmost to give a favorable first impression of their country to those in Europe
who had never crossed the Atlantic and never likely would. Indeed, rather than criticize the
Baron’s excessively rich and showy rooms as monarchical boasting, she instead praised the
astonishingly rich interiors, and found inspiration for her own decorative goals.

The Adams family’s brief life in Auteuil was Abigail’s first taste of real luxury, and it was
a taste she would never forget, nor ever criticize again. From 1784 on, Abigail was as materially
interested as any aristocratic lady, and even after the French Revolution broke out and Louis XVI
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and Marie Antoinette went to their gruesome deaths, Abigail would still cling to France’s ancien
régime and English monarchical interior styles as an expression of worldliness and ease amongst
sophisticated elites. She offered no written explanation for her sudden change in thinking, how
she went from criticizing European interior luxuries to suddenly embracing them in full, but it is
abundantly clear from her writings during the 1780s that she was clearly dazzled and affected by
elegant interiors.

Of course, Abigail hardly had time to set up their house in Auteuil when John received
the news that he was being made Minister to Great Britain. By June 1785 John and Abigail found
themselves residing in one of the most fashionable squares in London, in a large townhouse on a
corner of Grosvenor Square, immediately opposite the townhouse of Lord North, the staunchly
royalist Prime Minister who had served in office during the American Revolution. Though the
house in Auteuil had been larger than their London townhouse, the location in London pitted the
Adamses into the heart of London’s highest aristocratic circles, a thing of joy for the American
legation who needed to ensure that America’s representatives appeared as elegant and respectable
as any English lord.>?} Abigail took a great delight in the location, and uncharacteristically joked
about her close connection to nobility in a letter to Dr. Thomas Welsh: “I very fortunately [found
a house] in the most reputable & prettiest squares in London, if I could feel myself elated by my
vicinity to Nobility I might boast the greatest share of it, of my square in London, but I am too
much of a republican to be charmed with titles alone We have not taken a side with Lord North,
but are still opposite to him.”>>* Yet despite her insistence that her republican principles shielded
her from feelings of awe upon taking up residence in Grosvenor Square, it is clear that she took
an instant liking to her new abode, and reveled in the English culture and her ability to
communicate in English again.

It was not unusual for the Adamses to host in one sitting the entire diplomatic corps in
London, an honor that was always due to one’s fellow foreign ministers and ambassadors, all of
whom came from far richer backgrounds than John and Abigail. They were altogether an
intimidatingly elite group which also included the British Foreign Secretary, Francis Godolphin
Osborne, 5th Duke of Leeds and Marquess of Carmarthen, who was one of the most senior
ranking politicians in England under William Pitt the Younger and also very vocal in his dislike
of Americans.’?® The Adams residence on Grosvenor Square was thus a weekly revolving door of
aristocratic elites and political celebrities who were difficult to please and harder to entertain,
which meant that Abigail had the immediate and daunting task of furnishing and decorating her
entertainment rooms and dining room to the best of her ability, to prove to men like the Marquess
of Carmarthen that Americans were fully capable of exhibiting the same aesthetic displays of
wealth and sophisticated taste.

Luckily, France had been her trial run, for she now had the experience of having
decorated one diplomatic residence, and now she knew how to go about decorating her second,
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though the stakes were much higher this time. It would be no easy task to furnish an American
residence in London and successfully impress British elites and political critics, but renting a
house in Grosvenor Square was certainly a good head start. According to her letters in June 1785,
she furnished the house with the same furniture which she and John had purchased in France,
and it would appear that some of John’s furniture from his residence at the Hague was also
making its way to England.>?¢ In short, the Adamses were amassing an impressive collection of
European furnishings of various national origins which boosted John’s credibility as
sophisticated and worldly.

Abigail and John had also turned manic for formal family portraits, commissioning the
best artists in London, like Mather Brown, to immortalize them in their finest clothes. As Nabby
put it in a letter to John Quincy,

“a rage for Painting has taken Possession of the Whole family. One of our rooms

has been occupied by a Gentleman of this profession, for near a fortnight, and we

have the extreme felicity of looking at ourselvs upon Canvass. The Paper

yesterday had this paragraph “Sir J. Reynolds is employd in takeing a portrait of

Lady Dungannon. Copely and Brown are exerting their skill upon their illustrious

Country Man Mr. Adams the American Ambassador.” I expect it will be next that

Mr. Brown is painter to the American Ambassadors family. He was very

sollicitous to have a likeness of Pappa, thinking it would be an advantage to him,

and Pappa Consented.”?’

Mather Brown had made himself something of a celebrity in London, and lived fashionably in
Cavendish Square with a studio in high demand.>?® It was a supreme delight to the Adams family
to not only have their likenesses taken by him, but for their sittings to be deemed news in the
local papers. It was yet another way that the Adams family could prove their place as dignified
and worldly in London, to demonstrate their gentility as now passably upper-class and fairly
powerful Americans. As Jeanne E. Abrams and Kate Retford remind us, “formal portraits became
popular among the American founders following independence as a sign of their rising status,”?
and the Adamses were therefore quick to befriend not only Brown, but also the other expatriate
American artists John Singleton Copley (who had painted John Adams already following the
Treaty of Paris), Benjamin West, Gilbert Stuart, and John Trumbull. All of these painters had
earned for themselves a reputation as some of the greatest portrait artists of their day, and all of
them knew that their skills would be best put to use and appreciated beyond America, where
elites craved formal portraits to showcase their wealth and place in the world. It seemed only
fitting that John and Abigail flocked to them for their own formal portraits, so they too could
have dazzling pieces displaying their rise in status amongst the fashionable circles of London.
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All of this was a material language that anyone in Grosvenor Square would have easily
understood upon entering Abigail’s social and entertainment rooms. Abigail noted, and not for
the first or the last time, that the United States government had no sense of what it took to fit in
with European elites. “The General Idea here,” she complained to John Quincy, “is that the
United States find a house and furnish it like other powers, but we know the contrary to our
cost.”>3? Indeed, given the exorbitant cost of living in London, which Abigail claimed to be
“much higher than in France,” it was extremely fortunate that she and John already had most of
the furnishings required to set up the house.>3!

They not only had a greater knowledge of European expectations than the majority of
their fellow Americans, but also lived far better than John’s salary allowed. Already having fine
furnishings for their house gave the Adamses a serious boost as a legitimate power couple in
London. Indeed, at their house on Grosvenor Square, Nabby Adams remarked with amazement
that she and her parents lived materially superior lives and had a far grander house than other
Americans in the city, surpassing even the wealthy Binghams, who were also residing in London
at the time: “On our return we called at Madame Binghams but were not admitted and I suppose
were we to go every day in the week it would be the same thing. They have taken a small House,
but by no means, superb, and I suppose do not propose seeing Company at all.”>*? Indeed,
Abigail confessed in a letter to Thomas Jefferson that she had heard rumors that American
women back at home in the United States were beginning to express jealousy that Abigail and
John lived so well and in such lavish circumstances. “I heard they envy my situation,” she wrote,
and the Binghams likely had fallen under the same spell, if they were not also the ones spinning
the tale for Abigail’s envious “Fair Countrywomen.”* Clearly, the Adamses had turned their
townhouse into the premier American residence in London, worthy of inspiring jealousy even
amidst the most elite of Americans at home and abroad, and indeed, for all the newspaper reports
criticizing John in the London political reports, none of those criticisms were targeted at their
residence or Abigail’s decorative style. On that score, she was a great success amongst London’s
elite scene. Their refined residence may perhaps have been the only thing about the Adams party
that the British did like, for Abigail had proven that she had the decorative tastes to justify
renting their rich accommodation.

It is also clear that Abigail had taken a strong liking to household management and
overseeing her entertainment rooms. Where before, during the revolution, she had found fault in
the imaginary luxuries of European cities, she now found herself drawn more and more to
commenting favorably on the decorative styles and interiors she saw in other great London
houses. Take for instance, her approval of one of the many elite houses in London she visited:
“Mr. Joy has made a great deal of money during the war and lives Elegantly, the dinning room
and morning room were the most elegant of any I have Seen, the furniture all New, and had an
air of neatness which pleased me; I am in Love with what I have seen of the London Stile of

330 AA to JQA, London Bath Hotel Westminster, June 26, 1785, AFC: 6, 195-196.
331 Tbid.

332 AA2 to JQA, London Grosvenor Square, January 25", 1786, AFC: 7, 18.

333 AA to TJ, London Grosvenor Square, February 11", 1786, AFC: 7, 50-51.



172

entertaining company.”** On another occasion, she wrote similarly praising reviews of the
interiors in the house of the French Ambassador: “It is a most superb Building...The whole Stile
of the House and furniture is such as becomes the Ambassador from one of the first Monarchs in
Europe...He has agreeably blended the magnificence and splendour of France with the neatness
and elegance of England.”*3* She had also discovered a great joy in visiting English country
houses and palaces, and she was notably impressed with the magnificent interiors and decorative
artistry of Blenheim Palace, of which she wrote several pages of laudatory description: “This
Castle,” she wrote of Blenheim, “is upon the Grandest scale of any thing I have ever yet
seen...thus do the Heirs of Marlborough Triumph.”>3¢ There were no airs of criticism or
disapproval in her commentaries on the elite English interiors, only awe and an inspired tone, as
if she was dazzled and astonished by the luxuries of nobility. Her life in London may not have
been altogether happy, and she may have missed America more and more each day, but she could
not deny that she had become favorably accustomed to living a materially elite life and
accustomed to living amongst fine interior décor and vast living spaces practically unheard of in
provincial Massachusetts. There would simply be no going back to the days of 1776, not for
Abigail Adams or for any of the Adams family for that matter. They remained republicans in
beliefs, but they had become irreversibly materially aristocratic.

Indeed, Abigail had become so accustomed to her life of material luxury and vast
accommodations in France and Great Britain that she now feared the prospect of ever living
humbly and in simple circumstances again. Gone were the days when her sparsely decorated
farmhouse in Braintree, which she now referred to as a cottage, seemed remotely appealing, nor
was it “commensurate with the dignity of the Adams’s present position in the world.>” After
living in a Rococo French mansion and a fashionable Georgian townhouse, she dreaded a
reversal of her material fortunes. “I have lived here in so large a house and so good an air that |
dread being pent up,” she wrote as early as May 1785.3*® She was so adamant to maintain her
newfound status quo, that before even returning to Massachusetts, she convinced John in 1787 to
purchase a house which had recently gone up for sale in Braintree, well known in the Braintree
area as the Vassal-Borland house.

John and Abigail had seen the house all their lives, and knew it was the talk of the town
as the finest rural house near Braintree. Built in 1731 as a summer house for the wealthy
plantation owner Leonard Vassal, the house came into the hands of his daughter Anna Borland,
who had Loyalist sympathies during the revolution. In 1775, Anna emigrated to England
following the death of her husband, and her son was the last to inherit the house before the
Adams family made their bid for it.>3° It came into John’s possession while he was still acting as
Minister to Great Britain, but even at a distance, Abigail had immediate plans to renovate and
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expand the mansion house. She sent request after request to her friends in Braintree, asking them
to oversee the changes she desired so the house would be fit and stately enough to reside in by
the time she and John arrived back in America.

Her first demands were a total repainting of the house, both inside and out, and she had
specific shades in mind, no doubt based on the color schemes she had grown accustomed to in
France and England. For the east lower room, she wanted a “French Grey,” which would
complement the red Chippendale furniture she would be sending from across the Atlantic (the
very same English furniture which would later feature in John’s post-presidential portrait by
Gilbert Stuart).>** Meanwhile, the chamber above the east room would be suited with “Green
furniture,” with English wallpapers of green and white, and the “mahogany room,” Abigail’s
parlor and dining room decked out with rich Saint-Domingue mahogany walls, was to be
renovated to include two windows looking over the gardens, similar to the views she had
admired from her French upper chambers.>*!' In addition to a number of upgrades to the house,
Abigail also noted that she and John would be sending their furniture from Europe across the
Atlantic, stating “as we shall take out some of our furniture, I should be glad the House might be
ready for it as soon as we arrive.”>*? There was just one remaining request which Abigail was
determined to see purchased, a chaise that was to be “neat & well made,” bearing “the Arms
which are to be painted upon it.”>** It was simply not enough to give the house a facelift, Abigail
needed the whole European style of living to go with it — a fine and stately garden that would
rival any of the great houses of the English countryside, a house filled with elegant Louis XV
and XVI furnishings from France, the Dutch Republic, and England, as well as dishes from
China, and a coach bearing the family’s ancestral coat of arms.>** She was effectively bringing
Europe home with her by transforming the Vassal-Borland house into a lavish country estate.
Even the wealthy Borlands, for all their Loyalist sympathies, never lived so grandly.

Nevertheless, when Abigail finally stepped foot inside their new residence in Braintree,
she found herself dreadfully underwhelmed. For despite all its grandeur, it was still merely a
cottage compared to her exquisite lodgings abroad. “I own myself most sadly disappointed,” she
lamented upon reaching her new mansion home in the summer of 1788, “In height and breadth, it
feels like a wren’s house.”* She had already made plans to double the size of the house, which
would include a spacious drawing room and a large office for John, as well as an enormous and
fancy barn on the premises (which she and John clashed over in terms of how regal a barn it
could acceptably be). The house was already one of the largest in Braintree to begin with, yet
Abigail was determined to maintain the spacious life she had enjoyed abroad and to live in a
house that materially and aesthetically reflected she and John’s elevated and worldly social
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position.>*¢ After all, as one of the Adams biographers put it, “four years of luxury were not
easily forgotten.”**’ They were no longer a provincial middle-class household, and John was no
longer an obscure lawyer.

Like the great ambassadors of Europe, Abigail was now determined more than ever to
showecase that their rise up the social ladder was echoed in their material displays of political
power. John was, after all, the second most powerful man in the United States when he returned
from Great Britain, and the fact was not lost on Abigail, who was his most trusted and loyal
supporter. John was a celebrated diplomat, a signatory of the Treaty of Paris, and now the first
vice president of the United States. Like the Baron de Stael, the Dukes of Marlborough, and the
kings of France and England, Abigail realized very quickly that material displays of luxury were
the Adams family’s surest ticket to making themselves seen as sophisticated and worldly in a
small American town. After all, as Jeanne E. Abrams put it, Abigail keenly understood “that
material possessions reflected genteel behavior,” and that “buying fine porcelain and furniture
was a way to add another layer of civilized cosmopolitanism.”>43

In Abigail’s mind, the Vassal-Borland house, now called Peacefield by John, needed to
become the American equivalent of the great French and English elite houses. It was not enough
to display symbols of the republic, Abigail needed to display symbols of worldly connections to
demonstrate that she and John had not only risen in the American political ranks, but that they
also had risen in the world’s social ranks, and that their tastes had been improved during their
time abroad. America was republican and egalitarian in theory, but the class system of England
still prevailed, and nowhere was that holdover seen more clearly than through decorative and
refined interiors. It was refinement, not republicanism, that still defined a family’s place in
society. Abigail and John saw themselves as, and they were, the American gentility, and their
home had to reflect that rise in status. It was not simply enough to act elite or to dress elite, one’s
material surroundings also had to reflect that status too. After all, as Louisa Catherine Adams
would later sum up, one’s political success was undeniably dependent upon “A fine House, a
Showy Carriage, and a tavern kind of keeping establishment; and you have the man whose
popularity will carry everything before him.”>#°

Years later, in 1817, Abigail would still be justifying her ambitious desire to create a
stately home worthy of envy and astonishment, stating that “if it was not for the Eyes of other
people we should not want fine Houses fine furniture or fine cloaths, respect to publick opinion
ought not to be disregarded.”*>? In other words, she had learned to accept the notion that living
like an American aristocrat was the easiest and surest way to uphold her family’s rising place and
dignity within high society. As Abigail would soon discover, if keeping up appearances in
provincial Massachusetts was exhausting, then life in the United States capital was going to be
triple exhausting, and the stakes to fit in would be nearly as high as they had been in London.
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Not only were social rooms in the capital heavily scrutinized, but Abigail once again felt that she
and John stuck out amongst the elite crowds pouring into the city’s richest events.

The Washingtons, after all, were wealthy Virginian aristocrats, and Martha held the purse
in their marriage. The Washingtons had nothing to prove to anyone, no one who still needed to
be impressed or convinced that he was a born leader. They could do no wrong in the eyes of most
Americans, whereas the Adams family had been away for so long that few could have possibly
understood the extent to which John had labored for the nation. Abigail knew she had to step up
her game, to make herself and John more noticeable and popular, something that was unnatural
and uncharacteristic for them both. They both lacked the charm and quiet charisma of the
Washingtons, and they knew it. Upon reaching New York City, John wrote a hasty letter to
Abigail, beckoning her to join him in the city for the chief reason of decorating his new
residence. “I must finally conclude,” he wrote in May 1789, “to request of you to come on to
New York as soon as possible...I want your Advice about furniture and House.”>>! The letter is
clear evidence of John’s desperation to fit into New York’s buzzing high society. Once again, he
found himself in the tricky predicament of needing to overcompensate for a lack of character,
fame, and charm. Now that Abigail had decorated two diplomatic residences with roaring
success, he knew he could trust her to bring an elevated level of refinement to his new residence
in the capital. Without Abigail’s eye for sophisticated taste, he would surely have sunk into the
mire of New York and Philadelphia’s elite and materialist circles.

New York and Philadelphia may have become the capital cities of the first years of the
early republic, but materially and aesthetically they remained wholeheartedly British and French
in influence. Indeed, as Amy Hudson Henderson has pointed out, the fashionable men and
women living in America’s key cities still perceived London and Paris and all the other great
capitals and courts of Europe as “admired, distant metropolises,” and imitation rather than
innovation was the art of the day.>>? For republican leaders like the Adamses and Washingtons,
there were two obvious responses to this problem. The first was to take the republican stance and
attempt to downplay European influence by enforcing simpler aesthetics. The other option was to
maintain the materialist status quo, to strengthen the confidence of European critics who were
quick to find savagery and laughable plainness in American ideals of simplicity. The Washington
administration attempted to hybridize both of these solutions to the materialist problem, by
inspiring an interior décor that was at once regally elegant but in the most minimally and humbly
understated ways. Elizabeth F. Ellet, recalling Martha Washington’s very first levee of the
republican court, described the state room as being “a drawing-room sufficiently capacious” and
“plainly furnished; some pictures and ornaments, and the family plate, had been brought from
Mount Vernon.”*3 The Washingtons certainly had the money to afford whatever luxury they
desired, but Martha very decidedly downplayed her family’s connections to high status, seeing
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her place on the top ladder of the American social hierarchy as divergent from republican
egalitarianism.

Furthermore, as Ellet continued, the Washingtons had perhaps the finest carriage in New
York, but it was decorated not with a coat of arms or any gaudy iconography of self-importance —
which Washington certainly could have flaunted given his respectable ancestral history — but
instead it was painted on the sides with cream colored floral motifs and cupids, the furthest
imagery from elite or gentile iconography.>>* It was a stark contrast to the Adams carriage, which
blazed his ancestral coat of arms (likely the Boylston arms) throughout the city. By contrast, the
Adams carriage seemed disastrously and offensively anti-republican, and an early indication of
the Adams family’s preferences for British aesthetic styles. Though John prided himself in
writing that he would “never travel but by the Stage nor live at the seat of Government but at
Lodgings — shiver my Jibb and start my Planks if I do,” he nevertheless kept his armorial coach
décor until just days before his presidential inauguration.>>

Once again, we are struck by a common dilemma when reading the writings of the
Adams family — they knew how to be perfectly republican on the page, but in practice they fell
easily for monarchical cultural holdovers. Until the end of his life, John would privately express
the fear that he and Abigail’s public displays of wealth and sophisticated tastes would dampen
their political reputation and legacy, and he feared journalists coming by and writing descriptions
of Peacefield (which they frequently did), yet he rarely intervened in Abigail’s plans for showing
off the family’s acquired refinements.>>® We cannot cast blame here, or call them hypocritical, for
that would be too simple a narrative. Instead, John and Abigail’s indulgence in British aesthetics
and elitist culture merely help to explain their political complexities and reinforce the fact that
we absolutely must acknowledge that their cultural ideas played a significant part in their
political life and actions. Their indulgence in luxury and high culture and their republican
stoicism and political rigidness are not as polarized as we might think. How they decorated their
social and state rooms, how they traveled, how they dressed, all bear serious if not over-inflated
undertones of their political party alignment and their commitment to the promotion of the
republic on an international level. While other politicians and cultural trendsetters were
determined to influence the republic as a chiefly domestic pursuit, the Adams family took their
efforts a step further by trying to convince the world to see the republic as a successful political
experiment, one that could have a place at the table with the great powers of Europe.

When Abigail returned to Massachusetts and remarked that her new mansion house was a
‘wren’s nest,” she was not so much whining about the loss of her elite status, but instead
bemoaning the fact that America had a long way to go to become as sophisticated and materially
tasteful as Europe’s great cities. The Europeans who arrived into the early American capital fully
expected that they were being sent into an uncivilized wilderness, and they were not entirely
wrong to make that assumption. Even Philadelphia, for all its boastful grandeur, was no London.
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There was, after all, a reason why America’s most talented painters mostly resided abroad in
London and Paris. America was still seen in the eyes of most Europeans as a colonial backwater
in search of an identity, still yet to cultivate tastes for the fine things that Europeans had long
taken for granted. Nabby Adams could certainly see it, as she commented on the uncultured and
tasteless masses in New York. When the American artist John Trumbull reappeared in America
after making his fortune painting portraits in London, Nabby astutely remarked that he was soon
to return to London, having found the art scene in America desperately wanting: “he has come to
take a Number of portraits which may enable him to pursue his American peices but intends
returning soon to England, - this is not the Country for him to paint for emolument, and we must
acquire taste before his merits can be fully known.”>*7 Clearly the Binghams felt the same way,
for when William Bingham was given the task to commission a statue of Benjamin Franklin for
the Library Company of Philadelphia, he turned to the Italian sculptor Francois Lazzarini for the
job rather than seeking out an American artist.>>® Anecdotes like this were a source of deep
embarrassment to the Adams family, who knew from personal experience how little
acknowledged they themselves had been abroad, but also how true it was that Americans really
were not as refined as their Old World counterparts.

For Abigail, there was only one true solution to the republican dilemma. If America were
to ever achieve the same standards of refinement as France and England, then showcasing a court
society illuminated by dazzling interiors and material displays of wealth and prestige were the
surest way to prove that Americans could be every bit as cultured as any European elite. Abigail
knew that no respectable government could ever be acknowledged as a serious world power
without a very visible and memorable elite society. It was not enough to act like a courtier, one
had to live like one too. We can only speculate how far the Adams family knew this stance would
debilitate their political popularity, but what is evidently clear is that they were willing to go that
extra mile and risk their reputations to ensure that America found its way towards sophisticated
and worldly refinement.

It was commonly understood that Federalists were eager to maintain a pre-revolutionary
sense of reaching for material privileges, despite going against their own 1776 ideals. It had
become clear by the time that Washington was president that material luxuries were not going
away, nor did anyone really want them to disappear. Even Jefferson, for all his criticisms about
luxury and his fears of its corruptibility, lived more luxuriously than almost any other American
in a government office. The Adams family was therefore not living much differently from the
other key names in power, but they were rare in that they somewhat flaunted their material
displays. After all, as Amy Hudson Henderson points out, the purchase of elite furnishings “was
never simply about investing in good-quality furniture; it was an investment in a way of life
organized around fashionable modes of distinction and the public demonstration of taste.”>%°
Unlike the Washingtons and the other ‘Virginian aristocrats,” not to mention the sea of elites both
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American and foreign dominating the social scene in Philadelphia and New York, the Adams
family had more to prove to convince those of privileged birth that they indeed deserved a place
at the table. As Louisa Catherine would later bitterly put it, the Adams family was practically
obliged, for the sake of their social and political reputations, to “spend money with a witness.
Joanna Cohen has assessed that Federalists were keen to “jealously guard a vision of a

2560

refined elite consumer, whose access to the material worlds of Europe was to be cherished and
protected.”*®! The Adams family certainly clung to that definition. It was easy for men like
Jefferson to praise agrarian society and to fixate on the ideals of egalitarianism. After all, he had
never in his life had to prove his economic place in society to anyone. The Adamses, by contrast,
had everything to lose if they did not maintain the right elevated state of appearances, even in an
American society that, at least in theory, praised republican equality. Neither John nor Abigail
were born elites, for them it was a constant struggle to ease into the lifestyle of the super wealthy,
but because that lifestyle was for them a thing to be studied rather than obliviously lived, we
ought to look far more carefully at Abigail’s actions as a public figure and the very deliberate
strides she was making to convince everyone in the capital that she and John belonged there. The
Adams family were far from the most confident people in the capital, and their determination to
fit the elite scene proves how frantically desperate they were to blend into the dazzling crowd. To
them, purchasing power was synonymous with political power, just as it had been with the
European elites, and access and knowledge of European goods and luxuries was their best proof
of their sophisticated place in the world.

To our modern analyses it seems ludicrous and politically foolish that Abigail would
paint an English coat of arms on her family’s coach which all could see. But it is the very fact
that Abigail and John did not see their material choices as politically detrimental or counter to
republican principles that makes their choices all the more historically important and interesting.
Materially speaking, they set a precedent in the capital by nof trying to set a republican
precedent. By maintaining and even promoting British material aesthetics, they were sending a
clear message that America needed to step up its game, to showcase that their country could be
just as dazzling and gilded as any monarch’s court. After all, they were some of the few people in
America who knew how low American aesthetics appeared in light of European grandeur, they
themselves had spent several years in Europe trying desperately to impress the unimpressible.
They knew before they ever returned to America that the stakes were unimaginably high, that
trying to create a tangible and visible court society would be a near impossible task, if not a
condemned one in the eyes of most Americans who had not had the advantage to see for
themselves how political societies aesthetically looked in the Old World.

The Adams family was once again sacrificing their own republican principles so that the
capital could thrive, and from a transatlantic perspective, their promotion of an elite society was
the biggest sacrifice they could make for their country. Showcasing materialism and elitism was
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the one thing they knew how to do well, the one thing they knew would win over ambassadors
and the international press, and the one thing they knew they had achieved abroad even if they
made few friends in the court circles. Abigail may not have been an elite by birth, but she had
learned firsthand how to fake it by overcompensating with sophisticated décor. In her eyes,
upholding a heightened sense of elite aesthetics by incorporating European-inspired interiors was
not a disgrace to her republican ideals, but rather her most obvious and foolproof way to
emphasize that those ideals had a place in the wider world if Americans could just meet with
European expectations half way. She and John had already been the trial experiment, they knew
what America could become in the world and how well it could be respected if its people could
appear more enlightened and tasteful. Their unchanged fixation on British aesthetics, their
adherence to old cultural traditions, and their insistence on not encouraging a rigid republican
material aesthetic was itself a strong political expression that European aesthetics could actually
enhance the world’s perception of America’s republican dignity, even if uncultured and
untraveled Americans saw that sacrifice as a major liability. Where men like Jefferson saw the
Adams family pandering to gain British favor, the Adams family merely saw themselves as
cultural trendsetters, trying desperately to show that the republic could be just as ornate and
beautiful and worldly as any major European power. It was not for them a slide backwards, but a
way to propel the nation forwards, so that America might be taken seriously in a world that still
looked upon America and its republic as a savage and uncivilized nation.

As the 1790s wore on, Abigail’s British purchases and styles only strengthened, as her
admiration of British culture was enhanced in light of the French Revolutionary chaos. Yet her
determination to showcase her family as the material inheritors of British culture was easily
overshadowed by the overwhelming French influence in Philadelphia once the capital moved
into Pennsylvania. In Philadelphia, all things French and increasingly neoclassical ruled the
material world of the American elites, as if to give a material show of thanks to the French who
had helped Americans win the War for Independence.’$? Wealthy families like the Binghams
further encouraged the French material appearance of the city. The Francophiles in the city had
even succeeded in placing portraits of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette up on the walls inside of
Philadelphia’s congressional building, which hung for all to see until the king’s death in 1793, at
which point they still remained on the wall but were covered by a curtain.>®?

As we have already addressed, each passing year Philadelphia’s French population of
both elite and working-class emigres grew, and with the increase in French people came a further
increase in French material culture, services, and manufactures in the city. Indeed, Philadelphia
was practically a Parisian outpost by the mid-1780s and 1790s, as British cultural aesthetics were
deliberately cast aside in favor of the stylistic choices of ancien régime and then revolutionary
France. Yet despite Philadelphia’s eagerness to appear as French as could be, it is clear that
Abigail was determined to bring about more British aesthetics by 1797 as she and John began
planning their décor for the presidential mansion. Indeed, when George and Martha sold their
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presidential furniture at auction, there was no record that John and Abigail tried to purchase or
keep some of the pieces for their own stay in the presidential mansion.

Thus, when Abigail and John first entered into their new stately home, they found it in a
state of disarray and emptiness. For Abigail, that emptiness provided a blank slate, a perfect
canvas for her to refurnish and redecorate the presidential mansion according to her own tastes,
and she decorated the house by sending for her own English furnishings from Peacefield.
Although the Adamses had a wealthy assortment of French décor waiting at Peacefield, they sent
instead for items like their Sheffield silver (still on display at the White House today), and their
Chippendale crimson furniture to be exhibited in their presidential drawing room.>%* In other
words, the presidential mansion was to be perhaps the most aesthetically Georgian house in
Philadelphia, rendering the city’s most elite house the most unique and regal in a city that was
otherwise dominated by French tastes and transatlantic republican fashions. Her redecoration of
the presidential mansion was tangible and visible evidence of not only her dislike of French
revolutionary politics, but also her approval of British regal aesthetics. Just as she had effectively
banned French cockades from appearing at her state and formal events, so too did she envision
the president’s house to be obviously devoid of French republican influence. She was sending a
very strong message that she believed the republican court was in need of a major aesthetic
realignment towards a more elevated Federalist taste.

Yet, one has to wonder, why did John and Abigail as the most powerful couple in the
United States, make no effort to introduce a more distinctly American aesthetic into the
presidential mansion? After all, the Federal Style of American decorative arts — which often had
motifs of eagles and other patriotic symbolism, was reaching the height of its popularity across
the eastern seaboard. Why then did the Adamses rely instead on bringing in their British
collections when they could have easily presented Federal Style interiors? Why did they feel any
need at all to choose an English aesthetic over a French aesthetic when a very distinctive
republican style did in fact exist? After all, despite their stance on the French revolutionaries, at
least the deputies of the French National Convention were making an attempt to create an
entirely new aesthetic and material culture to fit a post-monarchical society. Why did John and
Abigail make no efforts to do the same when they had a convenient opportunity to do so, when a
Federal style was already there for the taking? John continued to complain about the high cost of
living in Philadelphia just weeks before his inauguration: “The Prices of Things are so
extravagantly high that We shall be driven to Extremities to live in any decent style,” yet he did
nothing to change that status quo.>®> Why did living in ‘decent style’ matter so much to a
republican president?

It has too often been stated in republican court studies that the Adamses added nothing
new to the material aesthetics of the capital, that they merely followed the precedents begun
under Washington. Yet this view is wrong on several accounts. First, it is clear that John and
Abigail were very obviously not following in George and Martha’s footsteps, for they decorated
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the presidential mansion entirely differently by following a far more deliberately ornate and
elitist British style of interior design. And two, the fact that they insisted on keeping an elite
material aesthetic should not be overlooked or misinterpreted as laziness, inattention, or
inactivity. The very fact that John and Abigail very pointedly decided not to downgrade the décor
of the presidential mansion, as Jefferson would later attempt to do, but merely altered its
aesthetic origins, is a point that needs to be addressed. They were not merely following an
established pattern, they were actively and purposefully maintaining it and strengthening it to
symbolically fit their party’s transatlantic interests.

Republican court scholars would do well to remember that Abigail herself was also
setting a major precedent, as the first first lady who was tasked with the aesthetic turnover from
one presidential administration to the next. In that unprecedented role, she very decidedly chose
to alter the presidential décor set by Martha. We cannot overlook just how powerful she was as
the second first lady, as the first to remake the role. Abigail had a great amount of respect and
friendship for Martha, but she was determined to remake the capital according to her own
aesthetic views. She could have set a precedent of blindly following in the footsteps of her
predecessor, by keeping the same elegant and understated décor, but she very intentionally did
not. She was the first to make the role her own, to recreate it, and to show that first ladies ought
to come into the presidential mansion with an aim to redecorate their surroundings to fit a new
administration. It is a role that every first lady after Abigail has followed, and still follows, to this
day.

Though Martha and Dolley Madison tend to get nearly all of the recognition as the
material trendsetters in the early republic, it was Abigail who first sought to change the
established material trends in the capital to suit a new administration’s political and aesthetic
agenda. Besides, it was Abigail, not Martha, who had lived abroad and knew firsthand how to
best decorate an executive’s home, and how to decorate it in such a way that would be instantly
recognizable to any prestigious foreign visitor. She knew exactly what the great courts and
stately residences of France and England looked like, and the extremely high expectations that
foreign elites had for stately interiors, and she was therefore the first first lady to actively
emulate the surroundings which she had seen abroad to boost the American president’s
transatlantic and cosmopolitan reputation. Rather than try to recreate the capital to fit an
egalitarian or humble material agenda, Abigail set about trying to make Philadelphia a new
London, despite everyone around her favoring and emulating all things Parisian. It was, and it
cannot be stressed enough, a bold move that ought to be taken seriously as the first time a first
lady truly asserted her influence over the capital’s culture and its material appearance.

Not only was Abigail the first first lady to navigate the aesthetics of an administrative
transition, but she was also more importantly the first first lady to live in the White House in the
newly created ‘city’ of Washington. Abigail has never been given the credit she deserves as the
first lady who brought the republican court and refined aesthetics into Washington D.C. It was a
daunting task, and one which she managed to achieve with great capability and ease. For the first
time in her life, she found herself living in an entirely new city, a cultural blank slate in which
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she held the most aesthetic power. Paris, London, New York, Philadelphia, and even provincial
Braintree, all had cultures and aesthetic traditions that long preceded her entry into their political
and social worlds. Paris and London had existed for centuries, dating back into the ancient times,
and had a long history of cultural cultivation that had rendered their cities and courts not only
uniquely French and English but also gilded to the heights of material refinements. New York
and Philadelphia were just a younger step behind them, and Braintree had long existed since
Massachusetts Bay had become a colony in the early 17" century. But Washington City had no
history. It had no culture, no society, no aesthetics that defined its uniqueness from the rest of
America’s cities or the rest of the world’s. It was, as everyone glumly noted upon reaching the
new capital, a humid and muddy swampland, the furthest possible scene from anything
resembling civilization let alone a refined civilization. When Abigail and John arrived in 1800,
the city consisted of a few plain and makeshift buildings, boarding houses for congressmen, and
a few houses dotting an area of several miles. Georgetown was still but a small town, no more
memorable then than Braintree would have been to a Bostonian.

Creating a brand-new city, without a history or an established culture, was as
experimental as the American republic itself. Indeed, it was a major gamble, for how could elite
foreigners, visitors and diplomats, not to mention the American political elite, find themselves at
home in a backwater? It is clear that the Philadelphia elite were shattered by the prospect before
them when they arrived in the summer of 1800 to the new capital. As Oliver Wolcott Jr., then
Secretary of the Treasury, put it in a private letter to his wife, Washington City was as far from
sophisticated as possible. The scene he described was beyond disappointing, and his remarks
were scathingly critical:

“I do not see how the members of Congress can possibly secure lodgings, unless

they will consent to live like scholars in a college, or monks in a monastery,

crowded ten or twenty in one house, and utterly secluded from society. There are

few houses in any one place, and most of them small, miserable huts, which

present an awful contrast to the public buildings...There appears to be a confident

expectation that this place will soon exceed any city in the world.”>¢
Whether the final line of his commentary was written with a tone of doubtful dismay or dripping
sarcasm is difficult to discern, but either way, Wolcott was far from impressed with the new
capital. Meanwhile, Gouverneur Motris joined in, laughing at the absurdity of Washington’s
unbearable living conditions: “We want nothing here but houses, cellars, kitchens, well-informed
men, amiable women and other little trifles of the kind to make our city perfect; for we can walk
here as if in the fields and woods.”¢’

If Americans were quick to criticize the city, then one can only imagine how fearful men
like Wolcott and Morris were of European ambassadorial reviews. Their fears quickly became
reality, for the first waves of European diplomats into Washington were even more unimpressed.
Anthony Merry, the British representative to the United States, and his wife Elizabeth had
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nothing but scathing reviews of the young capital city when they arrived in 1803. As Elizabeth
Merry complained, “We have alarmed the Congress itself with the number of our servants and
the immensity of our baggage; the former they cannot account for; the latter, they have
ingeniously settled, is to be sold, and that their home markets will be injured if foreign ministers
are allowed to bring over such profusion of luxuries for sale...Mr. M. frets, and every moment
exclaims, ‘Why it is a thousand times worse than the worst parts of Spain!”*%® One can only
imagine how much worse their reviews would have been in 1800, when even the White House
was not yet ready to greet the president’s esteemed foreign guests. Washington was practically
asking for harsh reports if diplomats and rich socialites arrived too soon, and given the state of
the burgeoning city and swampland, it would be near impossible to defend the capital until
serious efforts towards luxury living were made. Abigail Adams also joined in, remarking that
“Woods are all you can see from Baltimore, until you reach the city, which is so only in
name.”® It was an unavoidable bad start, to say the least.

The city had to be built as quickly as possible, with wagon after wagon of supplies
arriving from the major coastal cities. Fortunately, with each new architectural addition to the
marshy landscape came new opportunities to reimagine and create the city’s much needed elite
interior spaces capable of reflecting the government’s rise to worldly power, and with every new
interior space came additional opportunities for Abigail to ensure the republican court had a
social and aesthetically presentable place to reconvene. She immediately set to work to decorate
the White House’s formal or public reception rooms, leaving the private or domestic rooms of
the house as an afterthought. She and John’s own home comforts came secondary as a priority,
for as Abigail remarked, “the ladies are impatient for a drawing-room.”>7

It is clear that the finest furnishings were put into the oval room, which Abigail used as
her most formal reception room in the house and where she held her weekly drawing rooms for
the few recently arrived elite women, mostly at this point the wives of a few politicians who had
made an early move to the capital. In the parlor, levee, and oval rooms, she ensured that the
interiors and décor were at the highest level of material aesthetics. As for the rest of the house,
the parts her guests did not see, she was far less praising in her remarks: “I have no looking
glasses but dwarfs for this house; nor a twentieth part lamps enough to light it; my tea china is
more than half missing... We have not the least fence, yard or other convenience without...Six
chambers are made comfortable; two are occupied by the President and Mr. Shaw; two lower
rooms, - one for a common parlor, and one for a levee room. Up stairs there is the oval room,
which is designed for the drawing-room, and has the crimson furniture in it.”>’! Indeed, of the six
rooms in the White House she had relatively completed, only two were private bed chambers, the
other four were decorated as soon as possible to ensure that her guests were given the finest
reception in the city.
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Abigail’s letters in her first weeks in Washington reveal a tone of desperation to decorate
the White House as quickly as possible, as if she were on a mission to beat all of the other
political wives in her attempt to establish the aesthetic precedents for the new capital city. She
was especially adamant that the new capital’s formal interiors should reflect a British style over a
French style, to differentiate the new capital from Francophile Philadelphia, which had disgusted
her throughout the 1790s. As Amy Hudson Henderson and Andrew J. Brunk have pointed out in
their studies on Martha Washington’s decorative decisions, Martha had at first set up the interiors
of the republican court in Philadelphia according to the elegant and popular Chippendale style,
but she quickly scrapped the English aesthetics for French Louis X VI style alternatives.
Believing the Chippendale style to be too outdated and less impressive than the French
neoclassical furnishings made by Parisian craftsmen, Martha was quick to purchase the French
suites of furniture which had belonged to the French Minister in New York, the Count de
Moustier, all no doubt to Abigail’s quiet disapproval.®’> Martha and George also put Gouverneur
Morris to task while he was residing in Paris, asking him to pick out the finest French furnishings
to be sent back to the presidential mansion, a testament to Martha’s eagerness to have the best of
imported French furniture adorning the most celebrated home in the United States.>’3
Meanwhile, Thomas Jefferson had almost entirely recreated his French hotel when he returned to
America from Paris, having shipped eighty-six crates of goods to his Philadelphian house on
Market Street which was soon filled to the brim with everything and anything French, for he had
brought nearly his entire household of furnishings and décor home with him. As Louisa
Catherine Adams would remark upon dining with him in 1803, Jefferson still lived as if America
were an ocean away: “He had French Servants in Livery; a French Butler, a French Cuisine, and
a buffet full of choice Wine and plate...we might almost have fancied ourselves in Europe.”>*

Once Abigail realized that it would fall upon her to be the first first lady to bring elite
aesthetics into the new capital, rather than turning to Martha Washington for decorative advice,
or to any Philadelphian republican or even an American-born woman for that matter, she instead
turned only to Catherine Nuth Johnson, Louisa Catherine’s English mother who for many years
had been the skillful decorator of the ever social and refined Johnson residence on Tower Hill in
London. It was a clear signal that Abigail was determined to set up the White House according to
elite English aesthetic traditions, to recreate the kind of palatial residences she had seen in
London. John Quincy’s mother-in-law now lived in Georgetown, having left London mere days
after Louisa and John Quincy’s wedding, and Abigail and Catherine Nuth Johnson were on close
familial terms. Abigail was eager to hear what the English woman had to say about furnishing
and decorating the White House’s formal rooms. She may have turned to Martha for etiquette
guidance, but for material aesthetics and décor she turned entirely to the one English woman she
knew in the capital.

572 Henderson, “Material Matters,” 290.; Brunk, “To Fix the Taste of our Country Properly,” 62-63.
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Writing to Catherine Nuth Johnson for advice on furnishing the presidential mansion in
August 1800, Abigail remarked that “I should certainly recommend the knowledge taste and
experience of Mrs Johnson; before my own, or any Ladys of My acquaintance.””> Though
Abigail had brought some of the Adams family’s own furniture and décor from Quincy and
Philadelphia, including some carpets, curtains, and three dozen chairs in crimson damask, she
was determined to buy almost all new furnishings for the main reception rooms, for as she put it,
“the Principle Rooms will require new.”’® And not only did she intend to bring almost all new
furnishings into the house, but she was also convinced that the elegant furniture and décor she
envisioned for the house would likely have to be bought from abroad, since few American
interior manufactures were of a comparable standard, in her mind, to the counterparts being
made in Europe. As she put it, “If My opinion may be taken it is, to take time for furnishing the
House, and to send abroad for such furniture as cannot be procured Here...I would then mention
the propriety of a Superior Sett of Tea, & table china; and an additional quantity of table and Bed
Linnen will be wanted.””” In other words, Abigail was bringing on Catherine to be her
decorative aid, considering Mrs. Johnson was one of the only women in the capital area that
knew firsthand what kind of London style Abigail had in mind.

Abigail was especially determined to bring the English Chippendale style into the White
House, even though London’s elite society was in 1800 moving on to the Adam style. Of course,
English decorative designs trickled into America only after they had become the rage of style in
London, and Abigail was surely modeling the White House’s formal interiors based on the
London parlors and drawing rooms that she and Catherine had known and themselves decorated
in the 1780s. Though a new century had begun, and a new capital was rising, Abigail was still
determined to set up Washington City on the model of 1780s London, to echo the palatial
interiors that she had seen with her own eyes. It was a bold move to bring English styles into a
city that was devoid of aesthetic precedents, especially a city that was destined to be America’s
most important and most internationally visited city.

Once again, we must ask, why did Abigail not do away with the republican court
altogether when the Adamses moved into the White House? Why did they not take advantage of
Washington City’s blank slate to try to create a more distinctly American or republican culture?
After all, if the United States had the power to create a capital from scratch on the nothing of a
swamp then surely it had an equal power to restart its cultural and aesthetic agenda too. Yet,
Abigail very pointedly did not leave elite English customs behind. Perhaps historians too easily
take this fact for granted, but they should not. The fact that it was Abigail who first transformed
Washington City into a court society, with an emphasis on luxury and material show, must
absolutely be addressed as a major turning point in American cultural history. She was not
interested in creating America’s first truly republican city, she was instead determined to create a
city that could very visibly shine in parallel to any European power center.

575 AA to Catherine Nuth Johnson, August 20, 1800, FO.
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Having partaken in the gilded courts of London and Paris, Abigail knew, despite her
republican sentiments, that the backwater tiny town of Washington was far from impressive, and
she knew first impressions mattered. The young republican nation had a dire need to impress its
European sister states, or suffer from inevitable embarrassments and incessant teasing. The last
thing America needed in its climb towards stability and world power was an international elite
audience mocking its capital. Material and courtly aesthetics, and public and formal interiors,
were the ultimate way to ensure that European visitors arrived with favorable first impressions.
The United States was already teased as a peripheral savage land, an uncivilized wilderness, full
of colonially born people who could not surely have known what wonders existed across the
Atlantic. Abigail and John had felt that sting firsthand, and knew that America suffered in
comparison to its older and grander monarchical sister states. If it was hard enough to prove
Americans on parr with Europeans when they were English colonists, it would be twice as hard
to impress them as republicans of an experimental country. Material luxuries, Abigail knew, were
the hallmarks of elite societies and court environments. Without that obvious show of glittering
wealth, the American capital would never be respected. But, if an ambassador’s first moment in
the United States capital was to be spent in a luxurious salon, then the republican court had a
chance of success, and if the court succeeded then so could the government to which it was
intimately latched.

Never had or would a first lady make such a powerful cultural move. Historians would do
well to remember just how enormously important material aesthetics were to eighteenth century
capitals and elite society. The republican court, and all of the elite material aesthetics in the
capital that came after, up to our own times, is much in part thanks to Abigail ensuring that
Washington City would be America’s premier elite city. She set a profound and lasting precedent
by refusing to create a materially republican city. Abigail simply had no interest in creating a
capital that resembled her provincial farm life, or a capital that represented the average
American’s material lifestyle. This is not to accuse her of hypocrisy — she was absolutely a
republican and a staunch supporter of the Federalist party, but aesthetically she was wholly
British as a first lady, and she was absolutely desperate to ensure that Europeans saw her as a
serious public figure capable of fitting in with international elite society, and that meant seeing
her as a fashionable hostess capable of reproducing the grand interiors to which they were
accustomed. Washington may still have been a “primitive” city, as Elizabeth F. Ellet would call
it, but under Abigail’s eye the presidential mansion would at least be far from uncivilized.’”®
Martha may have set the precedent for establishing the elite aesthetics of the republican court,
but Abigail’s court in Washington would become the materialist precedent that first ladies ever
after would follow.

It was Abigail who founded Camelot and its court, which Jackie Kennedy eventually
inherited to greater acclaim. Yet Jackie knew Abigail was a material trendsetting first lady — in
the 1960s Jackie was determined to bring some of Abigail’s chairs into the White House, and

578 Ellet, The Court Circles of the Republic, 49-50.
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when she was denied the real furnishings from Adams National Historical Park, she desperately
had identical copies created. Clearly, Abigail’s eye for material refinement had a lasting legacy,
and one that put Washington on the sophisticated track we still recognize today. One can only
imagine, if Jefferson had been the first president to reside in Washington, would the court have
ever appeared there, would social spaces have been decorated with the same levels of luxury?
Would that tradition have been set? Abigail set a precedent that Jefferson would find near
impossible to break, a precedent that Dolley Madison and later generations of first ladies would
copy and enhance.

The White House in 1800 stood like a beacon of refinement before the rest of the capital
caught up, and it was entirely due to Abigail’s efforts to ensure the new presidential mansion was
the premier house in town. She did not reside long in the White House, but her lasting impact
reveals the depths to which she held a tight reign over the material aesthetics of the new capital.
Indeed, her impact would be so well lasting, that her daughter in law Louisa Catherine would
make no discernible alterations to the precedents set by Abigail. The republican court and its
luxuries were already unalterably established in Washington by the time Jefferson took office,
who for all his efforts could not squash Abigail’s efforts. It is a major testament to Abigail’s
power as a cultural trendsetter that none of the early republican first ladies would amend the
precedents she set into motion in Washington. Jackie Kennedy may not have succeeded in
acquiring Abigail’s lavish chairs, but the fact that she wanted them in the first place speaks
volumes about Abigail’s strong hold over the material aesthetics that came to define the
appearance of the White House for over two centuries.
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Conclusion

It is perhaps easy to dismiss political culture or the republican court as trivial in the history of the
United States, as a mere glamorous side topic that is somehow insignificant up against election
histories and the history of America’s political and social progress. It has also, for whatever
unfounded reason, been too common for historians to dismiss Abigail and Louisa Catherine
Adams from those lofty narratives, so long committed to the history of the men who founded the
United States. Yet, as this dissertation has proven, the elite social organization and the
Europeanized culture and high-class aesthetics that were established in the early federal capitals
were certainly not trivially decided, and the Adams women were no minor players in the court
system. After all, they more than anyone helped to create that system. In the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries, cosmopolitan culture, elite society, and high politics were
synonymous terms, and to the Adams family, diplomacy, politics, and international interests were
always similarly coterminous. Politics in the early republic had a very visible Europeanized
character and polished aesthetic thanks in large part to the till now unacknowledged efforts of
Abigail and Louisa. The rise of Jefferson and Jackson and the demise of both Adams presidents
is no coincidence if we remember to view elite political culture as a major part of political
history. Indeed, this is one of the benefits of a comparative generational study, for we can see
history repeating itself in the same family’s political lives, which gives an added emphasis to the
fact that the Adams reelection losses were perhaps doomed for, in part, the same reasons.

This is not to say that the republican court and Abigail and Louisa’s elite social ideas
were the major factor of their husbands’ election losses, but it does strike one as curious that the
same history happened twice. After all, as we have seen, both Jefferson and Jackson would
immediately tear into the republican court the moment they began their presidencies, to try to
diminish the elite influence and European aesthetics which prevailed in Washington. Despite
their best efforts — particularly Jefferson’s very direct focus on squashing the elite culture as we
have seen time and again throughout these chapters — neither men nor their supporters could
quite stamp out the elite precedents and monarchical holdovers which Abigail and Louisa
Catherine ably and successfully implemented and maintained. In other words, the elite political
culture that the Adams women set into place absolutely matters, because the backlash against it
proved that what they had achieved was politically consequential.

Although both women’s grasping towards ever higher elite standards became a major
liability to their husband’s reelection efforts, their cultural ideas were by no means a failure. If
anything, the Adams men’s election losses in 1800 and 1828 prove just how incredibly
successful their wives had become at creating a European courtly environment, one so rich and
so dazzling that anyone outside of the elite capital crowd felt alienated. Likewise, it was a culture
that was so intricately thought out, and so complicatedly bound to political maneuvering and the
capital’s social functioning that no one, no matter how powerful, could ever quite dismantle it.
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The elite cultural precedents that the Adams women established in the capital would never truly
be undone. Indeed, we are still living very much in an Adamsian America, and unlike Jefferson
and Jackson, the efforts of the Adams women have had a far more lasting cultural and social
impact on Washington society, and therefore, a stronger impact on the political culture that still
informs, characterizes, and mirrors the world of American politics.

The European inspired culture that Abigail and Louisa spearheaded for the early capitals
very directly affected the course of American political history. Indeed, we still find glimpses of
their republican courts and their monarchical precedents in every presidential administration
since the Adams family’s terms in office. Even though the phrase ‘the republican court’ itself has
fallen out of use, its existence and purpose has never really disappeared — it has simply been
rebranded and reconceptualized since the 1820s. Etiquette is now called ‘protocol,’ the Executive
‘Mansion’ has long been downgraded since 1901 to the name the White ‘House,’ the presidents’
servants/slaves are now the West Wing or East Wing ‘staff,” and the courtly and ceremonial
precedents established by Abigail and Louisa Catherine Adams have actually become stronger
with time rather than weaker. Indeed, the presidents of today are far less accessible to the public
than they ever were in America’s founding years. Gone are the days when one could merely
knock on the door of the presidential mansion, or expect the president and first lady to arrive at a
civilian’s house party.

Furthermore, first ladies today still look to the palatial examples of Europe to guide their
decisions in recreating the social and visual culture of the federal capital. Over two hundred
years later, Americans are still perplexed by and criticize the European-inspired high class
society in Washington, which signifies that the culture that Abigail and Louisa helped to cement
has not only been extremely consequential to the course of all of the United States’s cultural
timeline, but it also continues to actively draw large debates about elitism and its ever
controversial place in the republic. Few realize, perhaps, that the Adams women were the core
trendsetters of this phenomenon, but this dissertation has proven that we ought to give the Adams
women far greater attention, for their legacy is still found in practically everything first ladies do
and purchase today. Americans are, without knowing it, still living in an Adams political world
of elite cosmopolitanism, one that is still connected and entranced by high European cultures,
and still desperate to fit in with them. Despite America’s far-reaching relationships with countries
across the globe in our twenty-first century, and its powerhouse status on the world stage,
America is still enchanted by England and France, and they are still the two countries which are
covered the most in the press when the president and first lady interact with foreign heads of
state.

Furthermore, first ladies still serve as the main hostess for invited guests and international
diplomats and heads of state. They still set the menus and seating arrangements for state dinners,
determine what music will be played and when, and what colors and décor should be used for
each event. They still involve themselves in presidential campaign efforts, attend foreign
ceremonial and gala events in place of the president, and they are careful to adhere to protocol
when visiting with foreign elite guests. In our modern world of instant social media posts and
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televised official interactions, the wrong facial expression, spoken greeting, or even the shaking
of a hand can become just as political as any House debate. Protocol and ceremonial etiquette
remain as important now as they were in the early republic, and the news remains even more
riddled, if not obsessed, with catching out presidential couples for slipping on matters of protocol
or committing perceived fashion faux pas. Take for instance, the recent funeral of Queen
Elizabeth II when First Lady Dr. Jill Biden was criticized for wearing a fascinator (usually
reserved for celebratory occasions) rather than a hat to the funeral, a seemingly frivolous and
accidental error which nevertheless had very real consequences amongst the foreign and
American press, and which quickly became a viral point of contention on worldwide social
media platforms. Meanwhile, Melania Trump’s near constant, if not deliberate, committing of
outrageous fashion faux pas in international contexts only served to echo President Donald
Trump’s total disregard for diplomatic relations and America’s international reputation, and made
her an obvious target for harsh criticisms from the domestic and international press. One could
list examples of these recent offenses all day.

Meanwhile, first ladies are still the chief decorators of the White House in every
administration, and they hold the most power in terms of making changes to the historic rooms,
such as the famous Lincoln Bedroom, through which they work closely with the Committee for
the Preservation of the White House and its associated curators. And, of course, they still appear
as dazzling as ever in European designed ensembles that cost a fortune. Following Louisa
Catherine’s lead, Van Buren’s daughter-in-law would bring high European fashion back into the
White House after the lackluster Jackson administrations, and her dresses were said to have
impressed Queen Victoria. Mary Todd Lincoln, ever ready for enormous spending sprees, also
was desperate to prove she was more than a Western provincial, and she appeared always in the
finest materials she could afford — or rather, could not afford — in order to prove her place
amongst the capital’s high society. Her self-conscious need to fit in clearly echoed the sentiments
of Abigail and Louisa before her. President Abraham Lincoln quickly ran into debt with Mary’s
eagerness to dazzle in the capital, yet as she put it, no doubt thinking of the richly attired first
ladies that came before her, “I must dress myself in costly materials. The people scrutinize every
article that I wear with critical curiosity. The very fact of having grown up in the West subjects
me to more searching observation. To keep up appearances, I must have money, more than Mr.
Lincoln can spare for me.”"

The legacy continued into the 20" century, when Edith Wilson often wore dresses by
Coco Chanel and Schiaparelli, and even the more modern first ladies who tend to gravitate
towards American designers are by no means wearing affordable everyday designers. In our very
recent times, fashion in the White House has become more political than ever, with major
designers like Tom Ford, Marc Jacobs, and Zac Posen refusing to clothe Melania Trump, whilst
Dr. Jill Biden has made statement dress decisions by primarily wearing clothing made by
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designers who have shown a commitment to environmental sustainability.’®° Fashion has never
been trivial or nonpolitical, and it still is far from it in the White House, just as it was during the
Adams administrations when Abigail made a statement to avoid French attire in light of her
condemnation of French Jacobinism.

And, of course, Jacqueline Kennedy and her regal seat of ‘Camelot’ can surely not be
forgotten, for she more than any of the modern first ladies was eager to bring Europe’s finest
aesthetics into the capital and the White House. She was, in every sense, the rightful successor of
the Adams women. Jackie too famously wore the best of international fashion, and was
particularly charmed by the French designs of Chanel and Givenchy. Indeed, her wardrobe was
one of the wealthiest in the world, with just single blouses costing upwards of $4,000 in 1960s
dollars!®8! She was also determined to revive the aesthetics of the original White House by
reincorporating late eighteenth-century Georgian and early nineteenth century French décor into
the mansion’s public rooms, an immense project for which she hired the House of Jansen, a
French interior design firm, to assist her.’%? Let us not forget how desperate Jackie was to have
some of Abigail Adams’s chairs in the White House, so desperate in fact that she had them
replicated when she was denied the originals. It was a testament not only to Jackie’s admiration
for the Adams women, but also to the staying power that the Adams women still maintained in
the lore of the capital’s cultural history.

The republican court itself continued to be a subject of serious debate in the press well
into the 20" century, with cries of monarchy spilling into presidential administrations’ press
reports, and so the same Jeffersonian rhetoric continued. Take for instance one incident when
Theodore Roosevelt, despite his own Rough Rider image, caused a major stir in 1903 when his
wife Edith designed liveried uniforms for the White House’s coachman and footmen. Edith’s
plans were scrapped after just three days after the American press lashed out at her for trying to
recreate the republican court. For, as the 7imes Dispatch in Richmond, Virginia and the
Philadelphia Recorder put it, “Americans do not like to see the White House people aping the
doings of foreign courts...the president has been hearing from the people, and is more than ever
convinced that this is a republic.”%3

Clearly, this dissertation has shown that the Adams women ought to be given far greater
credit for starting the elite cultural precedents that we still see in the capital today and which in
the last 235 years have continued to cause ongoing controversy and debate. They brought
European high class ideas, etiquette, and luxury into the new capital of the U.S. and set the social
scene’s standards there based on the elite traditions of Europe, thereby improving their own
social standing and ensuring that America would remain a respected nation in an increasingly
globalized world. By doing so, they also — as each chapter has demonstrated — ignited waves of
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criticism from the press, resulting in both Jefferson and Jackson effectively dismantling the
court, a testament in itself to the success of their endeavors. The republican court was never
without its naysayers, and the Adams women’s involvement in bringing European traditions to
the capital proved to be a liability for the success of both Adams administrations. They attempted
to combine the republican ideal with monarchical protocol and material aesthetics, which
effectively helped shape a distinct and increasingly exclusive American elite culture which drew
heavily from monarchical precedents, whilst it simultaneously and inevitably drew further party
divisions within the societies of New York, Philadelphia, and Washington. Abigail and Louisa’s
influential public roles were integral parts of the republican court story, which reveal how
complicated the creation of political culture was to the people of the federal capital. Their
influence demonstrates the complexities not only of how women crafted roles for themselves in
this era, but also how they understood and presented republicanism as a material and social idea.
The socio-cultural scene which they envisioned and created was neither wholly republican nor
wholly monarchical in its presentation, but a uniquely and unprecedented combination of both,
just as the capital still showcases today.

The creation of political culture and the evolution of women’s roles in America’s capital
society is an ongoing study, changing with every era of American history. Yet to understand the
roots of that political culture we have to look at how that culture began, and what those
precedents were, who was setting the precedents, and to what effect. The Adams women were
major cultural trendsetters, bringing regal ceremony, monarchical styles, and aristocratic social
ideas into the first years of the capital. The role of the first lady and of high culture in the federal
capital exists as the powerful presence it is today because of the European courtly precedents that
the Adams women helped set into motion. Their influence simply cannot be overlooked if we are
to understand the beginnings of America’s elite cultural history and its wide-reaching effects on
American politics. Though republican court studies are still only beginning to emerge as a
historical field of scholarship, this in-depth examination of the Adams women has offered
another piece of the puzzle to bring us closer to a fuller understanding of the significance of the
republican court, and a better understanding of how these women affected election outcomes and
future cultural innovations in the ever controversially elite American capital.
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