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This entire thesis is written in an unorthodox manner. I took the idea for the title 

from a 19th Century book entitled: The Bonaparte-Patterson Marriage in 1803: and the Secret 

Correspondence on the Subject never before made Public. I took the idea for the chapter headings 

from 19th Century novels, such as those by Dumas and Hugo. But the structure of this thesis 

is the most unusual as it begins and ends with a 19th Century trial in France, Patterson v. 

Bonaparte. This approach may seem unusual since this is, after all, a thesis in art history about 

a portrait of Elizabeth Patterson by Gilbert Stuart, and the subject and the painter’s 

influence on a group of women he painted at the same time. But at the center of this thesis 

is wedding portrait. A wedding portrait, of course, signifies a marriage, but this portrait 

raised more questions than it answered about the subject and her marriage. When Stuart 

painted the portrait, Aaron Burr recorded the questions on everyone’s mind: “the 

expediency, policy, decency and future prospects of this match.” The very issues raised by 

the marriage influenced the portrait, as well as other women who saw the portrait and then 

had their portraits painted by Stuart. 

Stuart’s unusual portrait of Elizabeth Patterson memorialized the marriage, but it is 

hardly a traditional wedding portrait, standing alone as an original work of art by the artist. 

Similarly, the marriage had “no parallel either in the annals of fact, or in the domains of 

fancy,” according to Patterson historian W.T. R. Saffell, and its validity remained 

unresolved.1 The trial in 1861 sought to resolve this issue.  

                                                 

1 W.T.R. Saffell, The Bonaparte-Patterson Marriage in 1803 and The Secret Correspondence on the 
Subject, never before made public (Philadelphia: Saffell, 1873).  
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As a practicing trial attorney, I bring to this study my own perspective and analysis. 

When I started the art history program, I had spent 20 years as a practicing litigator and I 

was tired of everything having to do with the law. My idea, in studying art, was to do 

something fun and beautiful, to relax my mind and spirit. The truth is, I mostly wanted to 

look at pretty pictures. I soon found out that art history is not about a lot of pretty pictures. 

It is, in fact, every bit as hard on the brain as the law, perhaps harder because my brain is 

much older now.  

  Then, over the course of my research into the beautiful picture of Betsy Bonaparte-- 

and her scandalous dress and marriage (all things I loved studying), I came to a somewhat 

surprising conclusion. I found that my particular interest (and possibly my most original 

contribution to the scholarship) might be in an area related to litigation. Only one previous 

American historian had looked at the case of Patterson v. Bonaparte in Paris, and he published 

his work in 1954. First, I went through the documents available in the Patterson archives in 

Baltimore. Despite a widespread and continuing interest in the Patterson-Bonaparte marriage 

for the last two centuries, I found that the actual oral hearing in Paris in 1861 has not been 

translated and published in the United States. I went to Paris to copy the original documents 

relating to the hearing, and they form a significant part of this thesis.  

To write the story of Betsy’s marriage, I wanted to look at it from her perspective. As 

a lawyer, I could not think of a better way to do this than through the Paris trial, especially as 

the case was argued by one of the most renowned attorneys in French history, Antoine-

Louise Berryer. While her attorney presented her case, his client provided the facts. The 

hearing, therefore, provides a unique way to see Betsy’s side of this story. We do not have a 
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first-person account of her life. While historians believe that she wrote a Memoir, the 

manuscript has gone missing.2 I hope to expand on this work after this thesis is completed.  

Reading Flaubert in Alexandra Wettlaufer’s class inspired me, as a trial lawyer, to 

bring my own form into writing this thesis. Jury trials are presented in narrative form—much 

like a play or a movie, or even a novel. Trials are based on the details presented throughout 

the trial, facts that support the ultimate arguments of the parties. While an attorney can 

present an opening statement— describing what the evidence may show—as the jury hears 

the evidence, she is not supposed to argue her case, or to tell a jury what conclusions to draw 

from the testimony of the witnesses and facts introduced into evidence. I use this structure 

for my thesis. My hope is that the reader, like a jury, will appreciate my argument about the 

portrait of Betsy Patterson Bonaparte by Gilbert Stuart and, at the same time, enjoy the story 

behind the picture. Then, I hope she will decide for herself the ultimate validity of the 

Patterson-Bonaparte marriage.  

Alexandra Wettlaufer also inspired me in many other ways. She opened up my entire 

world with her 19th Century French literature course. She changed the pleasure I get from 

my daily life as I always try to have a little something by Balzac or Dumas next to me on my 

nightstand.  She not only introduced me to these books, she did it with such enthusiasm I 

couldn’t help but love everything she loved.  When I read these authors now, I can still hear 

her saying, “This book is so wonderful!”  At the same time, she provided me with much 

needed enthusiasm about my thesis topic.  I have enjoyed the process but I’ll also admit, I’ve 

                                                 

2 Dorothy Mackay Quynn, an early Betsy Patterson historian, gave a paper in 1953 to the 
Maryland Historical Society. She explained how Betsy’s own story—written as two volumes 
of her Memoirs—were to be deposited at the Society under seal, to be broken in 1960. The 
Memoirs have been lost.   



 viii 

been frustrated and discouraged. When that happened, I just thought of her words and 

remembered her smile.  

As for my advisor, Susan Rather, she changed my entire course of study. I never 

intended to study early American portraiture and the fact that I am is solely a tribute to her 

remarkable knowledge of and love for this subject. She is an inspired and gifted teacher. In 

one of my very first classes, she encouraged me to write an assignment on Whistler’s trial in 

London. This was my first opportunity to blend art and the law, and despite my reservations 

about anything legal, I actually had a great time. In my next class, our class looked at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art’s exhibition catalogue, Gilbert Stuart, beautifully written and 

researched by Carrie Rebora Barratt and Ellen G. Miles.  Like most, I turned to his famous 

portraits of George Washington, believing that was the real meat of his work. Of course, 

Stuart also portrayed many of our early Presidents—which I glanced through—as well as 

other noteworthy male figures. But sprinkled throughout the catalogue I found quite a few 

interesting women subjects. Miles and Barratt arranged the catalogue chronologically, by 

period, and during Stuart’s Washington period—primarily the year 1804— I noticed more 

than just a sprinkling of women. Women, in this brief period, seemed to command one’s 

attention. And most of them, including the beloved Dolley Madison, wore a strikingly 

simple, yet beautiful white empire gown. As one of the foremost historians on art and dress  

writes, “clothes themselves are the starting point for both artist and sitter.”3 And so my 

journey began, into a painter, a dress and a short but significant period in time in 1804. And 

then, I bumped into Betsy…. 

                                                 

3 Aileen Ribeiro, The Art of Dress: Fashion in England and France 1750 to 1820 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1997). 
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Susan Rather is a tough and meticulous grader; however, she applies the same level 

of scrutiny to her own work as to mine, which has led me to value my work (even when 

there are so many more revisions that could still be made!). Following her example, I’ve 

allowed myself a few tangents because it is often in the tangents that my best discoveries 

have been made—like the Patterson v. Bonaparte trial in Paris. While I may have taken it a bit 

too far for a Master’s thesis, I hope I’ve provided enough road markers to get the reader 

where she needs to be and most of all, to enjoy this story. I can never hope to be the writer 

that Susan is, but I can at least know that I learned as much as I could, traveling so far out of 

my comfort zone from the law to art history. I sincerely appreciate all of her time and effort. 

I know I’m not an easy student, but I do have the deepest respect for her remarkable skills as 

a professor.   

Thanks to both Alex and Susan for your attention and inspiration and, after these 

many years, your friendship. 
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Gilbert Stuart completed the portrait of the new bride, Elizabeth Patterson 

Bonaparte, as well as portraits of 15 other women during his Washington period from late 

1803 to early 1805. Scholars have often discounted this period in Stuart’s work for its 

“compositional simplicity” and repeat choice of a stock white dress for the portraits of many 

of these women. But to dismiss this period is Stuart’s work is to dismiss a period when 

Stuart positioned himself in the center of the “first circle” in Washington, a circle that 

included Dolley Madison and her most ambitious friends. Women, in this era after the 

American and French revolutions, had the freedom to enter into the public discourse. They 
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were liberated from many of the more conservative principals of the early colonial period, 

shedding their restrictive clothing in the process. Stuart’s salon, a highly visible public venue, 

as well as his ability to portray the strength of character and a direct, forthright gaze of the 

American woman, all made him extremely popular with women. Stuart, a critical force within 

the construction of a new image for this Nation, based on Jeffersonian ideas of 

republicanism, based his practice on simple, natural design influences. My goal is to more 

thoroughly examine Stuart’s decisions in composing Betsy Bonaparte’s portrait, as well as the 

facts surrounding her marriage to Napoleon Bonaparte’s youngest brother. I will then 

consider why Elizabeth Bonaparte’s wedding portrait represents the chef d’ouvre of his work 

during this period and how the young bride served as his muse, influencing his Washington 

style, and the women who followed her into the painter’s studio.  
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Introduction 

Few people  dare now to say that two be ings have fa l l en in love because they have looked 
at  each other .  Yet i t  i s  in this  way that love beg ins ,  and in this  way only .  The res t  i s  
only  the res t ,  and comes af terwards. 1  
 

This is the interesting case of two people who saw each other, and of their marriage 

and the responses to the marriage, in art, in writing, in dress and in the law. In other words, 

this is the story of the rest. 

The marriage took place in Baltimore in 1803. Elizabeth Patterson, a nineteen-year 

old girl from a prominent American family meets Jerome Bonaparte, the youngest brother of 

Napoleon while the young French officer and his entourage are on an excursion from the 

West Indies. They marry quickly, to the consternation of both their families and their 

governments. Resolute in the conviction of their love, the newly betrothed couple then 

travel to Washington to announce their marriage. The match instantly becomes a matter of 

national and international significance.  

The couple’s arrival in Washington sets the town abuzz. Betsy creates a sensation, 

taking more liberty in revealing her natural beauty than polite society could tolerate.  Jerome 

spends lavishly and seems to be the brunt of a few jokes, even if his brother is on the verge 

of crowning himself the Emperor of France. Politically however, the Bonapartes and France 

garner far more affection than the British and their diplomats, Anthony Merry and his wife 

Elizabeth Death Merry. Sides are drawn with issues of style predominating and in a 

Jeffersonian-dominated city, Elizabeth gets Jefferson’s nod.  But Jefferson, like everyone 

else, is extremely concerned about the validity and prudence of this marriage, especially as 

Louis Pichon, the French charge d’ affairs, publicly disavows its legitimacy.  
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Just weeks before their arrival in Washington, Gilbert Stuart—the most famous 

American portraitist of the time—moves from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania to Pennsylvania 

Avenue to paint all the notables in the new capitol city. Gilbert Stuart, central to all these 

affairs, welcomes the Bonapartes into his new studio for their marriage portraits, two of his 

first documented portraits during his short but significant Washington period from 

December of 1803 to early 1805. The bride’s portrait is to be full length, to be sent to Paris. 

Instead, for reasons I explore, Stuart paints an original triple portrait, drawing the attention 

of all of Washington society.  

Stuart’s many contradictions and the lore that follows him often gets in the way of 

understanding his work. An early historian summarized Stuart’s eccentricities, as well as his 

talents, as follows:  

Stuart was a many-sided character in his mental and physical temperament.  
He could be as gruff as a bear and as sweet as a woman; as ill-mannered as a 
twentieth century youth and as courtly as a knight of old; as unscrupulous as 
a tricky money lender and as honourable as a judge.  And in everything he 
was lavish.  He was a man of extremes; always hot or cold, never temperate.  
He could be dainty to effeminacy and gross almost to brutality.  His art was 
of course imbued with these characteristics to a greater or lessor degree and 
they enable us to understand why his men were so robust and his women so 
refined, why his portraits were never of a class but always of the individual.  
He understood it all--all the different grades and degrees.”2  
 

Stuart’s inconsistencies also make it difficult to analyze his work—including the wedding 

portrait of Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte. But this Washington period is an important time 

in his career. He paints not only this unique triple portrait of Elizabeth Patterson—including 

one of her faces in a neoclassical profile—but a similarly original neoclassical profile of 

Thomas Jefferson. Both Betsy Patterson and Thomas Jefferson considered these portraits by 

Stuart from his Washington period to be the best likenesses ever painted of them.  
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During this period, Stuart also paints a striking series of prominent women, including 

Dolley Madison and all of her close friends. As for Gilbert Stuart, the accepted theory, 

however, by early historians has been that “Stuart’s masterpieces are undoubtedly to be 

found among his portraits of men.”3 But even those who espoused this theory recognized 

that “so much more fame had he as a painter of men that it is with a feeling of surprise that 

one turns to those beautiful portraits of women.”4 As I turned to his portraits of these 

women, I found that Stuart, while eccentric, unpredictable and often unreliable, by all 

accounts was nonetheless extremely popular with women patrons. I believe this is because 

he reached deep inside their psyche—through conversation and laughter—and captured 

their individual characters and beauty. 

Stuart painted real women. Stuart’s American portraits of women did not reflect the 

current-day Rousseauan beliefs that a painter should portray the female sex with 

vulnerability, gentleness and modestly.5 Specifically, from Stuart’s first notable female 

American portrait of Catherine Bates Yates—the study in silver with the piercing gaze of 

Mrs. Yates’ accentuated by the sharp needle in her hands—to the cross-armed defiance of 

George Washington’s step-daughter, Elizabeth Parke Custis Law, Stuart did not capture the 

delicate, demur American female (fig. 1 and fig. 2). In general, Stuart’s work exposed the 

strength of character and a direct, forthright gaze of the American woman. And as a result, 

Stuart’s portraits of women have often been unappreciated. What you see is an inner truth of 

the individuality of his female subjects, a truth that was consistent with current thoughts on 

naturalism, not perceived notions of idealism.  Stuart was not consistent about much in his 

life, but he was consistent in the lifelong principle he applied to his art—portray the 

individual, not the ideal.  
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Stuart’s practice and the important place of women in the new national period 

coalesced in his Washington period. Women, in this era after the American and French 

revolutions, had the freedom to enter into the public discourse. They were liberated by many 

of the more conservative principals of the early colonial period, shedding their restrictive 

clothing in the process. Stuart’s salon, a highly-visible public venue, as well as the artist’s 

engaging conversational skills—and his ability to make women look pretty—all made him 

extremely popular with women.  

Scholars have often discounted this short period of time Stuart painted in 

Washington. Historian Dorinda Evans has concluded that during the eighteen months Stuart 

spent in Washington, he worked only sporadically, while “strained finances seemed to have 

prompted him to paint pictures that are generally more formulaic than the New York and 

early Philadelphia paintings.”6 Other historians have concluded Stuart’s portraits from this 

period show “compositional simplicity” and “quick completion.”7 These Stuart scholars have 

dismissed the quality of his work during this time, concluding that “less elaborate 

brushwork” and repeated choice of a stock white dress for most female sitters shows an 

overall lack of attention by Stuart to his portraits of women at this time.8 I will show why 

these conclusions miss an essential aspect of Stuart’s paintings of women in Washington at 

the onset of the nineteenth century. 

Indeed, to dismiss this period is Stuart’s work is to dismiss a period when Stuart 

positioned himself in the center of the “first circle” in Washington, a first circle of important 

and ambitious women. This was also a time when Stuart considered himself the best artist in 

the country, having trained with and worked beside Benjamin West in London. Stuart, a 

critical force within the construction of a new image for a nation in the world order, based 
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his practice on simple, nature design influences—the same influences that sparked the 

attention and admiration of Thomas Jefferson. My goal is to more thoroughly examine 

Stuart’s decisions in composing Betsy’s portrait and to further consider how it may have 

subsequently influenced his Washington style, and the women who followed her into the 

painter’s studio.  

Portraits of women by Stuart painted during this period include the original triple 

portrait of Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte, as well as 15 others. Even without approaching 

his portraits of men, an analysis of these individual portraits of women he painted during 

this time reveals that Stuart’s work did not indicate quick completion or a lack of attention to 

detail. To the extent they have compositional simplicity, I will argue this was a studied 

manner adopted by Stuart in Washington—echoing natural and neoclassical artistic work—

but with a clear purpose of capturing the individual and her personality in each portrait.  

I will argue that Stuart did not show a lack of attention during this period, rather he 

purposefully edited his Washington portraits, both in reaction to the luxury and extravagance 

of Philadelphia, but also in recognition of the new democratic and populist style of 

Washington as a capitol city that would rival ancient Greek and Roman civilizations. 

Elizabeth’s triple portrait is the chef d’oeuvre of his work during this period, referencing 

classical artistic ideals of female beauty and grace.  

But the particular style of dress famously worn by Elizabeth Patterson in 

Washington—and then by Dolley Madison and her friends in their portraits—presents 

further problems for Stuart scholars. Ellen Miles relied upon the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art’s exhibition catalogue on costume during the Napoleon era, specifically the essay by 

Michel Majer, “American Women and French Fashion,” which concludes: “With the end of 
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the American Revolution, dress, which had so recently become imbued with political 

significance, now lost that association.  A woman’s toilette was intended to make a fashion 

statement, not a political one.”9 Another scholar who has looked extensively at this period 

for the influence of classicism in all aspects of early American life concluded that with 

respect to the style of dress worn by Stuart’s sitters in Washington, including Dolley 

Madison, “the Grecian gown was less an expression of rising nationalism or republican 

simplicity than a part of women’s growing access to the international language of taste.”10 I 

will also show why neither of these conclusions seems plausible under Jefferson’s watchful 

eye.  

The revealing, form-fitting white gown worn by so many of Stuart’s women sitters 

from the first circle—who followed Elizabeth Patterson’s every movement (and shape)—

overlooks what I propose was a period of inspiration for Stuart. This period represented a 

time when Stuart wished perhaps that he could paint the naked female form—as had the 

greatest European artists—but settled for the suggestion.  The dress, made of expensive 

imported cotton for the sheerest effect against the white skin of these elite women, 

transformed a body into a statuesque column. While the country moved forward rapidly with 

Jeffersonian republicanism, it was not yet ready for anything but the suggestion of a naked 

female body in its works of art. Stuart, during his Washington period, drew upon ancient 

references as a new force within his art, calling for simplicity in design and an emphasis on 

the natural female form, theories to which he ascribed but until Elizabeth Patterson 

Bonaparte arrived in Washington, lacked the muse to truly spark his artistic imagination.  

Betsy Patterson, the artist’s muse, made history with her marriage to Jerome 

Bonaparte. During the sitting, she later recounted how she was deeply happy because the 
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artist told her continually how he admired her, and how handsome she was. Inspired by the 

natural beauty of the young bride, Stuart painted a work that brought all of society to his 

atelier and all the women begging him to also paint their portraits.  

At the heart of Betsy’ portrait was a marriage, capturing the imagination of the 

painter and the fantasy of so many others in Washington. The history of the Bonaparte-

Patterson marriage includes many important male figures—a powerful father, Presidents and 

Emperors. The history also includes many colorful figures, such the officious Andrea Louis 

Pichon and Jerome’s American friend, Captain Joshua Barney. But the women are critically 

important: Anne Bingham, Sally McKean, Dolley Madison and Anna Thornton, as well as 

two French women – Madame Pichon and Madame Recamier. All of these individuals 

contribute to and influence the portrait and the marriage. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the Bonaparte-Patterson marriage was short-lived. 

Napoleon declares himself Emperor then declares his brother’s marriage invalid, summoning 

Jerome back to join the imperial family in France. To secure his Empire, Napoleon then 

marries Jerome to the Princess of Wurtemberg and Jerome assumes the title of King of 

Westphalia. 

  But a son, Jerome-Napoleon, is born of the American marriage. Betsy Patterson 

raises their son—who they call Bo—as a rightful heir to the House of Bonaparte, even 

though Jerome has another son by Queen Catharina. Betsy never remarries, investing her 

entire life in the future of her son as a legitimate Bonaparte. In 1860, Jerome Bonaparte dies 

and Betsy finally finds her opportunity to secure Bo’s place in the imperial line. Napoleon III 

reigns, but when he dies, the next in line would be either Jerome’s first son Bo, or his son 

from his second marriage, Plon-Plon. At seventy-five, Betsy Patterson brings suit in France 
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against the French Bonapartes, seeking recognition of her marriage and the right of her son 

to succeed Napoleon III as the next Emperor of France.  

The esteem of the French attorney Antoine-Louise Berryer— who argues on behalf 

of Elizabeth and her son—the crowds who rush to see the trial, and the news accounts of 

the proceedings all evidence the significance of the lawsuit and the continuing widespread 

public interest and influence of the Elizabeth Patterson. Berryer, an artist of persuasive oral 

elegance, outlines the facts of the marriage.  

I stage my arguments within the framework of the trial because this is history that 

should be written and because the central questions about Betsy’s wedding portrait by 

Stuart—its importance in his work and its influence on other works—are found in the 

details of the rest.  
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Part I .  

 
A Sold Out Crowd 

In the grand vestibule of the Palais de Justice, one of the oldest and most prestigious 

buildings in Paris, a large crowd of more than 300 people gathered on Friday, the 25th day of 

January, 1861. When the heavy doors of the courtroom opened, at exactly a quarter-of 

eleven, attorneys in black gowns and caps, local reporters, foreign correspondents and the 

most distinguished persons from both the Legitimist and Orleanist parties anxiously pushed 

their way down the isles and packed into the wooden benches in the First Courtroom of the 

Civil Court of the Seine.11 Some in the crowd waited two to three hours for admission but 

even so, the courtroom filled to capacity and many were turned away. A few lucky observers 

had tickets for reserved seating, acquired beforehand in very limited numbers from the Chief 

Judge (President Benoît).12 This high-profile case, the fashionable society of the Faubourg St. 

Germain wagged, would “shake the foundation of the dynasty, create civil war, earthquake, 

pest, famine, national bankruptcy – every evil, in fact, under the sun.”13 The crowd anxiously 

waited for the trial to begin.  

As the clock struck eleven, the judges entered the courtroom and the Chief Justice 

began the proceedings, announcing the case for trial: Jerome-Napoleon Bonaparte and Elizabeth 

Patterson v. S.A.I. Prince Napoleon. All the members of the bar, including the judges and the 

attorneys, wore long, flowing black robes with white cravats and round black caps on their 

heads (fig. 3).14 The French bar considers it a privilege to wear cap and gown—an outward 

symbol of solidarity, equality and independence, the old and young entitled to equal regard 

when so cloaked in these garments of legal authority.15 Counsel for the Plaintiffs, Advocate 
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Antoine-Pierre Berryer rose to speak. According to the press, the Plaintiffs already enjoyed 

the support of most of those in the audience; however, Berryer knew the success of his case 

rested not with the public, but with this panel of three judges.16  

The Plaintiffs could not have chosen better legal representation. The French 

considered Berryer, even at the age of seventy-one, their greatest living trial lawyer.17 In his 

long and distinguished career, through the bloody Revolution, three Napoleonic empires and 

a Bourbon restoration, Berryer championed the cases of many notable clients. He was also a 

lifelong Legitimist and “the most thoroughly French of Frenchmen,” as well as batonnier (first 

among equals) of the French bar and a member of the French Academy. He represented 

Marshall Ney, Lamennais and Chateaubriand, to name only a few of his noteworthy clients. 

He also represented Duchesse de Berry and tried to prevent her from staging a rebellion 

against King Louis-Phillippe to gain the crown for her son, Comte de Chambord. For his 

work, Berryer was hunted down, jailed and himself tried —a trial he also won.18 Berryer 

presented a striking appearance, a compact man with piercing eyes and dark eyebrows, a 

strong nose and long, white sideburns (fig.  4). But as “the living personification of forensic 

eloquence,” it was the sound of his voice that commanded attention.19  

Berryer, first cousin of the artist Eugene Delacroix, was himself an artist, as his 

mastery of the spoken word legendary. “[He] held the audience enchained in the 

profoundest attention. But it is impossible to reproduce on paper the wonderful effect, at 

once captivating and irresistible, the deep and harmonious voice, and the grace and energy of 

his mien and action. His very look was eloquent.”20  But while Berryer presented the 

persuasive force of a formidable advocate and distinguished older gentlemen, his client 

matched him in every sense.  
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At seventy-five years old the woman he represented, also dressed in black, enjoyed 

the looks of a “once wondrous beauty.” Elizabeth Patterson’s looks and presence continually 

drew attention. Having just seen her a few months prior, walking on the streets of Baltimore 

attending her various businesses, one correspondent published the following, “At all times 

an elegant crown jewel, glittering with diamonds of the purest water, is displayed on her 

head.” Of course, an elderly woman wearing a crown on an American street would naturally 

attract comment, but the correspondent also noticed her arms were white, and she had “skin 

smooth and tender as a maiden of sixteen.”  As to her character, the reporter added, “She is 

really a remarkable woman. There is a deep stoicism and unbending philosophy, coupled 

with independence in her composition.”21 Another reporter quoted Lady Morgan—a famous 

Irish literary figure—as saying of Elizabeth Patterson, “She belongs to history; she lived with 

Kings and Princes, philosophers and artists; there is about her a perpetual curiosity and 

romance.”22 She also possessed a “well-stored memory.” Fifty-six years earlier, she had 

suffered an injustice, one she never forgot, and it was this search for justice that brought her 

to the Palais de Justice, across the ocean, in the middle of winter.   

Mrs. Patterson sat next to her attorney and as Berryer’s first words rang out in the 

courtroom, the crowd quieted so as not to miss even one syllable spoken by the great 

advocate. 

Gentlemen, by the names of the parties alone, you must understand the importance of this 
case and the great power you hold over justice. I respect the power of this court and I will 
not disrupt its sanctity. My words will be direct and I will not be lured into consideration of 
anything but the gravity of the cause I have the honor to defend.  
 
A crowd has rushed in to hear this case, but I am not here to satisfy the public’s curiosity. 
I am here for a simple judicial discussion about a purely legal debate.  
 

After some brief legal formalities, Berryer continued: 
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Gentlemen, just saying the name Elizabeth Patterson catches everyone’s attention. And, 
Elizabeth Patterson has been waiting almost 60 years to be here….  
 
Mrs. Patterson was young, she was surrounded by many advantages, when, supported by 
her father and empowered by her confidence in the protections of our laws, she tied her life to 
that of the Napoleon Bonaparte’s brother. 23   
 

So began the case that had taken five decades to get to trial and which was reported around 

the world. If the Plaintiffs were successful, Elizabeth Patterson’s son, an American, would 

become the next Bonaparte in the line of succession for the Napoleonic Empire. In a 

country where, for much of the 19th Century, the Bonapartes had ruled or sought to rule, the 

personal and political stakes in this case were extremely high.  

The question to be resolved in this trial was simple: Under French law, in 1803 did 

Jerome Bonaparte legally tie his life to Elizabeth Patterson? Yet this question remained 

unanswered, until this trial. As one writer put it: “[w]e would not, however, make it appear 

that the marriage itself was so wonderful; but would say, that the events which followed it 

find no parallel either in the annals of fact, or in the domains of fancy.”24 Advocate Berryer 

presented these events on that late January morning in Paris to a packed courtroom. For 

those without a courtside seat, La Gazette des Tribunaux printed the proceedings, verbatim, 

after every session, keeping Paris amused for many weeks.25 

 Portrai t  o f  a Beloved American Daughter  

After his brief introduction, Berryer settled in to the long oral argument that would 

take the better part of the day.26 First, Berryer described Elizabeth and her family, keeping 

the explanation succinct, yet with an advocate’s zeal.   

Who was her family? It was the most venerable President of the United States of America, 
the great Jefferson who wrote, on the third of November 1803, that the Paterson family 
was, at the that time, one of the most wealthy and respected families in the free America. 
Miss Patterson was surrounded by all the advantages she could wish for: a powerful family 
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in a free nation, a serious, refined education based on a strong religious theology. She was a 
beloved daughter, beautiful and spiritual—one should hear it again!---27  
 

For the spectators in the courtroom, one can imagine the affect as Berryer raised his 

powerful voice, adding that last flourish “one should hear it again!”  Even in the printed 

transcript, the reporter included the exclamation point.  

 With his client present, Berryer painted a picture of Elizabeth Patterson as an 

extraordinary young woman. Was the advocate exaggerating for the benefit of his client or 

his audience?  Based on correspondence from her admirers, he was not. Even at an early age, 

Elizabeth captured the attention and imagination of many. Just as she turned seventeen, one 

suitor, Nicholas Smith, wrote to her hastily on the bottom of their cousin’s letter to her from 

Georgetown, barely able to contain himself having seen just her written name: “no madam 

each thought, each idea, were immovably fixed upon the pleasing tho dangerous, perhaps 

delusive contemplation of an absent object, brought to my recollection by the address of this 

letter – at the bare recital of that name ten thousand inexpressible sensations crowd 

impetuously upon me – driven by their irresistible force.”28  

And Elizabeth Patterson had both male and female followers. One woman active in 

Washington social life, Rosalie Stier Calvert, often wrote letters to her mother about 

Elizabeth, sometimes with admiration and sometimes not. Her aristocratic family fled the 

Reign of Terror as it spread to Belgium and they settled in Maryland, where they formed 

friendships with the Washingtons, and the Carrolls, Ogles, Tayloes and Lowndeses, but not 

Thomas Jefferson or the Madisons. An extremely conservative Federalist, she wrote her 

mother often about Elizabeth Patterson, as well about social and political life in Washington, 

and the current styles.  She described Elizabeth, in 1803, to her mother: “She is a most 
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extraordinary girl, given to reading Godwin on the rights of women, etc., in short, a modern 

philosophe.”29 By Godwin, Ms. Calvert referred to Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin who 

published, in 1792, A Vindication of the Rights of Women, an important and influential work, 

widely circulated in American newspapers, magazines and circulating libraries, which argued 

for women’s rights in social, family and political spheres. 30 This book became the enduring 

point of reference for women’s rights in the early nation period.  

As to her physical attributes when she was young, the truest picture of her is 

captured in one portrait—the portrait by Gilbert Stuart painted just after her marriage (fig.  

5).  The subject herself said of Stuart’s work: “It is the only likeness that has ever been made 

of me. My other pictures are quite as like any one else as me.”31 Certainly, Elizabeth 

Patterson never considered herself to be like anyone else. Gilbert Stuart—who painted 

portraits of hundreds of beautiful women—had never and would never paint another 

portrait like the triple portrait of Elizabeth Patterson.  

Stuart’s unusual portrait of the nineteen-year old Elizabeth Patterson captures three 

very different aspects of the young woman’s personality. In the central portrait, Elizabeth 

faces forward, her sparkling brown eyes looking directly at the viewer. Her second likeness, 

to the right, displays a neoclassical profile. The third face, to the left, appears to be 

mischievously peaking out from behind the center face. In all three images, the young bride 

appears animated, her checks and lips rosy, her eyes shining and her dark hair swept up in a 

chignon with ringlets falling forward to frame her face. This portrait captures not just the 

two-dimensional picture of her youth and beauty, but the many sides to her personality. As 

Berryer declared, she was “beautiful and spiritual --one should hear it again!”  
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The words spoken by Berryer in 1861 bring to life the triple portrait painted by the 

artist Gilbert Stuart, his unique painting memorializing this marriage of a young American to 

the brother of Napoleon. Painted in Washington in 1804, the portrait represents not just the 

intersection of a famous portrait painter and notable subject, but an epochal time in history, 

when Napoleon’s empire spread across Continental Europe and Jeffersonian republicanism 

took control of the capitol of Washington. The period was also an important time for 

women, as they took on more public and political roles due to the new ideas of liberty 

circulating at the time. Betsy’s portrait captures this era and the work of artist Gilbert Stuart.  

….and her Powerful  Father  

The advocate Berryer captured the essence of the Elizabeth Patterson’s family, lead 

by the patriarchal father, William Patterson, born in Donegall, Ireland and sent to America 

by his family at the age of fourteen “for Mercantile pursuits.”32 From an early age, Patterson 

became, through hard work, discipline and a fine nose for making money and investing it 

prudently, one of the wealthiest men in America.  He built his empire on gunrunning during 

the American Revolution, “in which I took a great Interest, it appeared to me that one of the 

great difficulties we should experience was the want of Powder and Arms,” which Patterson 

described in the extensive autobiographical introduction he wrote into his last Will and 

Testament. In 1775, he took all the property he owned, two ships and their cargoes, 

“destined from Philadelphia to France for the sole purpose of returning with Powder & 

Arms, and in one of which I embarked myself.” Only one vessel returned safely back in 

Philadelphia, but it arrived in March of 1776 at a critical time in the war, “when it was said 

that General Washington then before Boston & with the Army had not powder sufficient to 

fire a salute.”33 William Patterson did not follow his ship to America; instead, he established 
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his war provisioning operation from Sint Eustatius, or Statia, a small Caribbean island in the 

Dutch West Indies and then from the French island of Martinique.  

By the time he returned to America in 1778, the 26-year old had accumulated “fast 

sailing vessels, Cash and Merchandise…a hundred thousand dollars valued rated at the 

standard value of gold.”34 He then invested half the proceeds in real estate in Baltimore, 

investments he retained until his death, “having made it a rule never to purchase real 

property on speculation with a view to sell again & never but when I had the money to spare 

without running into debt.”35 William Patterson owned some of the most valuable property 

near the waterside in Baltimore and established himself as a prominent businessman in the 

center of town, on State Street, joining three other well-placed and interrelated families: the 

Smiths, the Spears and the Buchanans.  

Within a year of his return, Patterson solidified his standing in Baltimore by marrying 

Dorcus Spear, a 17-year old beauty connected by blood or marriage to almost every notable 

person in the city. Yet, in the lengthy autobiographical section of his Last Will, William 

makes no mention of his marriage or his wife. (Dorcus, who had predeceased him by many 

years, gave birth to thirteen of his children, including six sons who survived to adulthood 

and one daughter, Elizabeth.) A story printed in a newspaper in 1877 about his treatment of 

Dorcus provides some insight into his omission. “His wife, having long expressed a wish for 

a carriage, he at length imported an English chariot; but no horses were forthcoming, and in 

answer to her remonstrations he said, “I never promised any horses.” So, the chariot 

remained in the coach-house for the rest of his life.”36 While this story may be legend, it 

seems to represent what is known about the relationship of Elizabeth Patterson’s parents. 

Elizabeth left a note in her files, saying “The grave of my mother had never interposed a 
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barrier between herself & this malignant & relentless hatred with which he had pursued her 

from the day of her fatal marriage with him.”37 Elizabeth’s father plays a central and 

controversial role in her life, even at the 1861 trial in Paris. Her mother, Dorcus Patterson, 

remains a shadowy figure from her early childhood and Berryer doesn’t mention Elizabeth’s 

mother in his case. Little if any information is provided to paint a picture of Dorcus Spear 

Patterson, who died at the age of 41, except for a surviving portrait of her holding Betsy by 

Robert Edge Pine. Dorcus, pale-skinned with reddish-brown hair wrapped up in a turban, 

and dark eyes, wears a diaphanous white gown (fig. 6).  

Her Prince ,  the Youngest  Brother o f  Napoleon 

In his opening statements, Berryer transitioned quickly and eloquently from the 

Patterson family to the youngest brother of Napoleon: 

In 1803, the Paterson House received the visit of a young French officer. Jérôme 
Bonaparte, who had left France at the end of 1802, formed part of the expedition that was 
commanded by the rear-Admiral Villeneuve, and which was headed for the Martinique. 
Although very young, he already had the rank of “Ship-of-the-line Ensign”, his 
commission attested he was over 21 years old. The name he bore was becoming known 
throughout the world: the glory of the two campaigns of Italy and the immortal campaign of 
Egypt shown on his brother, the Premier-Consul. 

 

In 1803 the world had anxiously watched Napoleon’s mercurial rise to power in France and 

his empire-building war machine. Yet Berryer made an important tactical decision for his 

case-in-chief when he provided very little background on Napoleon’s youngest brother, 

instead focusing more on the reputation of his older brother. Quite simply, Berryer had 

good reason to avoid giving a full account of what was known about Jerome in 1803.38  

Early in the boy’s life, Napoleon recognized that the character of his younger 

brother—whose father died four months before he was born—needed finishing. After 



 18 

assuming the role of First Consul and moving his family into the Tuileries, he soon 

discovered that Jerome enjoyed the high life of the palace far more than his studies; as soon 

as Jerome reached age sixteen, Napoleon ordered the boy to sea.39 To his commanding 

officer, the First Consul made his directions clear concerning Jerome: “You know that he 

needs to be treated sternly and to make up for lost time.”40 After three years in the navy, the 

military education seemed to work – Jerome received a promotion to ensign “according to 

the talents that he has constantly developed,” and then ordered to ship out to the French 

West Indies.41 Jerome appeared to have grown into the uniform of a true naval officer. 

Appearances proved deceiving. The young sailor couldn’t stay out of trouble. 

Sometime during the time he returned from his missions, Jerome acquired a mistress in 

France, Eugénie Vermigli, who would continue to pester him for money for many years.42 In 

the West Indies he survived a bout of yellow fever, but then nearly created an international 

incident by firing a shot through the rigging of a British warship. Jerome’s commanding 

officer ordered him to France on the Epervier to inform Napoleon of his potentially 

disastrous misfire. The young sailor disregarded the orders from his commanding officer; 

instead, he put together an entourage of friends, jumped on an American pilot boat and 

headed to Virginia.  

Meanwhile, the British navy—very unhappy about Jerome’s act of aggression—

captured the Epervier, intending to also take Napoleon’s brother as bounty. In the London 

Morning Chronicle, it was reported: “ Jerome Bonaparte, it is stated, has been taken on board 

the Epervier, which he commanded in the West Indies. The crew of the prize, however, assert 

that the Captain quitted the vessel during her passage. The general opinion is that he remains 

on board, in the disguise of a common sailor.”43 The British were fooled into believing they 



 19 

had their man. When the corvette arrived under British control in Portsmouth, England, 

Captain Jervis went on board and “scrutinized every man, and could gain no satisfactory 

information respecting him.”44 While the Captain didn’t find Jerome, he did find “a great 

quantity of his baggage on board, and many animals and natural curiosities belonging to 

him.”45 Jerome escaped to America with the clothes on his back. 

Poor Pichon 

  In the summer of 1803, Napoleon had just approved the sale of the Louisiana 

territory to the Americans. The French charge d’ affairs who brokered the deal on his behalf 

was Louis Andre Pichon. Pichon served as the French diplomat in Philadelphia from 1793 

to 1796, then again in 1800, moving to the new American government seat in March of 

1801. Pichon, who had spent a significant part of his career in the United States, was on 

close terms with President Jefferson and Vice-President Madison, believing an American-

French alliance important to prevent an American alliance with Great Britain. Pichon 

regularly and faithfully reported back to Napoleon every event important to French affairs.46  

In July, Pichon unexpectedly received a letter from the Premier Counsel’s youngest 

brother, Jerome Bonaparte, announcing his arrival in America: 

I received this morning, to my great astonishment, a letter from Citizen 
Jerome Bonaparte which informs me that he is arrived at Portsmouth, 
opposite Norfolk, in a pilot boat which will bring him as soon as he gets over 
the fatigue of his voyage, on his way to Philadelphia to embark for France. 
He remarks that he wishes to be incognito. I expect him daily.47   
 

Pichon reported Jerome’s arrival to his direct superior in France, Charles Maurice 

Talleyrand-Perigord, on the same day, July 20th, 1803. Jerome’s initial plans were to stay only 

briefly in America, during this time he would travel discreetly, under an alias so that the 

British would not get wind of his whereabouts. Jerome’s plans changed quickly. The 
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entourage, with three French officers, a Creole “secretary,” and a personal physician—

caught everyone’s eye and Norfolk newspapers announced their arrival.48 

Jerome, in a slim-fitting dark uniform, white knee breeches and buckled shoes, led 

the suite, not speaking a word of English. He had long sideburns and thick, dark eyebrows 

that framed his dark eyes, “a dark complexion, height 5 feet 6 inches, black hair short and 

stiff. He sometimes wears a wig and powder.”49 Jerome directed his first Lieutenant 

Meyronnet to Philadelphia to find a ship to sail the group to France.  Jerome and the others 

left for Georgetown, which was also reported by the local papers. Pichon called on Jerome at 

an inn where he was staying and then helped to get the group moved into a small house.50 

Everyone soon knew every movement of the First Counsel’s brother.51 

 Jerome introduced his entourage to Pichon, including Le Camus, the young Creole 

of Martinique who grew-up as neighbors of the family of his sister-in-law, Josephine. He was 

taller than Jerome, at 5 feet 9, with a dark complexion and he wore not just a wig, but 

earrings.52 Perhaps because of his recent troubles with yellow fever, Jerome also traveled 

with his personal physician, Dr. Garnier. The final member of the group, Jean-Jacques 

Reubell, was the son of a member of the French Directory. While in Washington, Jerome 

demanded and received money from Pichon, telling Pichon that he needed to hire a vessel 

for his return to France, on August 3.  Then, on July 23 at six p.m., after dining with Pichon, 

and “some fine showers with a little thunder & lightening,” Jerome and his suite rolled out 

of town.  

Flush with money from Pichon’s government bank account, Jerome and his group 

traveled to Baltimore that boasted, according to Jerome’s Memoires, the most attractive 

women in America.53 Jerome continued to correspond with Pichon, each time delaying 
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further his departure for France, despite Pichon’s urges “in the strongest terms,” to leave at 

once. President Jefferson became involved when Jerome requested passage on an American 

ship back to France. Albert Gallatin, writing to Jefferson, expressed his concern about 

honoring or refusing the request of the First Consul’s brother, “If you shall be of opinion 

that the act may be fairly justified, I think it should be done though it may not please Great 

Britain. If you are of the contrary opinion, it should be refused at the risk of displeasing the 

First consul.”54 The British reported that Jerome had sailed from Baltimore in a Swedish ship 

bound for Amsterdam, with his entire suite in disguise. British cruisers were under orders to 

“use utmost vigilance, in order to get possession of this branch of the Consular family.”55 

While the British searched frantically for the young officer at sea, he enjoyed the sites of 

Baltimore, where the beautiful women proved an immediate distraction for the sailors in 

port. Not wasting any time, Reubell quickly married the daughter of a French merchant on 

the 25th of August; Jerome served as his witness. Captain Joshua Barney, an American 

Revolutionary hero, also served as a witness at Reubell’s wedding. 

A Swashbuckler  

 Captain Barney had a legendary reputation, both in America and France. At the age 

of ten, he left home and went out to sea. By fifteen, he commanded his own ship and lived 

the colorful life of a sailor. Barney spent many years in France and England, including time 

in the prisons of both countries. He bragged that he had been presented to the court of 

Marie Antoinette, who found him so intriguing that she couldn’t resist kissing him. Barney, 

who served in the Revolutionary Navy, also spent more than five years as an officer in the 

French Navy, two of which he served in the West Indies.  Barney reportedly met Napoleon 

while in France and, most likely, met Jerome either in Paris or in the West Indies. In 1803, 



 22 

43 year-old Captain Barney, with his round fleshy face, thick nose and lips, wearing his hair 

brushed into a peak like a rooster’s comb, knew everyone in Baltimore, as well as most of 

the important folks in the rest of the country (fig.  7).56 

  Pichon became extremely upset when he discovered Jerome was staying in Baltimore 

with Captain Barney. Writing to him August 16, 1803, he tried to warn Jerome of the 

consequences of his action: 

Stranger in this country, not knowing either its language or its society, you 
cannot distinguish the people you can associate with without harming your 
personal dignity. I have seen that you have been staying at Mr. 
Barney’s…your stay, being likely to make your relationship more intimate 
and public, I have to tell you that it is impossible for you to associate with a 
man more likely to throw an unfavorable reflection upon you.57  
 

But Jerome did not heed his warnings. On August 31st, Pichon report to Talleyrand reflected 

a sense of complete exasperation with the young man and his choice of companions: 

He is present in Baltimore. Learning that on his arrival he was stopping with 
Mr. Barney, formerly employed in the French Navy, and that he saw him 
often in public, I felt I should warn him of the bad impression his association 
would make. According to his reply it seems he judges differently….I ignore, 
Citizen Minister, the further plans of Citizen Bonaparte.58  
 

While Pichon didn’t provide any details, apparently Barney had a reputation as a thief by the 

French Republic, a smuggler and a dangerous spy.59 Barney was also have been a ladies’ 

man—a song about his exploits warned, “Barney, leave the girls alone.”60 With much in 

common, Jerome and Barney bonded, causing a deep rift in the relationship between Pichon 

and Jerome.   

The dispute became the catalyst for the troubles ahead. Jerome wrote a biting retort 

to Pichon. Pichon wrote again to Talleyrand, after hearing that Jerome “was making 

complaints and even denunciations against me. I dare believe that the First Consul will not 
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judge me by letters dictated by the Captain Barney, to whom I believe the Citizen Bonaparte 

has shown the letter in which I suggested he should no longer see the Captain.”61  Jerome 

resented Pichon’s efforts to interfere with his relationship with Captain Barney and 

proceeded to carry on with his own affairs as he wished, once again proving unable or 

unwilling to take orders from his superiors.  

After Reubell’s marriage, Jerome and his remaining suite traveled to various 

American cities. During his stay in Philadelphia, Jerome was overhead to continually 

complain about Pichon.62 Jerome returned to Baltimore, his presence causing a great stir in 

town, reported by one gossip, in the London Times: 

Bonaparte’s brother Jerome is now here, living in high style; he has engaged 
seven rooms in the first inn in town for himself and suite, dashes about in an 
English curricle, and has ordered a public ball to be given on his account 
monthly. Where all the money is to come from to pay such expenses is 
problematical. I should not like to be his banker.”63  
 

Three years at sea hadn’t “finished” Jerome; he soon fell back on his old ways. His 

spendthrift character seems to have been fully set early in life as his entire life he would 

spend money and enjoy the high life, often at the expense of others. Pichon reported that 

Jerome spent $16,000 in three months in the country, an exceptional sum in 1803.64 One of 

Jerome’s bankers, Victor du Pont, who had supplied provisions to the French in the West 

Indies—perhaps meeting Jerome at that time—loaned Jerome money while he was in 

America. When Napoleon refused cover his brother’s debts, Victor du Pont de Nemours & 

Co of New York were forced into bankruptcy.65  

The twitter about this young Bonaparte escalated quickly through the social channels 

in the States. Soon after his arrival, Rosalie Stier Calvert reported to her mother in Europe: 

“Jerome, the great man’s brother, has been here for some time and commands no respect. 



 24 

People insult him at every opportunity.”66 While Rosalie Calvert’s report might have 

contained some bias, Pichon’s reports indicate she couldn’t have been far from the truth. 

Pichon tried desperately to implement damage control, continually urging Jerome to return 

quickly to France, but Jerome refused to take orders from Pichon and he seemed to stay one 

step ahead of the busy official. Pichon wrote detailed accounts of the young man’s 

adventures to France’s Foreign Minister, Talleyrand. His mounting frustration and anxiety 

reads clearly from these reports.   

The Celebrated Stuart  Heads to Washington  

As Pichon sat at his desk in Washington, worrying about Jerome’s next move and 

writing his dispatches to his superiors, Gilbert Stuart began making plans to move his 

portrait business from the old capitol of Philadelphia to the new capitol of Washington. 

Much like Jerome, Gilbert Stuart had an engaging personality, a lack of respect for authority 

and insatiable spending habits. Just shy of fifty years of age, some saw Stuart as “frightful 

looking,” with small grey eyes so “sharp & so acute that his glance seems to cut into the 

individual.” Others described him as a “noble type, robust and hearty, with a large frame and 

the bearing of a man who might stand before kings” (fig. 8 and fig. 9).67 Even though his 

looks and his character were full of contradictions, his talents were undisputed. Reviews of 

his work characterized the artist as “the Vandyke of the Time.”68  

Gilbert Stuart first made a short pilgrimage to Washington to look for housing for 

his large family. During his house hunt, Stuart stayed with Dr. William and Anna Maria 

Thornton (fig. 10 and fig. 11). Anna Thornton wrote of his visit to her close friend from 

Philadelphia and Washington neighbor, Dolley Madison: “We have been gratified by seeing 

the celebrated Stewart.”69 Mrs. Thornton, a dark haired woman, who “paints very prettily & 
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is an accomplished woman,” and her husband, whom she had met at the age of fourteen 

when he was thirty, served Stuart as ideal hosts. They had moved from Philadelphia to 

Washington and enjoyed being in the center of all local social and political affairs for the last 

seven years.70  

However, just as Jerome had discovered, decent housing in town was scarce. 

Investors had stopped the rash of initial construction and many of the properties already 

built were, according to Dunlap, “falling rapidly to decay….This place has been from its 

commencement & still is the resort of speculators & projectors.” 71 Washington was a city 

built almost entirely by financial speculators, hoping to make a fortune by building a 

magnificent new capital city.72 The city fit Stuart’s fiscal temperament perfectly.  

Stuart, born in Newport, Rhode Island, set out for London at the age of nineteen to 

make his fortune with nothing but a knack for painting the likeness of a person’s face. He 

arrived at the doorstep of the studio of the established American artist Benjamin West with a 

written plea in hand of his desperate condition: “Ignorant without Business or Friends, 

without the necessarys of life… reduced to one miserable meal a day & frequently not even 

that, destitute of the means of acquiring knowledge, my hopes from home Blasted & 

incapable of returning hither, pitching headlong into misery.”73 West took in the young 

starving artist and provided him with artistic training and client introductions, soon 

stationing Stuart in the center of the London art world, “where portrait-painting has been 

carried to its highest perfect.”74 Within a few years, Stuart and West shared a successful 

venture as one reviewer quipped: “Mr. Stuart is in Partnership with Mr. West; where it is not 

uncommon for Wits to divert themselves with Applications for Things they do not 

immediately want; because they are told by Mr. West that Mr. Stuart is the only Portrait 
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Painter in the World; and by Mr. Stuart that no Man has any Pretensions in History Painting 

but Mr. West.”75  

Despite Stuart’s alliance with Benjamin West, his own artistic talents and a steady 

stream of commissions, Stuart suffered what he termed “pecuniary embarrassments,” one 

after the other.76  Stuart was a terrible spendthrift. He speculated on his continued success 

and lived well beyond his means. At times of success, Dunlap, in his biography of the artist, 

recorded that Stuart “lived in splendour, and was the gayest of the gay.”77 But more often 

than not, he was on the brink of financial ruin. “It was well known that Stuart’s passions and 

appetites were of the kind said to be uncontrollable—that is, they were indulged when 

present danger or inconvenience did not forbid.”78 Stuart’s appetites caused him to act the 

scoundrel when disaster threatened. William Dunlap described an instance in London when 

Stuart painted a “much admired & highly valued” portrait of West, only to then pretend to 

“more highly finish some part,” and prevailed upon Mrs. West to send it to his rooms. Stuart 

then turned around and sold the portrait to Alderman Boydell. Stuart left for Dublin and 

West had to recover the picture from Boydell, who lost his money and the portrait. One 

imagines this also ended Stuart’s relationship with West.  

Stuart continued with the same bag of tricks in Ireland. He escaped his creditors in 

London only to be thrown in a Dublin debtor’s prison. Undeterred, the artist set up his easel 

in his cell, “followed by those who wanted portraits from his hand.” 79 Even in prison, he 

managed to gain commissions of the wealthy and fashionable men of Dublin.  But Stuart 

apparently hatched a scheme for his release. “In Dublin this same eccentric & immoral Artist 

being lodged in Jail for Debt, began the pictures of a great many nobles & others, receiving 

the half price at the first sitting & after thus getting enough to release himself, mov’d off, & 
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left their Irish lords imprison’d in effigy.”80 Stuart bid a hasty farewell to Ireland and boarded 

a ship back to America, looking for a fresh start.   

Arriving back on familiar shores after eighteen years abroad, Stuart’s pockets were as 

empty as when he left, but now he had many more mouths to feed, having acquired an 

English a wife and sired a brood of children. Stuart believed that if he could only paint 

Washington’s portrait, he could reverse his bad luck and get rich quickly. Stuart intended to 

capitalize on the commercial market to paint George Washington and sell the prints to the 

general public. “I expect to make a fortune by Washington alone,” Stuart is supposed to 

have said.81 Unfortunately, Stuart didn’t make his fortune from Washington prints as he 

intended, as he neglected to secure the first engravings of his own portrait.  

Nonetheless, Stuart’s timing for arrival in America was perfect. Historian Eleanor 

DeLorme noted the gap he filled in American portraiture, “It was as fortunate for American 

history as for American art that Stuart returned in the early years of the new Republic 

equipped with a fully developed, dignified style, a manner as elegant as that of his British 

contemporaries, and a technical brilliance far superior to his American colleagues.”82  Stuart’s 

only real competition was Ralph Earl, who didn’t have long to live, and Charles Willson 

Peale, who opened a museum of natural history and painted fewer and fewer portraits. 83 The 

new infusion of wealth in America and the correlating demand in the New Republic created 

an open, lucrative market for the work of someone with Stuart’s training and talents. 

Stuart’s talents in portraiture were unparalleled. His artistic reputation got him in the 

door and then, his powers of conversation kept his clients before his easel. Some sitters, in 

fact, seemed to like his company as much as his work, saying: “I met a man whose talents for 

conversation have commanded nearly as much admiration as his pencil.”84 His friend Dr. 
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Waterhouse observed, “In conversation and confabulation he was inferior to no man 

amongst us. He made a point to keep those talking who were sitting to him for their 

portraits, each in their own way, free and easy.” Waterhouse described how he could talk to 

military men about battles, lawyers about trials, a farmer about sheep or pig, and perhaps 

fittingly, he even had a “profound knowledge of manure.” To his wealth of knowledge and 

conversational skills, “he had wit at will.”85 Stuart’s conversation skills, as well as his 

eccentric character, created an image we are familiar with today, but one new and intriguing 

to elite Americans when Stuart returned in 1793, first to New York and then Philadelphia.86 

In each new city he opened up his portrait studio, his reputation and personality always 

caused a stir. Women proved key to Stuart’s success and he made close friends with the 

richest and most influential female patrons in America.  

Stuart ’ s  Phi ladelphia Story—Women, Wealth and George Washington  

Stuart’s patronage by women had its makings in Philadelphia, from which many of 

the women—like Anna Thornton and her close friend Dolley Madison— had migrated with 

the nation’s leadership. In Philadelphia, Anne Bingham served as Stuart’s most important 

patron, commissioning his most famous work, the Lansdowne portrait of President George 

Washington.87 Philadelphia, serving as the temporary capitol, drew Stuart, along with a wide 

range of noteworthy visitors from around the world who came to see the “Metropolis of 

America.”88 Judith Sargent Murray recorded the landscape of the city, just before Stuart’s 

arrival as: “large, populace, opulent, and beautiful,” situated between the Delaware and 

Schuylkill rivers. Philadelphia was “handsome, built with brick, and much fancy, with an eye 

however to uniformity,” she wrote, containing “a variety of public buildings, valuable 

paintings, and other curiosities.”89 The city’s population, with between forty and fifty 
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thousand residents, outnumbered New York, Boston and Charleston.90 As one visitor 

chronicled, all who were “illustrious in statesmanship assembled there, and as the capital of 

the country it was the residence as well of the several diplomatic representatives of Europe 

as of numerous truly eminent persons whom choice or vicissitudes had brought together in 

the new empire.”91 Philadelphia offered an incomparable opportunity for Stuart.  

Anne Bingham held the key to the city.92 The Bingham family presided over 

Philadelphia society in the “Mansion House,” built to be the finest personal residence in 

America (fig. 12).93 William Bingham, much like William Patterson, made a substantial 

fortune as a privateer and representative of American Government in the West Indies during 

the Revolution. Then, he entered politics, serving on the Continental Congress, in the 

Pennsylvania House and Senate and in the United States Senate. The Binghams, ardent 

Federalists, supported George Washington. The Binghams established themselves as the 

most influential Federalist family in America, holding court at their estate, complete with 

foreign servants, and live deer frolicking across the manicured gardens, designed entirely for 

“the reception of company.”94 Charles Bulfinch, the Boston architect, described the Mansion 

House as designed in a style “which would be esteemed splendid even in the most luxurious 

part of Europe. Elegance of construction, white marble staircase, valuable paintings, the 

richest furniture and utmost magnificence of decoration makes it a palace in my opinion far 

too rich for any man in this country.”95 The Binghams in Philadelphia, influenced by 

Federalist ideas, sought to recreate aristocratic standards in America, from a dining room 

“after the style of the Vatican,” to a footman, who announced the arrival of their 

distinguished guests.96  
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Mrs. Bingham had known George Washington her entire life and occupied a place in 

his inner circle of friends in Philadelphia.  Although her husband is given credit for it, 

Washington posed for Stuart because of Anne Bingham. Washington wrote to the artist on 

April 11, 1796: “Sir: I am under promise to Mrs. Bingham to sit for you tomorrow, at nine o-

clock….”97 As promised, Washington did so and Anne Bingham presented the work as a gift 

to her friend Lord Lansdowne in England.98 The Lansdowne commission and Anne 

Bingham’s patronage announced Stuart’s presence and importance to every worthy in 

Philadelphia (fig. 13). The Binghams also paid Stuart over $3200 dollars for his work 

painting an original of Washington and a copy, along with family pictures, a sum that should 

have set him up nicely, despite a smaller return on the Lansdowne than expected.99 

Stuart had a long-standing relationship with Anne Bingham that began in London 

when Stuart worked there from 1775 to 1787. The Binghams took an extended European 

tour, from 1784 to 1786, during which they called on Stuart to paint a family portrait. Stuart 

started this work but he stopped, purportedly because he “resented some directions Mrs. 

Bingham wished him to follow in the arrangement of the picture.”100 Despite a potential 

disagreement between Mrs. Bingham and Stuart in London, they mended their fences and 

Stuart again painted Anne Bingham in Philadelphia (fig. 14). Stuart also painted all three of 

Anne Bingham’s sisters, as well as her husband, William Bingham, standing in the great 

marbled hall of the Mansion House, gesturing grandly, important papers in hand (fig. 15). 

William Bingham’s portrait, completed just one year after the Lansdowne painting, pictures 

him standing, with a white wig, dark black suit, white cravat and black shoes with silver 

buckles, almost identical to the gesture and dress of the President.  
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Mrs. Bingham introduced Stuart to the highest social and political circles in 

Philadelphia, through which Stuart was to gain not just a business relationship, but also a 

social relationship with the country’s powerbrokers. Others commented on the importance 

of Anne Bingham’s patronage.  A popular writer in Philadelphia, Susanna Haswell Rowson 

dedicated Trials of the Human Heart to Bingham and wrote, “Your patronage will stamp a 

value on it.”101 Anne Bingham’s stamp on Stuart’s work, in combination with Stuart’s 

popular portraits of George Washington, began a series of commissions by the elite women 

of Philadelphia who surrounded Mr. and Mrs. Washington.102 Mason wrote, of the 

Binghams, “His beautiful wife & her sisters, some of whom were as handsome as herself, 

attracted to her drawing room all that was distinguished & accomplished in the country for 

Washington was the P & Congress was filled by the most eminent men the country 

possessed.” 103 Philadelphia represented a watershed in Stuart’s American career, a time when 

he was establishing his place as the most important portraitist to American society. The 

young notable women of Philadelphia flocked to Stuart’s home and historians recorded, 

“Although an eccentric individual, Stuart was possessed of a vast fund of information and 

was an inimitable raconteur. His studio, on Chestnut Street above Fifth, soon became more of 

a salon than a workroom, as visitors flocked in at all hours to see the great artist at work and 

to enjoy his brilliant conversation and clever tales.”104 Although he had come back to 

America to paint famous men, it was the women who sought him out.  

Portrai ts  and the Body Pol i t i c  

Historians agree that portraits held a significant power in the public sphere.105 Those 

who could afford it recognized the importance of portraiture and the means by which it 

could establish their position in society. Benjamin Latrobe wrote, “employment of 
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artists…[was] as necessary to the reputation of a rich man, as that he should keep a carriage.” 

Portraiture represented an important means of self-fashioning that operated on social, 

economic and political levels. At the same time, commissioning portraits also fed egos and 

appealed to social climbers, as Latrobe cautioned the young artist Dominic Boudet: 

“Personal vanity, and the affection of our friends counteracts this natural propensity to 

economy in favor of portrait-painters, but ignorance of the art itself makes us wait rather for 

the lead of fashion, than chuse by the merit of the Artist.”106 Stuart, driven by a constant need 

for infusions of cash, could only hope to capitalize on the elite’s need for his services, 

situating himself as both the best and the most fashionable portraitist to socially prominent 

women.   

Stuart’s popularity with women in Philadelphia evidences important social and 

political shifts with respect to the public role of women in the post-Revolutionary era.107 

Money played a role in these changes as newly acquired wealth contributed to the fashion of 

having one’s picture made. But women, through their portraits, also made public choices, by 

the very nature of artistic patronage. Portraits—meant to be viewed by others either in the 

artist’s studio or in the public spaces of privileged homes—represented one of many ways 

that women, during this time, transformed traditional private roles into public roles. As 

historian Catherine Allgor, who looks at nontraditional forms of social intercourse that 

contributed to the political atmosphere of the Early National period, underscores, “an 

important part of the theory of republicanism did not assume matters of style and social 

affairs to be irrelevant, diversions from or mere reflections of the body politic, but rather 

considered them as crucial causes and symptoms.”108 
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Anne Bingham’s portrait in 1797 by Gilbert Stuart serves as one example of an elite 

American woman making a statement about her very public position in the country. As 

Allgor advises, “to truly understand historical events, we must learn to read and consider not 

only official documents, but also the seemingly peripheral characters and apparently 

irrelevant minutiae of daily life.”109 The Binghams built their Mansion House on Third Street 

to establish their centrality in Philadelphia society, frequently entertaining the Washingtons, 

and every other important political and social figure both nationally, and internationally.  The 

Mansion House displayed their collection of works of art imported from their European 

tour and Anne Bingham’s portrait hung among these works of art. The grand hall of their 

house displayed busts of Voltaire and "Rosseau," three busts of Franklin, and a life size 

female figure of stone, shown in Stuart’s portrait of William Bingham.  In their library, the 

Binghams hung their collection of paintings and prints, along with bronze figures and busts. 

Upstairs, in the front room, they displayed a full-length portrait of Mrs. Siddons in the 

character of Euphrasia in the Grecian Daughter.110 While a man of republican tastes like 

Latrobe would criticize the Binghams—“a man rather loses than gains credit and reputation 

by the exhibition of elegant furniture, of pictures or of other productions of fine arts” — 

Mrs. Bingham’s portrait, her hand resting gracefully atop an elegant leather bound book, 

hung along side their collection of art and furnishings and serving as a public statement of 

her position and status in the Federalist-dominated society in Philadelphia. The image of the 

nation and the image of nation’s beautiful, virtuous women were interwoven so that portraits 

served not just as a means of self-fashioning, but as a form of nation-fashioning.111 Mrs. 

Bingham also, mostly likely, became the emblem of Liberty in the draped bust by Stuart on 

the first gold dollar coined in the United States. The common phrase heard at the time was 
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that “all America had Anne Bingham in their pockets and purses.”112 Nancy Bingham 

became the ultimate public image of the nation (fig. 16).  

Wrinkled Brows and Deadly Fevers  

At the same time, French ideas pervaded American society, especially after the 

French Revolution. Even a Federalist woman like Anne Bingham identified with the new 

language of female rights. Bingham had spent considerable time in Paris where she had 

experienced first-hand the increasing rights exercised by French women, their intellectual 

and political muscle flexed through social calls, salons and fetes.113 In 1788, when Thomas 

Jefferson witnessed French women engaged in the political fervor of the time, he wrote to 

Anne Bingham, “you too have had your political fever, but our good ladies, I trust, have 

been too wise to wrinkle their foreheads with politics.”114 Jefferson also criticized the French 

women’s public life: “hunting pleasure in the streets, in routs and assemblies, and forgetting 

what they had left behind in their nurseries; compare them with our own countrywomen 

occupied in the tender & tranquil amusements of domestic life and confess that it is a 

comparison of Amazons and Angels.”115  Bingham disagreed. She was also not afraid to 

express her thoughts to Jefferson, and her appreciation of and respect for the political role 

assumed by French women:  

The Women of France interfere in the politics of the Country, and often give 
a decided turn to the Fate of Empires.  Either by the gentle Arts of 
Persuasion, or by the commanding force of superior Attractions and 
Address, they have obtained that Rank and Consideration in society, which 
the Sex are intitled to, and which they in vain contend for in other Countries. 
We are therefore bound in gratitude to admire and revere them, for asserting 
our Privileges, as much as the Friends of Liberties of Mankind reverence the 
successful Struggles of the American Patriots.116 
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Educated and experienced in the important role women played in politics in France, 

Bingham established her own public, Federalist-style salon for asserting her very public 

Privileges. 

French ideas, the talk of natural rights and the increasingly public role of many 

women after the American Revolution encouraged women to engage in the political process. 

As the idea of women’s rights circulated, Judith Sargent Murray wrote:  “the Rights of 

Women begin to be understood; we seem, at length, determined to do justice” to women.117 

In 1798, with America posed for war with France, the granddaughter of George 

Washington, Nelly Custis, used what had been learned about empowerment from the 

French, to fight back against them, “I am becoming an outrageous politician,” she wrote, 

“even to lend a hand to extirpate [the French] Demons.”118 The wife of one senator, 

Catherine Mitchell, wrote back home that in Washington, it was fashionable for wives to go 

to watch the senate. “It was as good a thing as going to a play, but here all the characters are 

real instead of fictitious.”119 This period around the turn of the century, with the beginnings 

of the “Jefferson Revolution,” encouraged the participation of women, at least in the 

stadium seats, in the houses of congress.  Elizabeth Patterson’s aunt, Nancy Spear, was 

known to regularly appear at Congress, although in his Last Will, William Patterson 

attempted to prevent this by giving her an annuity “on this express condition that she shall 

never after my death attend any of the sessions of Congress at Washington.”120 Mrs. 

Thornton also visited the House of Representatives and the Senate. “I went from Stewart’s 

room with Mrs. Morton & Miss Spear to the Representatives,” she wrote in her diary.121 

Margaret Bayard Smith noted the appearance of female preachers, and wrote to her husband, 

upon news of Louisiana cession’s, “I did not know the interest I felt in political concerns, 
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until lately, and this even has given me such real satisfaction that if you were to hear me, you 

would not again tax me with indifference.”122 Women increasingly took on more public and 

political roles and became the subject to public attacks, the attacks themselves proving their 

position in the public sphere. William Cobbett, Philadelphia editor of the Porcupine’s Gazette 

published editorials against “these Fiery Frenchified Dames,” showing no reserve in either 

his message or tone: “Of all the monsters in human shape, a bul ly  in pet t i coats  is the most 

completely odious and detestable.”123 Women’s dress, inexorably linked to her body and her 

sexuality, both conscious and unconsciously, is always subject to attack in the public 

sphere.124 

For the Bingham family, their public position and connection to the French 

international set would bring tragedy to their home life. Scandal rocked the Binghams in 

1798 when their second daughter, Maria who was then just fifteen years old, snuck out her 

bedroom window and eloped with the Comte de Tilly, a famously handsome Frenchman 

with a fondness for women.  Harrison Gray Otis recited the events: “It was a shocking and 

scandalous affair, and created at the time prodigious sensation in our highest circles. De Tilly 

was ready, however, to be bought off. He was bribed to furnish evidence against himself, 

and the divorce was obtained by influence with the Legislature of Pennsylvania.”125 Even 

with a quick divorce for the young girl, the Binghams, ever so dependent on their public 

persona, never survived the scandal. Anne Bingham went out with a sleighing party, came 

down with a cold and fever that turned into something far more serious—diagnosed by her 

doctors as “galloping consumption”126 Latrobe, in Philadelphia at the time, wrote of the 

news to his cousin of the sad affair, “Mrs. Bingham, as the last recourse for life goes this day 

on board a Vessel intended to carry her to Lisbon. Her husband and daughter, and Abby 
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Willing accompany her and as she is scarcely expected to live a week her leaden Coffin is 

part of the cargo.”127 Anne Bingham died just a few days later, the ship stopping in Bermuda 

for her burial. A few months later, William Bingham closed up the Mansion House and left 

with Maria for England, himself becoming ill and writing about his condition: “The 

irreparable loss I have sustained casts a gloom over all my pursuits and blunts the edge of 

every enjoyment of life.” He died just three years later, in Bath on Monday, February 6, 1804 

from what has been called heartbreak.  

Some blamed Anne Bingham for her daughter’s ill-fated marriage, claiming: “Her 

mother was devoted to fashion and incessantly devoted to company, left her daughter to the 

instruction of a French governess, who had been an Actress and was probably bought by de 

Tilly.” Many identified Maria Bingham’s’ troubles with her loose morals, made apparent by 

her choice of dress. Harrison Gray Otis wrote to his wife, on 18 January 1800, after hearing 

of the divorce passing the Legislature:  

She was however every day walking with her mother while this business was 
pending and in a dress which you will hardly believe it possible for a lady to 
wear at least at this season. A muslin robe and her chemise, and no other 
article of clothing upon her body. I have been regaled with the sight of her 
whole legs for five minutes together, and do not know ‘to what height’ the 
fashion will be carried.128  
 

Women’s dress, like Cobbett’s rant against the “bully in petticoats,” served as a metaphor for 

female character itself. The muslin gown, a French fashion adopted by Maria Bingham, 

compromised a woman’s virtue—the image of women and Nation wrapped-up together—

setting the stage for future political battles of national and international proportions. Mrs. 

Adams wrote to her sister, about Maria Bingham, calling her dress “an outrage upon all 

decency.” She described Maria, as she appeared before her, in her drawing room: 



 38 

A satin petticoat of certainly not more than three breadths gored at the top, 
nothing beneath but a chemise. Over this thin coat, a Muslin sometimes, 
sometimes a crape made so strait 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 Luxeriene of natures Charms” without a 
hankerchief fully displayed.129  
 

Maria’s dress attracted attention from Mrs. Adams, who noted the sheer, muslin dress that 

revealed her body and “not content with the show which nature bestows, they borrow from 

art, and literally look like Nursing Mothers.”130 From the first appearances of the female 

body in the French style dress in America, this particular dress caused heads to turn and 

tongues to wag.131  

Stuart ’ s  Shew Room, Designed by Benjamin Latrobe  

As power shifted from the Philadelphia Federalists to the Washington Republican-

Democrats after the turn of the century, Stuart shifted the location of his painting room to 

Washington. President Jefferson described the town as “a pleasant country-resident, with a 

number of neat little villages scattered around within the distance of a mile and a half, and 

furnishing a plain and substantially good society”(fig. 17).132 William Dunlap described his 

first view of the new city:  

On entering the City of Washington from the north or east the first object is 
the Capitol which when finished will be an immense and superb building; 
One wing is now finished and another carried up but not cover’d in. In the 
finished part Congress sits. A few houses appear near the Capitol but when 
you arrive at the summit of the hill on which it stands, you see all that is built 
of the City particularly the publick & private buildings stretching along at 
intervals 3 Miles to George town, which is likewise seen from this spot.  
 

Private carriages and rented hacks conveyed people back and forth on “lively” Pennsylvania 

Avenue, “a finished turnpike road with good foot paths or side walk, and planted with 

double rows of poplers” (fig. 18).133 The first session of the 8th Congress opened on October 
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17th in 1803 and, as their first order of business, the members quickly approved the Treaty 

with France by which America purchased the Louisiana territory.  The Jeffersonian 

government had a large majority of Democrat-Republicans in both houses and Aaron Burr 

served as the President of the Senate. Stuart would be the first portraitist to open a studio in 

anew Capitol dominated by Jeffersonian ideas; until this time, the only painters in residence 

were temporary, such as the miniaturists Robert Field and John Vermonnet.134  When Stuart 

finally made the move arriving, according to Anna Thornton’s diary on the 7th day of 

December, he didn’t bring his family—most likely due to lack of suitable housing in the city, 

as well as Stuart’s always strained finances.  

The Thorntons considered themselves essential building blocks in the future of the 

Jeffersonian-influenced capitol city. Anna Thornton, fluent in both French and Italian, 

entertained and socialized with all the city’s elite foreign and domestic visitors and local 

residents. Her groom described her to an English friend as “uncommon genius in all the 

works of art and fancy—draws excellently; sings and plays on the piano forte and pedal harp 

with uncommon skill-is a capital accomptant, a critic it the English language, and possesses 

all the inferior accomplishments in an eminent degree.”135 Anna’s diary records her passion 

for art, music and literature, the social life of early Washington, as well as household affairs 

and expenses and some of her husband’s business transactions.  

Dr. Thornton, a rather severe-looking man with a high widow’s peak and thin lips, 

joined in both the social and political circles of Washington. He was raised as a Quaker but 

disowned when he married Anna, a non-Quaker—as had been Dolley Payne when she 

married James Madison—her seventeen-year senior. Thornton appreciated his wife’s 

education and natural talents as he too was finely educated and intellectually spirited. The 
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son of a prominent sugar grower in the East Indies island of Tortola, Thornton went to the 

University of Edinburgh, where he was trained in medicine. After college, he traveled to 

Paris where he enjoyed the social and intellectual life of salons prior to the revolution, 

absorbing its architecture and artistic influences.136 Dr. Thornton, however, only dabbled in 

medicine because as somewhat of a Renaissance man, he was drawn to all aspects of 

knowledge and art.137 He wrote on botany, painted and had a passion for architecture.  When 

Thomas Jefferson opened a competition to design the new United States Capitol, the 

amateur architect submitted a plan that “so captivated the eyes and judgment of all,” it was 

chosen by the commissioners of the Federal District. Jefferson described the design as 

“simple, noble, beautiful, excellently distributed, and moderate in size.”138 Devoted to 

republicanism, Dr. Thornton moved to Washington to work with Jefferson to see his 

ambitions permanently inscribed in a classically designed capitol that some would compare 

with ancient Rome. His wife, anticipating history-in-the-making, kept account of their 

important affairs and comings and goings of city’s most important visitors, including Gilbert 

Stuart.  

Stuart moved into a building he rented from architect Benjamin Latrobe on 

Pennsylvania Avenue just a few blocks Northwest of the Capitol, between four and a half 

and sixth Streets, near William Duane’s bookstore and press.139 Latrobe, working on the 

Chesapeake and Delaware Canals at the time, designed the building over the course of a few 

months that fall, providing his instructions by letter to his superintendent, John Lenthall, 

who took directions at the same time from Latrobe for work at the Capitol.140 The Capitol, a 

few blocks east of Stuart’s building, according to Dunlap “towering like some antique Ruin 

& wanting nothing but some Colossal columns with their heads at their feet, to remind one 
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of Rome or Persepolis.”141 On November 27, 1803, Latrobe wrote Lenthall again, inquiring 

about the progress of the studio, as Lenthall had “not said a word to me about Stewart’s 

painting room. Pray let me know how that matter stands. You must want money by this 

time.”142 Latrobe then heard that the painter Stuart had in fact departed for Washington and 

wrote Lenthall “you will see one of the greatest, if not the most pleasant, originals in the 

United States. His presence, and probably his conduct, leaves me nothing certain to say 

respecting his painting room, but…I shall come prepared to make good all deficiencies on 

my arrival.” 143Although the studio was never intended by Latrobe as a living space for the 

artist, it was where “he boards himself, after a fashion, with the assistance of his Manservant, 

when he can get him to the place, and where he sleeps. The house is remarkably comfortable 

and warm.” 144 The artist’s studio, while close to the Capitol, presented a healthy walk to the 

Thornton’s on F Street, where the couple positioned themselves in a residential area where 

they hosted a continuous stream of visitors. They visited with their neighbors the 

Madisons— with whom they had lived in a Philadelphia boarding house during the 

Constitutional Convention—several times a week. Other visitors at the top their calling list 

were the Pichons, the Forrests, the Tayloes, the Peters, the Laws and the Captain Tingleys.145 

Benjamin Latrobe—referred to today as the father of American architecture because 

of his influence building the Nation’s capitol — designed Stuart’s new one-story studio as a 

public “shew room” for his collection of portraits and a painting room.146 Latrobe stood six 

foot, two inches tall, with a head of dark curly hair and, in his painting by Charles Willson 

Peale, a long face with a pointy chin (fig.19).147 Latrobe, born and educated in England to an 

aristocratic family, became heavily influenced in his beliefs by both the French and American 

Revolutions, writing in 1819, “the American revolution was a sort of dawn of the golden age, 
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and the French revolution the Golden Age itself.”148 Unlike Thornton, Latrobe formally 

studied, trained and practiced architecture in England. His artistic sensibilities derived from 

“ancient inspiration with basic drive toward simplification,” visions Thomas Jefferson 

shared.149 When he immigrated to the United States, he too found work in Philadelphia. 

When an anti-French sentiment began to pervade the Federalist agenda, Latrobe became the 

subject of personal attacks as a French-leaning liberal.150 Latrobe designed the Bank of 

Pennsylvania, the first Greek Revival building in the country, a building of power hosted by 

six Greek Ionic columns, but also a simplicity and sense of restraint (fig. 20). 

Meanwhile, in the new Federal City cracks began to appear in the walls of the Capitol 

building. Perhaps due to Thornton’s lack of construction experience, structural problems 

arose in the building’s construction—the roof leaked, the floor beams were rotting, and 

lighting, heating and circulation all presented serious problems. Thomas Jefferson brought 

Latrobe in with the title of Surveyor of the Public Buildings of the United States to shore up 

the problems and start construction on the south wing of the Capitol, a position that led him 

to criticize and then modify Thornton’s original design.151  

Je f f erson’s  Unadorned Simpli c i ty  

Latrobe and Jefferson met in Washington in 1802 so that Latrobe could design the 

Navy dry dock.152 In November of 1802, Latrobe described two intimate dinners with the 

President in letters to his wife. At the first dinner, the President’s daughters, the Madisons, 

Dr Thornton and a few other men of importance also dined “in the French style,” with 

wine, “from sherry to champagne,” including rare Spanish wine from Chevalier D’Yrujo.  

Latrobe told his wife Mary that he “drank for the first time at such a party only one glass of 

wine, and, though I sat by the President, he did not invite me to drink another.” Latrobe 
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included this comment to his wife, yet didn’t feel slighted, saying of the President: “Mr. 

Jefferson said little at dinner, besides attending to the filling of plates, which he did with a 

great ease and grace for a philosopher, he became very talkative as soon as the cloth was 

removed.” The group then moved to the tea table, for conversation about “literature, wit 

and a little business,” Latrobe described as “a mental treat.” Jefferson told the small party 

that he had three laws that governed his table: “no healths, no politics, no restraint.” Despite 

restraining his new Survey of Public Building’s alcohol intake, Latrobe found the President’s 

company enjoyable. “There is a degree of ease in Mr. Jefferson’s company that every one 

seems to feel and to enjoy.”  

At the second dinner, Latrobe dined with Jefferson and only three other men, all “of 

science,” for a diverse conversation ranging from  “the best construction of arches” to 

differences between French and English habits and languages.153 Latrobe didn’t describe 

Jefferson’s appearance, but William Dunlap, a few years later, did in letters to his wife 

describes his dinner with Jefferson, “Yes, I have seen, touched & heard the great man. A 

fresh sheet of paper must be devoted to him & all he said & all he did.” The next day, paper 

before him, Dunlap describes Jefferson as a tall, “6 feet & thin. His hair which has been red 

is now grey & worn in negligent disorder, tho not ungracefully. His complexion is ruddy & 

his eye (a hazel) very animated.” Jefferson met his guest “en dishabille & slippered,” speaking 

of French and English gardening with the approaching spring and putting all his guest as 

ease with his “true politeness” and “vivacity.”154  

Margaret Bayard Smith, who moved to Washington in 1800 with her husband 

Samuel Harrison Smith, to establish the first national newspaper in America, The National 

Intelligencer, wrote of first impression of Jefferson, “a countenance beaming with an 



 44 

expression of benevolence and with a manner and voice almost femininely soft and 

gentle…Yes, not only was he great, but a truly good man!” Mrs. Smith described his 

character as that of “unadorned simplicity.” 155 Latrobe also seemed suitably impressed by 

Jefferson as he subsequently wrote, crediting him for encouraging the arts in America, “The 

first sculpture that adorns an American public building perpetuates your love and your 

protection of the fine arts.” Latrobe was happy to implement Jefferson’s ideas for the 

Capitol.  He examined the building in detail and wrote a long “Report on the U.S. Capitol” 

to Jefferson, at the outset of which he identifies “a radical and incurable fault has been 

grafted upon the work.”156  

Where the Renowned, the Rich,  the Fashionable  and the Furious Meet 

Dr. Thornton did not take kindly to Latrobe’s meddling with his work. Jefferson 

tried to get the men to cooperate but when Latrobe went to visit the Thornton, he was 

“received with violent expressions of anger.”157 Latrobe wrote more letters about the 

problematic state of the Capitol, one that was published. Thornton considered the published 

letter to Congress by Latrobe an “insult, Never was my Surprise so much excited….”158 

Thornton was particularly angry as the Thorntons had introduced Latrobe to their first 

circle, “my uniform behaviour to you in the City of Washington I did imagine would have 

precluded you from offering any thing like insult or even incivility.” Latrobe responded, 

“Open hostility is safer, than insidious friendship. I cannot therefore regret the Declaration 

of War contained in your letter.”159 Latrobe then made fun of Thornton and for the 

invitation to a ball at his house, “and for three or four former invitations to your table, in 

which the hospitality of your disposition ranked me with every other stranger of 
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respectability who visits the City of Washington.”160 Latrobe fired a direct shot at a man who 

considered himself part of the inner circle of Washington society; the war escalated.  

Stuart’s studio served as the site of the Latrobe-Thornton public confrontation. 

Latrobe, writing to Thornton told him, “If you wish for further light on your character as an 

underhand destroyer of reputation, I refer you generally to your conscience, and particularly 

to your recollection of a visit to Mr. Stuart’s painting room, with my pupil Mr. Mills.”161 In 

this letter, Latrobe condemns Thornton’s training as an architect, “you told me, that you had 

only studied architecture for one fortnight in the Library of Philadelphia, previously to your 

designing the Capitol.” He claimed Thornton was “wholly deficient in the practise of the 

Art, [and] cannot astonish me who have from my childhood studied and for 15 Years 

practiced the profession.” But Latrobe wasn’t satisfied with attacking Thornton’s training, he 

also attacked his ignorance of the art of architecture and his views “in respect to the 

buildings and the artists of Washington.”162 Thornton, who John Quincy Adams described as 

one of few men he had met with a mind “at once so active, intelligent and weak,” had found 

his nemesis in Latrobe.163 The two battled for years, finally ending with a civil trial in 1813 in 

which the court declared Latrobe the victor. Latrobe, however, gave up his claim to any 

spoils, instructing his lawyer not to seek damages. The judge awarded only a symbolic one-

cent. The Thorntons suffered continual financial problems and Anna Thornton sighed in 

relief at the verdict, writing “One cent damages award given to Latrobe, instead of 

$10,000.”164  

Stuart worked hard to position himself at the center of the power network of each 

city. Stuart’s image as the nation’s portrait artist drew people to him. Dunlap, who never 

came close to replicating Stuart’s success as an artist, took particular note of his modus 
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operandi: “he favoured the renowned, the rich, and the fashionable, by exercising his skill for 

their gratification; and gave present éclat and a short-lived immortality in exchange for a 

portion of their wealth."165  Later in life Stuart would receive many criticisms about his 

erratic behavior—his problems with money, his drinking and his temper. Latrobe would also 

eventually get crossways with Gilbert Stuart, over money, but he would always have respect 

for his talents as an artist. Latrobe called “the greatest painter we have seen….and a 

profligate spendthrift.”166 Latrobe took issue with Stuart’s eccentric behavior, writing advice 

to a young artist named Dominic W. Boudet, “Cannot you contrive to be callous for a few 

Years. If you could, your turn would come, and you might treat the public, if you chose, with 

as much caprice, insult and injustice as Stuart, and they would bear it.”167 Latrobe considered 

Stuart a great artist, but a flawed character. 

 Nonetheless, Stuart’s studio designed by Latrobe served as a gathering place to see 

and be seen in Washington, to gossip and politic and even, like of Thornton and Latrobe, to 

air grievances, and then, for young married couples like Elizabeth Patterson and Jerome 

Bonaparte to visit. 

Power Couples  

Many foreigners saw this period in post-revolutionary American society as an 

opportunity to form alliances with these increasingly powerful American families. Some 

ended in divorce, like that of Maria Bingham, but others proved successful.  Stuart was often 

there to memorialize these marriages with wedding portraits. One brilliant alliance that Stuart 

captured was formed in 1798 between a dark beauty from Philadelphia, Sarah McKean and a 

dashing Spaniard Don Carlos Martinez de Yrujo y Tacón. At a dinner party, Yrujo, the 33-

year old Spanish envoy stationed in Philadelphia, met Sally McKean, the 16-year old 
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daughter of Thomas McKean, one of the country’s most respected statesmen. Thomas 

McKean signed the Declaration of Independence and served as President of the Continental 

Congress, then President of Delaware and Chief Justice of Pennsylvania until he was elected 

its Governor.  After a two year courtship, the couple married in Philadelphia, at eight o’clock 

in the morning and Harrison Gray Oats wrote of the even to his wife, “Mr. Yrujo finished & 

executed his treaty with Miss McKean in the Romish Chapel—The Ceremony was 

performed with due Castilian and diplomatic Gravity, after which the parties went into the 

country where it is probably, they caste off their Robes and Office, & cemented their 

alliance.”168  

Sally McKean, a close friend of the Binghams, the Madisons and the Pattersons, 

contributed powerful connections and charismatic personality to Yrujo’s political success. In 

1802, for his diplomatic successes, he received the title of Marqués de Casa Yrujo and Sally 

became the first Marquise de Casa Yrujo. However, the fairytale marriage didn’t escape 

public scrutiny. One ardent Federalist, William Cobbett, wrote editorials about the couple in 

his Porcupine’s Gazette, alleging they were a rude pair who spoke with profanity and got into 

drunken fights with each other.169 Despite some negative press, the couple moved in the 

highest social and political circles in Philadelphia, then Washington. The de Casa Yrujos 

played a center role in the Washington political and social arena (fig.  21 and 22). 

There i s  a Time when every young g ir l  looks thus.  Woe to him upon whom she looks! 170 

Returning now to Advocate Berryer and the trial in Paris in 1861, the court learned 

few details about Jerome and Elizabeth’s first meeting and their courtship. Berryer said only 

“the Paterson House received the visit of a young French officer,” with no further explanation.  
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One account says that Jerome found accommodations in Baltimore at 36 South 

Street, on the same block with his friend Ruebell and his new in-laws at number 42 and 

Betsy Patterson lived just a few houses toward the harbor, at number 20.171 Betsy, who was 

said to bear a striking resemblance to the Bonaparte family, wrote in a personal letter that it 

was Reubell’s new bride who introduced Jerome to the Patterson home, making the first 

introductions.172  

James Gallatin, the son of Albert Gallatin the Secretary of Treasury and Minster to 

both France and England, wrote in his diary, that while visiting Madame Bonaparte in 

1815—after visiting Madame Recamier—she recounted firsthand the details of her 

encounter with the young prince: 

She was invited to dine with an old Frenchman, the Marquis de Poleon, who 
had escaped with his family from San Domingo during the massacre of that 
island. All the beauties of Baltimore were invited to the dinner…the Catons, 
etc. She was looking out the window overlooking the drive with M. De 
Poleon’s eldest daughter. ‘We saw two young men approaching the house. 
Mlle Pascault exclaimed, pointing to the tall one, “That man will be my 
husband!” I answered, “Very well, I will marry the other one.” Strangely 
enough we both did as we said. Henrietta Pascault married Reubell, son of 
one of the three directors, and I married Jerome Bonaparte.”’173  
 

Many other accounts have been written about the first time the two met, but this account 

seems most likely, as it reportedly came directly from Betsy.  

The couple met sometime between July 24, when Jerome left Washington and 

August 25, when Reubell married her husband. Betsy also later told a friend that after setting 

her sights on the young Bonaparte, she attended the horse races, wearing a white wig. Ladies 

of fashion commonly wore wigs of different colors at that time. “A belle might appear in the 

morning with red hair, at noon with white, and at night with brown.” Commodore Barney 

introduced Betsy to Jerome, as she sat in her carriage, “who was at once struck with 
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admiration of the ‘Grecian Beauty’ (her friend who married Mr. Reubell known as the 

‘Roman Beauty’)”174 General Smith held a dinner that evening and the couple again met, this 

time Betsy wearing her own hair—which Jerome preferred— causing Betsy to never wear 

“those monstrosities” again. They couple met a few days later at a grand ball, where Jerome 

gave her a gold chain with a miniature likeness of himself, “the lady bore it off in triumph. 

Thus the engagement was made.”175  

Alliances…Poli t i ca l  and Passionate 

In late October, Jerome—at Pichon’s continual urging—traveled to 

Washington to make an official visit to President Jefferson. He returned in the 

evening, accompanied by Captain Barney and immediately sent for Pichon. The next 

day, October 21, Pichon presented him to President Jefferson, who then invited him 

to dinner, where Pichon assured the Minister that “Jerome conducted himself, 

during his visit with the President, in a way to give the best account of himself.”176 

On a warm Tuesday evening, the Thornton’s went “to Mr. Pichon’s to tea where we 

had the honor to spend the evening with the brother of the celebrated Bonaparte.”177 

Pichon documented the details of Jerome’s visit to the Capitol to Talleyrand, but 

Pichon’s letter was not simply to advise the Minister of Jerome’s comings and 

goings, it was to drop a bombshell: 

I am distressed to have to add to this news the further news which cannot 
but cause much pain to the First Counsel, and which perhaps has already 
reached him—the news of the marriage which Citizen Bonaparte has been 
on the point of contracting with the daughter of Mr. Patterson, the very rich 
merchant of Baltimore.178 
 

Jerome had mixed political affairs with personal business on his trip to Washington, hoping 

to make a good official impression and garner support for his marriage proposal.  
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At the trial, in 1861, Berryer describes the Bonaparte-Patterson alliance, emphasizing 

not the romantic but the immediate political implications of this marriage: 

Jerome Bonaparte saw Miss Paterson; he was charmed and asked for her hand. In the 
United States, among the memories so dear to those magnificent citizens of what France 
had done for them, and the recent granting of the Louisiana territory strengthening these 
unstinting bonds, everything was coinciding to make Jerome Bonaparte’s proposition even 
greater, even more precious. 
 

Even though the United States was founded on a democracy, elite citizens still continued to 

operate under historical European social practices that valued family alliances through 

marriage. Berryer compares the marriage of Jerome to Elizabeth to America’s purchase of 

the Louisiana territory and expresses the idea that this marriage strengthened the “precious” 

bond between these two countries.  And, the Spanish diplomat brokered the treaty: 

It was the Marquis de Yrujo, Ambassador of Spain who introduced the young officer’s 
proposition to Mrs. Patterson; the date of the wedding was first settled for the third of 
November, 1803. 
 

Berryer, emphasizing the political importance of the marriage, recounts Bonaparte’s 

immediate visit to Washington to see Thomas Jefferson and to announce his marriage 

directly to the American President.  

On the eve of his union to one of the most important families in the American Republic, 
Jerome Bonaparte believed he should visit the President of the United States. He was 
introduced on October 25th to M. Pichon, the Minister of France. Then, he made known the 
honor that he, as brother of the leader of the French Republic, would have in marrying the 
daughter of a citizen of the United States. 
 

Pichon reported to Talleyrand that the wedding was “quite settled,” and Jerome invited him 

to attend the celebration on November 11, “that since I could not prevent the marriage, I 

should, out of politeness, be present.”179 Apparently, some vague gossip had already spread 

to Washington, before Jerome’s announcement reached Pichon’s ears as he adds: “I had not 

heard the matter discussed previously, except in such a vague way that I didn’t believe there 
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was anything to it.” Pichon then confirmed that it was the Minister of Spain, the Marquis de 

Casa Yrujo, who presented Jerome’s proposal to the parents.180 Pichon wrote that he had 

done everything he could to talk Jerome out of the marriage, but Jerome replied, “the matter 

is closed.”  

A Union Neither a Father nor Pres ident Could Prevent 

 William Patterson did not consider the case closed. Jerome, he feared, was too young 

to marry his daughter under French law, without the consent of his mother.  Patterson 

refused to give his consent to the marriage. Jerome stormed off for Washington and Betsy’s 

father sat down and quickly wrote a letter to Jerome, and to his brother-in-law, General 

Samuel Smith. General Smith received the letter and raced to Georgetown within the half 

hour to carryout the urgent request to deliver the letter to Jerome. Time appeared to be of 

the essence. The letter was dated nine o’clock in the evening of October 26, 1803, but Smith 

had learned from Barney that Jerome, after dining with the President, headed for Baltimore 

at seven and would arrive before Smith’s letter would make it to William Patterson. General 

Smith’s letter sets forth the facts known as he came to a rest at nine p.m. that evening:  

I called on Bonaparte this morning and asked him what was his age – he 
answered that he had just passed 21 years…. He informed me that Barney 
was to be the bearer of the letters declaring his marriage and would be 
particularly charged therewith, this will be improper. Barney stands very low 
in France. His Declaration will certainly do more harm than good. Barney 
tells me that he is “to touch $ of Bonapartes in the hands of Perigueux, the 
great Banker…This Bonaparte denies. The match might certainly not to take 
place if he is under age. I wish I could give further advice, friends everywhere 
are alarmed. No one can advise in a case of such delicacy - -181 
 

From the outset, even though Jerome said he had turned twenty-one years old, neither 

Patterson nor Smith were convinced. Enough gossip has spread by now for everyone to 

doubt the character and veracity of the young officer. As an interesting strategy, Berryer, at 
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the trial says only “his commission attested he was over age 21.” While true, Berryer skirts over the 

truth when he describes the details of what was known about Jerome prior to the marriage.  

Good reason existed for doubting Jerome was twenty-one as he was, in fact, just 

eighteen years old.182 General Smith, suspecting Jerome and his commission exaggerated his 

age, went to the President and Vice President for letters to present the Patterson family to 

Napoleon. Then he talked to Jerome for two hours. In addition to age, another issue Smith 

worried about was Jerome’s ability to support a wife: “he makes very light of funds but I 

doubt whether he does not depend upon Bills on his Banker. I pity you – but your sound 

judgment will direct you the proper steps to pursue.”  Smith believed Jerome relied entirely 

on credit to lead his current lifestyle, a fact that also did not bode well for matrimony, even if 

the parties were of the proper age. Smith had also heard “Pichon has actually refused to 

allow his marriage, has declared that the match will give great offence and that therefore he 

dare not be at any part in it of course he will not be a witness to the contract.” Smith’s letter 

records the deep concern he held for the situation, as well as his warning about the validity 

of the marriage: “I regret excessively that I have not seen Bonaparte to deliver your letter – 

but if he is not of age the marriage contract would certainly be void everywhere and the 

marriage itself perhaps in France. Pichon told me that no marriage made under 21 by the 

party in France was valid…. I am dear sir, your friend, S. Smith.” Smith’s letter put the 

Patterson family on notice of all of the potential hazards of this marriage. William Patterson 

was duly advised that Jerome was most likely lying about his age; that he didn’t have the 

financial wherewithal to take a bride; that Napoleon and the French government would 

oppose the marriage; and, that the young man might actually might need to be protected 

because Captain Barney saw a profit to be made for himself from the arrangement.  
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The international political implications of the marriage threatened the already fragile 

relationships between America, France, England and Spain. Thomas Jefferson, who heard 

news from Baltimore that the couple had married, vouched for the Patterson family, in 

writing to the U.S. Minister to France, Robert R. Livingston, but he also expressed his 

concern about how Napoleon might judge his role in failing to prevent the marriage: “The 

effect of this measure on the mind of the First Consul, is not for me to suppose; but as it 

might occur to him, prima facia, that the Executive of the U.S. ought to have prevented it.” 

Jefferson then discussed the Treaty with France for the Louisiana territory, the terms of 

which he and Pichon had recently come to agree upon. Jefferson wrote that Pichon was “an 

able and honest minister,” of the highest degree. However, he also noted the Spain was 

vehemently protesting the sale of the Territory to America, an issue Jefferson considered 

“private questions between France & Spain.”183 If Napoleon thought Jefferson should have 

prevented the marriage, the Treaty with France and even American neutrality could be 

threatened.  

Gossip Stood Tip-Toe and Scandal Rampant 

Word spread quickly about the potential marriage. The British intercepted letters 

carrying many different stories, which then were recounted in the British newspapers. One 

report said the couple had been married in Philadelphia, but the French envoy had the 

marriage license revoked. A few said that Jerome put $80,000 in the bank “as a settlement of 

the Lady,” but the French suspended that too. Whether any of these stories were true is hard 

to tell as T.R. Saffell writes, “Amid these preparations for the sacred altar, however, gossip 

stood tip-toe and scandal rampant.”184  
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Only so much parental intervention works to keep young hearts apart. Mitchell 

describes this time, “That strong passion which blunts the mind and obscures the vision was 

the ruling passion; and a license for their marriage issued from the Baltimore Country Court-

House on the 29th of October 1803.”185 Marriage appeared imminent; however, Jerome 

misjudged Pichon. As soon as Jerome left Washington, Pichon sat to work scouring through 

copies of the French paper the Moniteur, looking for recent French laws on matrimony—one 

imagines resentment fueled his fire. As he bent over the newsprint, General Smith appeared 

as his door.186 Smith showed Pichon the letter written to Jerome from Mr. Patterson, 

denying his consent to the marriage. Then, together, they looked at the French laws. Pichon 

knew that the law of 1792 required a person to be age twenty-one to marry without parental 

consent, however, Pichon then found a Moniteur from the prior year, 1802, recording that 

Napoleon had enacted a new law, raising the legal age to twenty-five. Pichon handed Smith a 

copy of the law for Mr. Patterson.  Even if Jerome were twenty-one, he was still too young 

to marry without parental consent and the marriage, therefore, against French law—

Napoleon’s law. 

Marriage and Conf l i c t  o f  Laws 

The issues raised by this marriage all relate to enforcement of the marriage under 

French laws. American laws supported the marriage between Jerome and Betsy, even if they 

were under age twenty-one. French laws relating to matrimony arose out of state and 

parental interests whereas American laws were based on a “stable, participant-run marriage 

system.”187 America favored the youthful freedom to marry, conferring rights as early as age 

twelve for women and fourteen for men. Although subject to parental control up until age 

twenty-one, even a parent’s objection could be overruled, as noted in the Parton v. Hervey, 1 
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Gray 119, 121 (Mass. 1854), when widow Susan Hervey attempted to annul the marriage of 

her thirteen-year-old daughter, the court refused, “giving its highest sanctions to the contract 

of marriage, and rendering it, as far as possible inviolable…and to prevent fraudulent 

marriages, seductions, and illegitimacy, the common law has fixed that period in life when 

sexual passions are usually first developed as the one when infants are deemed to be at the 

age of consent and capable of entering into the contract of marriage.”188 Even without 

consent, the courts went out of their way to recognize marriage, if the parties were past 

puberty, leaving the policing of youthful passions to the community and parents.  If those 

considerations and financial restrictions didn’t “extinguish the flames of youthful desire,” 

then the free market on marriage contracts in America prevailed in the courts. General Smith 

wrote of financial considerations because in America, parents wielded control over marriage 

by controlling the purse strings.  But if community, family and financial pressures didn’t stop 

a marriage in America, neither would the court system. William Patterson’s concern arose 

solely out from the consequences of his daughter marrying a Frenchman who would then 

return to France to join his brother’s empire. French law either voided or made voidable a 

marriage by anyone under age twenty-five, entered into without parental consent.189 

But what r i sks do you run, O noble  souls !190 

Despite Jerome’s age, the lack of his mother’s consent, the heated objections of the 

French government and her father, Betsy remained determined to marry the young 

Frenchman. Later, she admitted that it was not just love that pushed her blindly toward 

Jerome, but “how pleasing to her vanity was the thought that she was to be a member of the 

family whose name was echoing through two worlds.” And she agreed that others pushed 

her into the alliance: “All Baltimore society, flattered by a choice which did it honor, 
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conspired to encourage their mutual devotion.”191 William Patterson did his best to keep the 

two apart, but then, at one o’clock in the afternoon, on November 5, 1803, he received 

another blow, from the Penny Post—an anonymous letter:  

Is it possible, sir, you can so far forget yourself, and the happiness of your 
child, as to consent to her marrying Mr. Bonaparte? If you knew him, you 
would, as misery must be her portion—he who but a few months ago 
destroyed the peace and happiness of a respectable family in Nantz by 
promising marriage, then ruined, leaving her to misery and shame. What has 
been his conduct in the West Indies? There ruined a lovely young woman 
who had only been married for a few weeks! He parted her from her 
husband, and destroyed that family! And here, what is his conduct? At the 
very moment he was demanding your daughter in marriage, he ruined a 
young French girl, whom he now leaves in misery!...Nothing that can be 
done will be binding on him;…Demand seriously of Miss Wheeler, and you 
will there find he has already demanded her in marriage with the same 
intentions! …Trust not his honor! There never was any in his family!  
Yours, A Friend.192 
 

The author and facts surrounding this letter remain a mystery.193  But the report about 

Jerome’s dalliance with Miss Wheeler could certainly be true. She was the daughter of the 

Mayor of Norfolk, Virginia, where Jerome’s pilot boat landed. Ms. Wheeler was single and 

perhaps a heartbreaker. Aaron Burr writing to his daughter Theodosia, indicated it was better 

that he not be in the same city with her: “Miss Wheeler is also at Washington, and A.B. at 

New-York,—tant mieux.”194  

After receiving the penny post William Patterson determined he would stop Betsy 

from marrying Jerome. Patterson sent Betsy packing to stay with family in Virginia, perhaps 

hoping Jerome would finally leave for France. Rosalie Stier wrote to her mother in 

November of 1803, “The young lady threatened to run away with him, [so] they gave in. The 

date was set and preparations made, but the evening before the wedding she was driven off 

to one of her relatives in Virginia under a chaperone’s custody. I don’t know how this story 
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will end.”195 Later in life, an older and wiser Betsy Patterson would remorsefully indicate that 

Virginia was “[w]here he ought to have left her.”196  

Much later in her life, at the trial, her attorney presenting her case says very little 

about the courtship, or this period of time when doubts began to be raised about the 

marriage. Berryer does not discuss efforts to stop the marriage, or Betsy’s exile to Virginia. 

Berry says only “Objections suspended everything. There are two months of silence before December 21st.  

As Litt l e  as Poss ib le  o f  any Wedding Gown. 

The silence was broken on Christmas Eve, when Elizabeth Patterson and Jerome 

Bonaparte appeared before James Calhoun, the Mayor of Baltimore and Pierre-Jean-Marie 

Sotin, the French Deputy Commissioner and “signed, sealed and delivered” their marriage 

contract. Alexander J. Dallas, the U.S. Attorney for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania, 

prepared the contract.197 The contract, reflecting a father’s attempt to legally protect his 

daughter under American law, provided that if anyone objected to the marriage, Jerome 

Bonaparte agreed to “execute any deed necessary to remove the difficulty”…. and if the 

marriage were annulled, then Elisabeth Patterson “shall have a right in any case to one-third 

of the real, personal and mixed property of her future husband.”198 Both parties signed the 

contract and the witnesses recorded the legal marriage.   

Despite the fact that this particular marriage contract anticipates difficulties with the 

validity of the marriage, including its possible annulment, at the trial of the marriage Berryer 

uses the contract as evidence of the legality of the marriage. “And this is what our opponents call 

illegality!” Berryer exclaims to the crowd.  Legally, if Jerome was not of legal age to consent to 

a marriage, he also could not enter into a contract for marriage.  On this point, Berryer’s 
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legal argument falters and instead, he uses his powers of persuasion to glide through the 

tricky legal technicalities.   

That evening, as was custom among elite families at the time, the civil service was 

followed by a religious ceremony. Bishop John Carroll, in a gray robe with a heavy gold cross 

hanging from his neck, joined the couple in holy matrimony in the Catholic cathedral.199 

Bishop Carroll, an elderly gentleman of great dignity, signed the Declaration of 

Independence and played a significant role establishing the Roman Catholic Church in 

America. Pope Pius VII recognized Bishop Carroll as the first Catholic bishop in the United 

States and, in 1808, its first archbishop.   

Other details of the wedding have proven difficult for historians to piece together, 

even though, as written in accounts in the newspapers, “this wedding stood perhaps without 

a parallel since the mythic days of old Troy.”200 Weddings at this time were generally small, 

intimate affairs. Witnesses, including Captain Barney and the Marques and Marquesa de Casa 

Yrujo, left no diary entries or letters recording the details of the ceremony. 201  Instead, the de 

Casa Yrujos scurried off to Washington to share the details in person. On Christmas day 

they picked up Stuart and went to the Thorntons for dinner, who were then joined by the 

Madisons in the evening. Mrs. Thornton noted the comings and goings that day, “D.T. went 

in the carriage to visit the vice president. The Marquis Y-- & E Brought home to dinner Mr. 

Stewart & Mr. Walker. Rained all day.  Mr. & Mrs. M here in evning.”202 In this way, the 

details of the marriage spread; Gilbert Stuart, no doubt, helped in the cause. 

 While certain facts of the actual wedding will forever remain unknown—despite 

many attempts to fill-in the blanks—the bride’s dress has become legendary. The young 

bride created history not just by her marriage, but by her dress, or rather, her undress. The 
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most famous quote now often repeated is that her entire gown would fit easily into a 

gentleman’s pocket.203 The bride, interviewed later in life, discussed the famous dress. 

Although Jerome had given her a “superb trousseau,” she wore instead “a simple Indian 

muslin, costly…lace a row of pearls encircling her lovely throat.”  Betsy described the dress 

as “a gown I had recently worn, I particularly wished to avoid vulgar display and, truth to 

say, there was as little as possible of any gown at all, dress in that day being chiefly an aid in 

setting off beauty to advantage.”204 One dress worn by Elizabeth Patterson, in this style, 

belongs to the permanent collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art (fig. 23).205  

This revealing style of dress enjoyed attention around the world.  In France, Madame 

Hamelin, a friend of Joséphine and one of the merveilleusess, made history when she was 

unable to complete her promenade through Tuileries garden, as people crowded around her, 

blocking her path in order to see her revealing attire. Her outing inspired other woman, 

including two who were said to have walked entirely décolleté through the Allee des Rogers.206 

In London, the press recorded evening dress as “a round robe of white muslin, the waist 

very short, with plain back, the front low, with a laced tuck, and drawn-close round the 

bosom; turban sleeves.”207  Isaac Cruickshank and James Gillray, British cartoonists, who 

enjoyed a wicked sense of satire and keen eye for politics and women’s fashion, lampooned 

French women in their sheer dresses (fig. 24 and fig. 25).208 In America, the sheer muslin 

dress also became the style, as evidenced by newspaper editorials and also, advertisements 

for the fabric, imported from Bengal (fig. 26).209  

India, and Bengal specifically, had been known for producing and exporting textiles 

for over 4000 years. Cotton was the mainstay of India’s textile market and rural Bengal, 

especially Dacca, due to its favorable climate and geography, developed as the first cotton 



 60 

production center of the world. Through the centuries, alongside the rural production of 

cotton, Bengali weavers mastered unparalleled delicate, sheer artistic creations from local, 

un-dyed cotton. For the finest weaves, artisans required select varieties of short-fiber cotton, 

unique to the banks of certain rivers Bengal, with its humid monsoon climate, produced the 

finest of these world famous cotton textiles, known throughout the world as woven air for 

their softness and transparency. In India, these light-as-air weavings were known by such 

poetic names such as shabnam (evening dew), and gangajal (Ganges water). Around the world, 

fashionable consumers purchased Bengal cotton muslin or mulmul.210   

 The Mughals conquered Bengal in 1576, immediately appreciating that mulmul and 

the spinners and weavers constituted the crown jewel. The Mughal court coveted the rare, 

fine cotton and it was named mulmul khas, or the King’s Muslin. They set up royal 

workshops, or karkhanas, for select artisan spinners and weavers to create their personal 

supply of finely woven white cotton cloth, commissioned only for court officials and elite 

connoisseurs. According to British records, artisans required six months to create a half-

length of mulmul khas, or about 10 yards of fabric.211 The fabric was so thin that tales of its 

softness and transparency spread, continually increasing its value to the elite and then, 

around the world. Legend tells of how the daughter of Emperor Aurangzeb, who reigned 

1658-1707, was accused by her father of wearing too revealing a costume, to which the 

princess replied that she was wearing seven jamahs, or layers of dress.212  

Liberal  Means Free 

While Betsy Patterson remains legendary for wearing her scandalously sheer dress, 

the fabric and the scandals were recorded long before her arrival in Washington. Harrison 

Gray Otis and Abigail Adams wrote of the revealing fashions worn by Maria Bingham. 
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Josephine du Pont, who lived in Charleston, wore the fine muslin chemise in the early 

1800’s, now in the Hagley Museum.213 Other women wore recorded wearing this style of 

dress, as noted by Ms. Stier: “Betsy Cooke[e] who married one of the most prominent 

Baltimore merchants, but it is believed that she will die from a cold she caught at a ball 

where she wore a Greek dress.”214 Margaret Bayard Smith, in 1801 wrote to her sister-in-law 

about “a lady, too who afforded us great diversion. I titled her, Madam Eve, and called her 

dress the fig leaf.”215 Critics and comics turned the dress into a continuing source of criticism 

and satire, one critic “fond of statistics who calculated that in one year eighteen ladies caught 

fire and eighteen thousand caught cold.”216 Yet, contrary to what historians have written, just 

because the dress was fashionable, does not mean it was not also socially, politically and 

artistically significant. The end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth centuries 

marked a dramatic, however brief, shift in the era of women’s freedoms and rights. Elizabeth 

Patterson read modern thought on women’s rights, including Wollstonecraft’s most famous 

text, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Elizabeth’s aunt, known to attend sessions of 

Congress, also gave her a copy of Wollstonecraft’s 1799 Maria: or, The Wrongs of Woman.217 

The idea of women’s rights and freedoms circulated during this time, allowing American 

women not only make their lives more public by expressing political views, but expressing 

their personal sense of freedom by showing their bodies, through sheer, artfully draped 

fabric.  

The first significant changes to recreating the public female form began at the 

beginning of the 1790’s when women raised the waistlines on their dresses and dropped 

their décolletage.  According to fashion historians, the décolletage, however, was lined with 

lace and “filled with a fine gauze fichu, called a ‘tippet.’”218 While the breasts were beginning 



 62 

to be displayed, modesty prevailed and the décolletage remained covered.219 But the French 

Revolution and the ensuing Napoleonic era brought the most dramatic changes to women’s 

dress and image. American women followed the French lead through print ads, letters and a 

continual exchange of ideas, one young girl writing to another: “I have much to tell you of 

the French style of dress.”220 The new French styles, reflecting on classical ideas of art and 

the female body, freed women from the confines of their stays. The changes were not just to 

fashion, but to the how the woman’s body was created, envisioned, and displayed in public. 

An American woman’s body, until this small window of time in history in the early nation 

period, was crafted and formed by means of armature that not only conformed her body to 

an unnatural form, with animal bone, but concealed it, under layers of fabric and lace and 

drapery.221 Stays painfully drew in the ribcage and waist; hoops, constructed like cages, 

expanded her lower body below the waist; a woman’s figure was drawn in and pushed out, 

exaggerated, bound and packaged for public view (fig. 27).  

For a short while, during the early national period—before women returned to 

covering their bodies in petticoats, hoops and yards of heavy fabric—women made 

revolutionary statements about their personal freedoms.222 It was no simple matter to throw 

off their stays or hoop skirts – it took more than a good fashion sense, to be willing to 

display the body in its natural and naked form. The Lockean liberalism that shaped the 

Enlightenment and influenced the American and French Revolutions argued for individual 

rights and freedoms, the idea of “liberal,” not standing in opposition to “conservative,” but 

from the Latin root liberates, or “free.”223 The Grecian dress, as argued by Barbara 

Charlesworth Gelpi, in Significant Exposure: The Turn-of-the-Century Breast, “by their allusion to 

the drapery outlining or declining from the forms of goddesses in antique statuary, these 
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garments also serve as exhibitions of female autonomy and fertility. They are power 

clothes.”224  

In the Federalist Port Folio—on the same day Elizabeth Patterson wore her famous 

dress to fit in man’s pocket—a women, writing by the name “Sacahrissa,” blamed all the 

evils of Jefferson’s republicanism on women’s dress, “What, comparing great things to small, 

can be more like to the casting off a hoop, than a national revolution?”225  One wit, 

responded by saying, “The change in the female dress of late must contribute very much to 

domestic bliss; no man can surely now complain of petticoat government.”226 The dress 

resembled a woman’s undergarment, the chemise, and what was worn underneath, if 

anything, often distinguished one woman’s sense of freedom from another. As Betty-Bright 

P. Low indicates, in Of Muslins and Merveilleuses, “to jettison restricted undergarments was to 

manifest physically the new civic and social freedom.”227 The only undergarment worn at this 

time might be a knee-length chemise—a garment once called a shift (although that term 

became vulgar). The chemise, made of cotton or linen, had a square neck opening gathered 

in muslin frill and short sleeves. Prior to the first of the 19th Century, only men wore 

“drawers,” or what we would now call underpants or underwear.  And wagging tongues 

accused the first women of the haut ton who appeared in drawers—loose cotton pantaloons, 

often flesh colored, with a drawstring waist and cuff at the knee—of great immodesty.228 

Historian Charlene Boyer Lewis argues in Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte: Ill Suited for the Life of a 

Columbians Modest Wife,” that Elizabeth was a leader in understanding and implementing the 

symbolic power of this freedom in the early 1800s.229 All evidence indicates that underneath 

her dress, the new bride of Jerome Bonaparte wore neither chemise nor drawers.  



 64 

 

Part II .  

Mr. and Mrs.  Bonaparte  Arrive  in Washington 

At the trial of the marriage in 1861, Berryer does not discuss his client’s revealing 

fashions. In fact, Berryer does not provide the courtroom with any further facts about the 

entire first year of the marriage, a year in which the couple circulate throughout American 

society. He says only, “A year passes.”230 But in this year, the response to the marriage unfolds. 

Thus, to reconstruct the events after the marriage, it is necessary to rely on contemporary 

accounts not contained in the trial record. 

As soon as the marriage ceremony ended, William Patterson began a determined 

campaign to secure the legal bonds of the marriage. He wrote to James Monroe, who was in 

London, requesting his assistance to “make a proper representation” to the Bonapartes 

about the Patterson family and their “situation and connextions.” He advised Mr. Monroe 

that as to this marriage, “however flattering a concession of this nature might be…it by no 

means meets with my approbation… I therefore gave it all the opposition in my power 

consistent with reason and propriety but found it impossible to prevent their union without 

risking their future happiness… Mr. B--- himself, is amiable, possessed of very promising 

talents, and highly cultivated beyond his age.” At the same time, he recognized, “he is 

possibly under age by the laws of France, and that his family might not be satisfied with the 

match.”231 Patterson sought the help of those in powerful positions in Europe, and he also 

sent his son Robert Patterson to attempt to meet with the Bonaparte family in France.  

While her father worked to secure the marriage in France, the couple went to 

Washington. They visited the city twice in a short period of time after their wedding, the first 
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time to officially announce their marriage and experience the height of the social season in 

the city. Mrs. Thornton recorded their arrival on Tuesday, the 3rd of January, a hazy and 

damp day in the city after rain the prior evening.232 Aaron Burr, also in Washington, wrote to 

his daughter Theodosia of the arrival of the Bonapartes and their wedding party: 

Jerome Bonaparte, wife, maids of honour (Miss Spear et al.) &c. &c., will be 
here to-morrow. There are various opinions about the expediency, policy, 
decency and future prospects of this match. I adhere to Mrs. Caton. To be 
sure the French laws say something on this subject. As you are a learned lady, 
I will not say what; but, if you avow ignorance, you shall have all I know….233 
 

The couple arrived in Washington at high season and immediately became the talk of the 

town. Benjamin Latrobe, who arrived at about the same time, noted: “at this season this city 

cannot fail to be pleasant as to society, of which there is so much, and such variety, that a 

choice may be made.”234 Unfortunately, the Latrobes’ trunks went missing in route and they 

“were in a great distress for a change of dress, and also from our inexperience in the very 

important article of marketing.”235 Latrobe, intimately familiar with social life in Philadelphia, 

knew that one couldn’t travel in Washington’s pleasant society without the clothing that 

marketed the man, or the woman. 

On the evening of January 7, 1804, John Quincy Adams reported seeing the 

Bonaparte couple at the French Ambassador’s and he noted Pichon’s loud protests about 

the hasty marriage.236  

Tea and spent the evening at M. Pichon’s Citizen Jerome Bonaparte and his 
wife there—also the Vice-President, Secretaries and several 
Frenchmen….Pichon is profoundly mortified at the marriage of Jerome. He 
says it is impossible the First Consul should put up with it—‘tis a marriage 
against many laws, usages, many opinions, and many prejudices, personal, 
official, and national, of the First Consul. Jerome is not of age; he is an 
office; he is the First Consul’s brother. The marriage undoubtedly will be 
broken. But Pichon hopes it will not affect the national honor. He has given 
express warnings of all these facts to the lady’s parents. But they have such 



 66 

an inconceivable infatuation, they and the whole family of the Smith’s, for 
the match, that make it they must; and it was really the young man who was 
seduced.237 
 

Pichon, who represented the First Counsel’s interests in this matter, believed that Jerome 

had been taken advantage of by a family intent on the glory of a match with the French 

power. The marriage quickly took on international significance. 

 Lyons and Tigers ,  Oh My! 

France and England were at war and American impartiality was important to both 

sides. Jefferson, writing to Doctor Benjamin Rush, exclaimed, “Tremendous time in Europe! 

How mighty this battle of lyons and tigers! With what sensations should the common herd 

of cattle look on it? With no partialities, certainly.”238 But the British wartime practice of 

impressing American citizens into service had become a major source of tension between 

America and England.239 Since the war began in 1803, and the growing threat presented by 

Napoleon, British impressments had grown at an alarming pace and would eventually 

become one of the major cases of the war of 1812.  Anthony Merry, the British diplomat, 

arrived in Washington in November of 1803, which marked the beginning of the escalation 

of the British actions against American sailors. Although the French and the British 

ambassadors socialized in Washington, tensions remained high. On December 5, 1803, 

Jefferson advised Congress through a special message about seventy new cases of 

impressments.  

Mrs. Merry ,  Quite  Contrary  

Anthony Merry, according to Jefferson “appears so reasonable and good a man,” but 

his wife Mrs. Merry, née Elizabeth Death, “is a virago, and in the short course of a few 

weeks has established a degree of dislike among all classes which one would have thought 
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impossible in so short a time.”240 Mrs. Merry “entirely the talker and actor in all companies,” 

overshadowed her husband. Ungraceful and masculine, she made an appearance at a ball 

dripping in diamonds, looking “brilliant and fantastic,” in white satin gown with a long train, 

a blue crape shawl covered in silver spangles, worn over her head and draping down to the 

floor.241 The Merrys drew the consternation of the city by their un-republican display of 

wealth and luxury, as well Mrs. Merry’s aristocratic ideas. Latrobe wrote about the current 

state of affairs, “We are here kept in agitation by a dispute among the Ladies about 

precedence. Mrs. Merry claims the precedence of all other ladies including the wives of the 

Secretaries, in which she is support by the Marquis and Marchioness de Casa Yrujo. As the 

consequences of this dispute, contemptible as it is, may become serious.”242  

Jefferson considered the pretentions of the Merrys (and the de Casa Yrujos) 

untenable, writing “we say to them, no: The principle of society with us, as well as of our 

political constitutions, is the equal rights of all…nobody shall be above you, nor you above 

anybody, pele-mele is our law.”243 The reports, even from the Federalist Rosalie Stier Calvert, 

noted the lavish and rich style adopted by the Merrys, and the problems they were already 

causing: “He has three different carriages, all of the latest fashion, an enormous amount of 

furniture, servants, etc., and he has rented two houses…. They plan on living in the most 

splendid style, which will not be at all agreeable to Mr. Jefferson and his Democratic party 

who want to introduce a system of equality and economy.”244 Jefferson then declared that if 

Mrs. Merry “perseveres, she must eat her soup at home.”245 The Merrys, through their 

extravagance, become the brunt of public criticism and more importantly, she offended what 

Margaret Bayard Smith called Jefferson’s leveling principle of democracy.”246 Latrobe wrote 

of the lines being drawn, the political implications reverberating internationally: “Trifling as 
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this business is, it is exceedingly to be regretted, for it will color our intercourse with the 

British court.”247 According to British records at the time, a noticeable change had occurred 

in American-British diplomatic relations. “I can scarcely credit the Testimony of my own 

Senses in examining the Turn which Affairs have taken, the manifest Ill-Will discovered 

towards us,” wrote the Edward Thornton, the former British charge d’affairs.  Edward 

Thornton also believed that Jefferson intentionally meant to pick a battle with Great Britain 

to secure help from the French to pressure Spain to sell Florida to the United States. 

Thornton’s assumption appeared correct. When Anthony Merry arrived for his 

introduction to the President of the United States, Merry was ceremoniously dressed for the 

occasion in a dark blue coat trimmed in velvet and gold, white breeches and silk stockings, a 

hat bearing a large feather plume and a sword.248 Others noted that he was “bespeckeled 

with the spangles of [t]he gaudiest court dress.”249 Jefferson, on the other hand, met Minister 

Merry “not merely in undress, but actually standing in slippers down at the heels, and both 

pantaloons, coat and under-clothes indicative of utter slovenliness and indifference to 

appearances and in a state of negligence actually studied.”250 Jefferson adopted the dishabille 

style of dress, even at a State function, indicating a studied indifference to the conventional 

British dignitary.251 By some reports, Jefferson also snubbed Mrs. Merry, offering his hand 

instead to the new bride, Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte.252  

Compared to the wife of the British minister Merry, the new bride of the French 

brother of Napoleon more closely represented Jeffersonian ideals of dress and 

womanhood.253 Aaron Burr, who shared these ideals, wrote from Washington to his 

daughter: “Jerome Bonaparte and his bride are here. She is a charming little woman.... 

dresses with taste and simplicity (by some thought too free); has sense, spirit, and 
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sprightliness.”254 The striking contrast in dress between the English and French foreign 

dignitaries turned many heads and the precedence of identifying clothing with political 

leaning had been established in Washington.  Observers noted that those aligned with the 

Jefferson Democrat-Republicans, “took their cue from the style adopted at the Great 

House.”255 Style and dress under the Jefferson administration carried significant political 

freight. When Stuart painted Jefferson’s own portrait in 1805 (The Medallion Portrait) he 

portrayed him with a distinctive man’s haircut in a pro-French, neoclassical style found on 

Roman coins and sculpture (fig. 28).256 Jefferson respected Stuart and his eye for design, 

describing him as “the celebrated portrait painter.” During their sitting at Stuart’s studio in 

June of 1805, the two men discussed the design of Monticello and Stuart gave Jefferson 

recommendations for floor colors and a recipe for furniture varnish. Jefferson referred to 

this classically-influenced portrait as “the best which has been taken of me,” a conclusion 

echoed by Dr. Thornton and Jefferson’s daughter, Martha Jefferson Randolph. 257  

Significantly, the neoclassical profile is in the same style as that of the profile in the triple 

portrait of Elizabeth Patterson.  

Her Limbs Revealed,  Her Bosom Bare   

The Stier family continually feared the rise of Jefferson’s influence. In January, 1802, 

Mme. Stier, Rosalie’s mother, wrote to her son, “Our politics are going quite badly. 

Jacobinism and democracy increase every day.”258 And, Mrs. Stier and her daughter both 

kept a close eye on women’s fashion at the time and its relationship to rising Jacobinism, 

greater freedoms and lower morals.  

The airiness of French attire has penetrated here, but not to the same degree. 
The voiles are a little higher and not as transparent.  Papa recently came back 
[from the city] and couldn’t stop talking about two ladies who he said 
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reminded him of eels stripped of their skin—without skirt, sleeves, or 
anything to furnish them some grace…All the men joke mercilessly about 
them.”259 
 

Despite conservative pushback, American women followed the tone set in France where a 

new sense of freedom had taken over and historians have noted, “the human body was seen 

as a living force that was to be displayed openly, no longer hidden or disguised.”260 

Naturalism in life and dress prevailed under the Jefferson administration, though to what 

degree seemed to depend on the eye of the beholder.  

By the end of 1803, the conservative Rosalie Calvert also began to show a little skin, 

writing to her sister, in Antwerp that their fashions “are about the same. I wear my sleeves 

half-way up the arm; those who follow the exaggerated fashion wear them even shorter and 

very transparent, with gloves of a kind of lace called “patient,” which lets the skin show 

through.  It certainly is flattering.”261 In adopting the transparent styles, Rosalie enjoyed the 

effect of exposing her skin through the lace gloves. A few months later, she wrote: “The 

clothes they wear are extremely becoming, [although] some display a little too much—

among others, Madame Bonaparte who wears dresses so transparent and tight that you can 

see her skin through them, no chemise at all.”  Elizabeth Patterson’s dress was not unusual, 

only the style in which she wore it, form-fitting and without any underclothing to cloak her 

body.  In this same thought, Rosalie then compares Elizabeth Patterson to the Mrs. Merry, 

“the new English Ambassadress, is so fat and covers only with fine lace two objects which 

could fill a fourth of a bushel!”262 The Washington crowd made continual comparisons 

between the French bride, too well displayed, and Mrs. Merry, too finely draped in lace.  

 Elizabeth Patterson continued to raise eyebrows and set tongues waging for pushing 

the boundaries of decent exposure in Washington society. Mrs. Robert Smith gave an 
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“elegant and select party” for her newly-married niece, whose “appearance was such that it 

threw all the company into confusion and no one dar’d to look at her but by stealth; the 

window shutters being left open, a crowd assembled round the windows to get a look at this 

beautiful little creature for every one allows she is extremely beautiful.”263 Elizabeth’s dress 

caused great consternation “the thinnest sarcenet and white crepe without the least stiffening 

in it, made without a single plait in the skirt, the width at the bottom being made of gores; 

there was scarcely any waist to it and no sleeves; her back, her bosom, part of her waist and 

her arms were uncover’d and the rest of her form visible.” Of the sheerest fabric, Elizabeth’s 

dress hung in a column, so closely fitted to her body, that the hem had to be gored to allow 

her movement. Her entire body remained visible not only to the select few at the party, but 

also to those with noses pressed against the glass.  Thomas Law, who was at Mrs. Smith’s 

party, wrote a salacious verse that circulated through society: 

I was a Mrs. Smith’s last night 
And highly gratified my self 
Well! What of Madame Bonaparte 
Why she’s a little whore at heart 
Her lustful looks her wanton air 
Her limbs revealed her bosom bare 
Show her ill suited for the life 
Of a Columbians modest wife 
Wisely she’s chosen her proper line 
She’s formed for Jerome’s concubine.264 
 

Elizabeth’s marketing, to use Benjamin Latrobe’s term, caused a great stir in Washington 

society. Rosalie Stier wrote her mother how “Mrs. Bonaparte came to a dance given by Mr. 

Smith, wearing a dress so transparent that you could see the color and shape of her thighs, 

and even more!” She reported that their nephew Law had written this verse and then 

Colonel Burr “wickedly told the lady that someone had written some very pretty verses 
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about her beauty, and she so insisted on seeing them that the poor poet, in order to keep his 

eyes, had to write the second verse:” 

 
Napoleon full of trouble 
Conquers for an empty bubble 
Jerom’s conquest full of pleasure 
Gains him a substantial treasure  
The former triumphs to destroy 
The alter triumphs to enjoy 
The former’s prise were little worth 
If e’en he vanquished all the earth 
The latter Heaven itself has won 
For the ador’d Miss Paterson.265 
 

The attention was too much for her aunt Mrs. Smith, who knew Elizabeth would also be at 

Mrs. Pichon’s the following evening, and sent word to her that “if she wished to meet them 

there, she must promise to have more clothes on.”266  

To See Madam Bonaparte ’ s  Pic ture  

The snow, at the end of January, fell heavily and residents of Baltimore drove out in 

their sleighs. Sleighing parties, popular in the winter, offered the opportunity for young 

women, their feet warmed by hot bags of sand on the bottom of the sleighs, to glide around 

at great speed, while their sweethearts attended their horses, accompanied by a fiddler, at the 

head of the party. When the party stopped, the young of spirit would dance in the streets.267 

A reporter described the lively scene on Market Street, with “sleighs and four!!!! sleighs of two!! 

And sleighs of one!” A reporter spotted the young Bonaparte couple, joining in the fun of the 

sleigh party, but soon, they ran into a snowball brigade and barely survived: 

The younger part of our city patriots were, as customary on such occasions, 
troublesome and dangerous with their snowballs. Madame Bonaparte, we 
understand, was thrown at and struck by a ball; for the perpetrator of which, 
it is said, her husband offered a reward of five hundred dollars.  
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The lighthearted report, poking a jab at the passionate young bridegroom, ends with the 

quip: “The evil certainly requires a remedy, and several lads, we learn, have been taken up by 

the constables.”268 Jerome, not displaying much of a sense of humor, continued to throw his 

money and his bravado around.  

James Madison and Aaron Burr traveled to Baltimore for dinner with Madame 

Bonaparte. Madison calculated snowfall on the journey and determined he would take the 

wheels from his coachee and put it on runners. After they “passed the evening with Madame 

Bonaparte; all very charming,” the pair left to sleigh back to Washington. Aaron Burrs said 

Madison was very proud of his sleighing plan, “a hundred times he applauded the wisdom of 

his plan.” Unfortunately, they ran out of snow on the journey and couldn’t travel any 

further, making Burr to comfort himself with “dinner and a bottle of wine,” no woman 

being present to help vent his spleen.269  

In Washington, the snow also fell, but it did not stop the citizens from enjoying a 

busy social season. On a snowy Sunday, the sky hazy, Stuart visited the Thorntons, after they 

had dined with the Madisons. The next day, Monday, January 30, Stuart came to call again, 

catching a ride in the carriage with Dr. Thornton and bringing his pictures of the Marquis to 

show the couple.270  The following day, the weather was still hazy but moderate, and Stuart 

called again at the Thorntons. Stuart made the social rounds in Washington, dining with the 

city’s elite—very often with the Thorntons and Madisons.  

Betsy and Jerome escaped the terrors of the snowball wars in Baltimore and on 

Saturday, February 4, Mrs. Thornton wrote in her diary: “Mr. & Mrs. Bonaparte arrived.”271 

But danger followed them; this time, a bit more frightening than a snowball. General Smith 

reported to William Patterson: 
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Dear sir: Betsy’s great presence of mind and firmness of character preserved 
her last night. Coming in after night, the coachman was thrown from the 
box. Mr. Bonaparte jumped out, but could not stop the horses. They went 
on, but regularly. Finding her danger increased, she opened the door, and 
jumped out into the snow, without receiving any injury.”272  
 

The Bonapartes made this second, eventful visit to Washington so that Stuart could paint 

their portraits, attracting continued interest by everyone with a pen handy. Pichon’s letters 

confirm that “L’objet de son voyage est de faire peindre son epouse par Stewart.”273 The town seemed 

to buzz with excitement. On the 6th, the Thorntons visited Mr. & Mrs. Bonaparte, the day of 

Elizabeth’s nineteenth birthday. The next day, Wednesday, the Thorntons received 

numerous distinguished callers: “Mr. &Mrs. Merry, M-Thornton, Mr. & Mrs Madison, Mrs. 

Paine, Mr & Mrs. Tayloe, Mr & Mrs. Law, Judges Marshall and Washington, Mr. Epps & Randolph 

and the MarquisD.—Dined here.” 274 One can guess everyone talked of the arrival of the 

Bonapartes in town and the next day, the newlyweds called again on the Thorntons. Friday, 

“60 ladies and gentlemen” gathered at a large party in the evening.  

Stuart finished the painting within ten days after the couple’s arrival in Washington. 

Many years later, Betsy showed her portrait to some ladies, saying, “Do you see how pleased 

and happy I look? That was because all the time I was sitting the artist was telling me how 

much he admired me, and how handsome I was.”275  Latrobe wrote, “Jerome and Madame 

Buonaparte have amused us considerably for the fortnight. She is certainly pretty, and her 

youth and singular fortune may excuse her if she be not very wise. Of her it may be said, 

Bella te vedo, saggia te credo. She has much scandalized the lovers of Drapery and disgusted the 

admirers even of the naked figure.”276 The portrait of the young bride portrays three views of 

her head with no dress or drapery of any sort, an unusual work and the only one like it by 
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Stuart. On Valentine’s Day, Madame Bonaparte received a note from her friend Sally 

McKean: 

The Marchioness de Casa Irujo – compliments to Madame Bonaparte & 
would be happy to know how she is this morning. The Marchioness has the 
pleasure to present to Mde. Bonaparte, the inclosed beautiful lines written by 
a Gentleman—on condition—that they may be printed.  
 

The post then included a Valentine poem, describing the picture with three heads by Stuart, 

from “the author, Mr. Law, Brother of Lord Ellenborough,” famous for his vers de societe: 

Mde. Bonaparte having come to the city, that Mr. Stewart might paint her full 
length, it was observed that upon the portrait’s arrival at Paris, the Venus de 
Medici would be thrown into the Seine for its inferiority. But instead of a full 
length it was afterwards determined that Mr. Stewart should draw three heads 
of Mde. Bonaparte in one picture, viz, a full face, two thirds of a face & a 
profile. From this circumstance arose the following lines by Mr. Law: 

   
The painter won’t overwhelm the sculptor’s art 

  For Venus’ Statue we no longer fear, 
  The matchless form of Mde. Bonaparte 
  Will not by Stewart at full length appear. 
 
  But ah! The picture with three heads in one 
  With so much fervor idolized will be 
  I tremble, lest our faith should be undone 
  By this new captivating trinity.277 
 
Stewart finished the portrait of Elizabeth Bonaparte quickly, much to the delight of the 

social crowd in Washington who rushed to his studio to see the work of art.  From the lines 

written by Thomas Law we learn that the portrait was to have portrayed her entire body and 

to have been sent to Paris. Stuart instead chose to paint an original work, a trinity of three 

faces. The Tayloes held another ball that evening, the same day that Ann Thornton, her 

mother and her husband “went to M-Stewart’s painting room to see M-Bonaparte’s 

picture.”278 
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As evidenced by the letters and verses and heightened level of excitement reported 

when Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte appeared in Washington, other women recognized – 

although sometimes unable to withhold a jealous barb—her body was a work of art. Even 

conservative Federalist Rosalie Stier Calvert knew that the style of dress arose from an 

activated appreciation of the art that focused on the female body. “I am surprised that an 

art-lover like yourself should not approve of the clinging dress which gives the painter and 

sculptor opportunity to contemplate and study beauties formerly left to their imagination,” 

she wrote to her brother.279 Stuart, intending to paint Elizabeth in full length, chose instead 

to leave her beauty to the imagination.  

As the artist contemplated his subject, admirers considered his challenging 

commission, Baron de Maupertuis, who Pichon described as a relative of Jerome’s mother 

and the “minster of external affairs, wrote: 

Has your painter already started his beautiful work? I find that he undertakes a difficult 
job. When one has only to do an ordinary portrait, by flattering a little bit, one almost 
always succeeds in pleasing the model. But with you, it is Nature in all truth that he must 
render, and the best brushes are almost always deficient in such a situation.280 
 

Painting the beautiful body of Elizabeth Patterson, others agreed, proved too much of an 

undertaking for even the greatest painter at the time. Maupertuis recognized that art could 

not do better than nature. He wrote again, “If ever you fancy to see your charms come alive 

under the brush, choose the author of Emilie as a painter, he molds nature while making his 

portraits. I wish I could, as he does, depict love and the Graces?” Many waited to see the 

Elizabeth’s full length portrait but instead, Gilbert Stuart depicted the Graces, well known as 

referencing the female nude, and the idea of repetition, reminding the viewer of her missing 

naked form, over and over again.  
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Two Portrai ts ,  One Finished,  One Unfinished 

Stuart scholars have routinely concluded that Elizabeth Patterson’s portrait is an 

unfinished work. After carefully comparing these secondhand accounts to the original 

writings written contemporaneously with the portrait, I conclude Stuart finished the portrait, 

in a short period of time. The conclusion that the portrait remains unfinished come from 

two sources: (1) Stuart scholar George Mason, who quotes Stuart’s daughter Jane, who was 

not born in 1804, and (2) Samuel Lorenzo Knapp, who published a lecture on various 

painters and their practices in a broad history of American Culture, without any references. 

Neither of these sources are primary sources.  

George Mason quotes Gilbert Stuart’s daughter, Jane, as providing the following 

account: 

Jerome Bonaparte, the husband of Madame Bonaparte, was anxious to have 
her portrait completed, it having been in an unfinished state for some time; 
but as sitters were crowding in upon my father, this request could not be 
immediately complied with. Bonaparte deemed it an insult to be so neglected, 
and when the two came together---Bonaparte and Stuart—the painter 
thought that the remarks addressed to him were impertinent; the result was 
Bonaparte could not get possession of his own or his wife’s portrait on any 
terms. He sent his friends to offer any price, but these offers made no 
impress on Stuart.281 
 

Jane Stuart’s timeline conflicts with contemporaneous accounts written by many others in 

the month of February, 1804 when the work was completed. These accounts indicate Stuart 

finished the portrait within a matter of days, and everyone rushed to see the painting. Yet 

reading her statement closely, she doesn’t indicate the portrait was never finished, only that 

Jerome wanted it finished even quicker. Jane Stuart also said, “this beautiful sketch of 

Madame Bonaparte was the idol that I worshipped.”282  
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Knapp’s statement is even less compelling. Knapp generally discusses “numerous 

instances…many of them believed” of Stuart refusing to finish a portrait—indicating, within this 

statement that many statements about Stuart cannot be believed. Knapp then describes “one 

of these pictures…which is unfinished still,” as “three views of the beautiful face of a 

celebrated dame, who was then just married to a foreign magnate.” Then, Knapp describes 

the confrontation between Stuart and “her dapper husband, who found fault with the 

drapery. ‘That you can buy,’ said the indignant artist, ‘at any millner’s shop in the city.’”283 

Knapp does not attempt to identify the actual portrait nor the identity of the husband, 

indicating that the story is meant to be a tale and not a statement of historical fact about 

Elizabeth Patterson’s actual portrait.  

Knapp’s story also does not correspond with the actual painting, as neither dress nor 

drapery would be appropriate for this picture of three views of Elizabeth Patterson head, 

neck and shoulders, against a plain background. The portrait, rather than representing an 

indifference to clothing, is intended to lead the viewer to contemplate the missing body and 

the possibility of that body without clothes. Stuart was not rejecting the importance of dress, 

but championing a return to classical ideas of beauty and an appreciation of the female form 

as a work of art. Comparisons of Betsy’s body to that of Venus de Medici indicate that it was 

the imagination at work, the image of a naked body that Stuart could not paint for a modest 

American public where such works had been seen, but not attempted by artists. To the 

extent he couldn’t provide the naked body then yes, the work remains unfinished, but 

intentionally so.  

The contemporaneous letter by Benjamin Latrobe and the vers de société by Thomas 

Law both indicate that her naked form was on everyone’s mind. Based on all the accounts at 
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the time, including Anna Thornton’s diary entry and Thomas Law’s verse, the painting was 

finished with a short span of time and those who viewed the work thought it a masterpiece 

worth writing about in verse and letter.  

Stuart quickly yet definitively created an original, classical painting of Elizabeth 

Patterson, recognized by many at the time as a work of art. The next year, Stuart completed 

Thomas Jefferson’s neoclassical Medallion Portrait, also quickly, creating an enduring and 

important image of an American original, referencing classical Roman coins and sculpture. 

Betsy’s portrait is not only in the same neoclassical style, but predated Jefferson’s sitting and 

hanging in Stuart’s studio at the time, could have also influenced this work.  

Jerome’s portrait, by comparison, received no attention and remains clearly 

unfinished. Perhaps, over time, writers conflated anecdotes about the two works (fig. 29). 

Stuart painted the features of Jerome’s face, but merely blocked in colors for the rest of the 

portrait, including a dark military jacket with gold epaulettes on the shoulder and white shirt. 

A few years later, the painter Thomas Sully accidently walked across the painting of Jerome, 

lying on the floor. Stuart said to Sully, “You needn’t mind. It’s only a @!#% French 

barber.”284 Based on reports about Jerome’s character, and that of Stuart, it’s no surprise the 

two battled. The portraits of these newlyweds, by Gilbert Stuart, indicate they were unlikely 

to ever hang on a wall as a couple.  While Elizabeth’s portrait hung on the wall, Jerome’s lay 

on the floor. Stuart portrays Elizabeth as a work of art, a complex beauty with multiple sides 

to her personality. Jerome, by contrast, is unpolished and unfinished. If in fact wedding 

portraits are “virtual biographies describing two individuals intricately linked,” as Miles 

argues, then the biography Stuart painted of these two presages the story of the actual 

marriage of this young couple.285  
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Stuart ’ s  Whim 

Evidencing his attachment to the work, Stuart kept Elizabeth’s portrait for eighteen 

years, refusing to give it to Elizabeth or her family until he finally handed it to her father, in 

1822. Elizabeth, in Europe at the time her father took possession, expressed her thanks to 

her father for finally wrestling the portrait from the artist, although she didn’t receive actual 

ownership of the portrait until he died, leaving it to her by his Will.286 Anecdotal accounts 

about the Patterson portrait include several reasons why Stuart may not have wanted to give 

it to the patrons. Stuart, visited by all the local notables, heard their approval and admiration 

for Elizabeth’s portrait; perhaps he became attached to his work, for artistic reasons, and 

decided to keep it to display to others as Stuart boasted of displaying “portraits of great and 

eminent personages.”287 Or, perhaps Stuart intended to make copies or, by keeping this 

remarkable woman’s portrait in his studio, he simply brought more business in his door. In 

fact, the history of this portrait and that of David’s Madame Recamier portrait prove to be 

very similar. Madame Recamier commissioned the portrait by David in 1800 and soon 

complained because it was taking too long; she commissioned one of his students to paint 

her instead (fig. 30 and fig. 31).288 David kept the work, saying to his model: “Women have 

their whims, and so do artists; allow me to satisfy mine by keeping this portrait.”289 Stuart 

was known to operate on a whim or two of his own.290  

From This the Modest  Graces Grew 

Sarah Morton saw the portrait when she visited his studio on March 5, 1804 with 

Ann Thornton and Miss Spear.291 On August 12, 1804, she sent a letter and poem to 

Elizabeth, three stanzas of which are as follows: 

…So in the Charms which deck thy Form, 
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The Graces of thy Soul we find, 
That Blush, from Nature’s Pencil warm, 
Is but the Bounty of the Mind. 
 
…And though thy Bosom’s downy Throne 
The Whiteness of the Dove impart, 
E’en that, the Critick’s Eye will own, 
Is not more spotless than thine Heart. 
 
The Finish’d Form, the speaking Eyes, 
To Sense & Dif f idence are due, 
While that their brilliant Glance supplies, 
From this the modest Graces grew.292 

 

These stanzas reflect repeated reference to the Graces. The Graces, from Greek mythology, 

are the goddesses of joy, charm and beauty, represented in classical works of art as three 

nude females. Morton’s verse speaks to Betsy’s “Form,” as well as her “Bosom’s downy 

Throne,’ drawing a picture with words of her missing body.  But it’s Betsy’s eyes that speak, 

that supply the finished form, with sense and shyness (diffidence). By reference to the 

Graces, and through the eyes of his subject, Stuart’s portrays the nude female body and so 

the “modest  Graces grew.”  

Sarah Morton, a writer and poet, conveys the sense that what is left is supplied 

through the eyes of the subject and the imagination of the viewer. Sarah Morton’s own 

portrait by Stuart, completed circa 1800-1802, is also an original work of this unusual woman 

(fig. 32), with whom Stuart shared a close relationship. Stuart brushed over much of her 

body, creating one of his most sensuous works. His brush strokes create movement and life, 

expressed in an almost intentionally abstract manner, many years before painters worked in 

this style. In her poem to Stuart about the portrait, published in The Port Folio on June 18, 

1803, Morton also spoke of the Graces with respect to her body in motion, captured with 
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Stuart’s “waving line.”293 In response, Stuart compares himself to Achilles, and Morton, 

“with Helen’s matchless charms no canvas glows.”294 Achilles tries to rescue Helen, the most 

beautiful woman in the ancient world, who left her husband. Stuart most likely was 

referencing Sarah Morton’s tragic marriage and life—her sister, who lived in her home, had 

committed suicide when she discovered she was pregnant with a child from Sarah’s husband. 

The lines, written by both Stuart and Morton, show their familiarity and use of reference to 

the classics, as well as Stuart’s knowledge of the personal life of his subject and the passions 

she provoked in the artist’s soul. Just a little more than a year later, Stuart paints the portrait 

of Elizabeth, a trinity referencing the Graces as well as the naked form of Elizabeth 

Patterson.  

The Nude and the Prude 

Stuart’s Washington period represented an age when neoclassicism in art and 

architecture was as much of a rage as Gilbert Stuart the artist. Western civilization, 

influenced by two great revolutions that changed the very basis of how modern civilizations 

were to be governed, took a look backwards at ancient civilizations, at greater ideals for the 

universality of thought and beauty. During the nation-building period, historians have noted 

“the staggering quantity of classical imagery that saturated American newspapers, prints, 

broadsides, pamphlets, and civic iconography”295 Stuart’s education in the arts, under West 

during his years in London, included his training in the classics. Benjamin Latrobe, also 

formally trained in the classics and whose style was heavily influenced by classical 

architectural design, designed the first example of Greek revival architecture in America, the 

Bank of Pennsylvania from 1798-1801 and then became the Superintendent of Buildings in 

Washington.296 While in Philadelphia, Stuart was also certain to continue his appreciation of 
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the classics, visiting the Columbian Caller on Chestnut Street, which opened in February of 

1796, showing a collection of ancient and modern paintings and prints.297 Most of Stuart’s 

American portraits have references to antiquity, in the manner in which he posed his sitters 

and the drapery he selected and scholars have appreciated Stuart’s contribution toward 

building the image of the nation. According to the artist Thomas Sully: “What Stuart 

achieved for American art was considerable.....he understood the aspirations of a people 

whose government was not modeled on the monarchies of western Europe but upon the 

ancient democracies of Greece and Rome, and responded with the direct, serene, 

neoclassical portrait.“298 Other artists joined in this effort, but Gilbert Stuart remains the 

most significant. 

The female body occupied a central space in the classical images of art and ancient 

democracies. In Pennsylvania in 1795, Charles Willson Peale made an early attempt to 

establish a school for study of the arts, the Columbianum, or American Academy of the Fine 

Arts, and Stuart was elected a member.299 A plaster cast of the Venus de Medici, provided by 

the artist Robert Edge Pine, formed the nucleus of a small collection of antiques.300  But 

morals of the day prevented the statuary from being publicly exhibited, though historians 

have recognized this is a fact “which may seem strange to those who remember that some of 

the celebrated women of this period exposed their own finely-developed persons in a 

manner to shock even young Frenchmen.”301 Artists, inspired by the female form and its 

reference to nude masterpieces, immortalized the beautiful figures of French merveilleuse 

woman, such as Madame Recamier and Pauline Bonaparte, in simple muslins made from the 

finest, sheerest imported Indian cotton, leaving nothing to the imagination (figs. 33).302 

Although the public display of female nudes in America may have been premature during 
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the first decade of the nineteenth century, art lovers owned and appreciated classical art and 

the female nude figure. In 1800, a young seventeen year old girl, Eliza Southgate Bowne 

wrote in her diary, “figures of females I think handsomer than landscapes”303 And, the 

Thorntons traded pictures from their collection for famous prints of ancient nude goddess, 

recording in her diary, “Mr. W. chose out two of our prints for which he is to give two 

others – Danae & Venus (fig. 34 and fig. 35).”304 Post-revolutionary elite Americans 

appreciated the nude female body as central to the traditions of classical art in western 

civilization. However, the general public’s provincial middle class values prevented 

acceptance of the nude as an art form until after the first decade of the 19th Century. In 

Without a Blush: The Movement toward Acceptance of the Nude as an Art Form in America, 1800-

1825,  Fowble quotes William Dunlap who said that nudes in art—in particular Danaë—

created a “great noise in our cites.” The commonly held belief was that Danaë, “offends 

alike against taste and morality of art.”305 And, comments about Danaë echo those made by 

contemporaries about Elizabeth Patterson.  

This era sparked new ideas—and created tensions— that entered into the common 

discourse about perceived rights and freedoms of women, ideas derived in large part from 

art. Latrobe, a liberal of the Enlightenment and an artist, wrote a detailed essay on “Art, 

Manners, and Morality,” looking at ideas about art and comparing the fashions of the 1750’s, 

with their lacing and unnatural silhouette to the loose and natural fashions of 1800.306 Jules 

Lipoentsky, the French philosopher and scholar on fashion connects fashion directly to the 

beginnings of modern artistic movement, the appreciation for what is natural in the world, 

and divine:  
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The revolution in clothing that is at the basis of modern dress was supported 
by the artistic rehabilitation of the world.  The love of the real in all its 
singularity, first manifested in Gothic art, favored the advent of a dress style 
expressing the charms and individuality of human bodies… Thus, it is no 
accident that fashion and nude figures in a painting belong to the same era:  
both phenomena manifest the same consecration of our earthly sojourn.  No 
doubt nude figures stem from a return to the classics, from a renewed 
admiration for ancient models; but beyond the resurrection of antiquity we 
must not lose sight, as Emile Male reminded us, of the continuity in which 
Western art is inscribed, inasmuch as it allowed for the rehabilitation of 
visible things, the love of divine creatures.307 
 

Gilbert Stuart, educated in the classical ideas of Western art, subscribed to a naturalist’s 

philosophy. Stuart once said: “You may elevate your mind as much as you can; but while you 

have nature before you as a model, paint what you see and look with your own eyes.”308 

Stuart appreciated the female form but until arriving in Washington, he did not have the 

right environment, or inspiration to run with these ideas.  

Eva Lajer-Burcharth, in Necklines: The Art of Jacques-Louis David after the Terror, has 

studied at length the central role of the French artist Jacques-Louis David in the historical 

formation of a “corporeal image of the ‘regenerated’ republican subject.” Women in France 

were using their bodies as a form of self-representation and David’s work has been seen as a 

“mode of coming to terms with the feminine body in the public sphere.” With the portraits 

of Dolley Madison and her circle, the American portrait artist Gilbert Stuart—while 

hampered in his artistic license by more conservative American values—at the same time 

captured an important moment in time for these American women, a brief but significant 

period when republican ideas allowed women more freedom and influence in their bodies 

and their government (figs. 36, 37 and 38). At issue, as witnessed in the level of attention 

Elizabeth Patterson drew to her mode of dress, was not just that it might be morally 

unacceptable or unhealthy, but the very question, as Eva Lajer-Burcharth says, “of who was 
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to have the authority of deciding on the visibility of the body and who was setting the limits 

on its exposure.”309 The natural beauty of Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte appeared at his 

studio, with a body that caused crowds to gather; according to her aunt, “She has made quite 

a noise here and mobs of boys have crowded round her splendid equipage to see what I 

hope will not often be seen in this country, an almost naked woman.”310 The artist saw 

nature before him and discovered his muse.  

Crowds Gather for  Stuart—He Can Rest  When My Pic ture ’ s  Done 

As soon as he finished Betsy’s portrait, Stuart’s studio was filled with women 

clamoring to have their portrait made. Rosalie Stier wrote her mother, “The painter Stuart—

whose paintings Charles admired so much —is in Washington, and I think he has improved. 

That is to say, he has changed his manner, which was very rude, and has settled down 

somewhat. He finishes [his paintings] quickly and has a lot of work….”311 The painter’s 

studio filled with women anxious to also have their portrait made. Anna Payne Cutts, Dolley 

Madison’s sister, heard in a letter that may have been from her sister, “Stuart is the rage, he 

is almost worked to death, and everybody [is] afraid that they will be the last to be finished. 

He says ‘the ladies come and say ‘”Dear Mr. Stuart, I am afraid you will be very much tired, 

you really must rest when my picture is done.”’312 Stuart, just having completed Betsy’s 

portrait, could barely keep up with the demand by other women for his work.  

Portraits of women during this Washington period in 1804 include the original triple 

portrait of Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte, as well as 15 others that can be identified as 

belonging to this period. The women Stuart painted with the very similar white dress 

include: Dolley Payne Madison, Anna Payne Cutts, Anna Thornton, Ann Ogle Tayloe, Ann 

and Mary Barry, Marquesa de Casa Yrujo, Elizabeth Beltzhoover Sarah Bond l’On Lowndes, 
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Anna Powell Mason and Susannah Powell Mason. While Stuart portrayed eleven women in 

similar sheer white dresses, he painted the details of each individual dress differently. He also 

painted individualized accessories and draperies as follows: Dolley Madison (a gold shawl 

and a gold necklace), Anna Cutts (a burnished red silk shawl and the self-portrait of artist), 

Anna Thornton (a pipe organ and sheet music), Ann Tayloe (extremely simple, no shawl or 

necklace of any kind), Sara McKean (a delicate fan and pearls), Ann and Mary Barry (Ann 

has a pale blue shawl and Mary is outdoors, with a white puppy), Elizabeth Mason (a single 

string of white pearls and a sheer white shawl), Sarah Lowndes (a white shawl, a longer 

sleeve and pearls in the front of the dress), Anna and Susannah Mason (Anna has a shawl, 

Susannah has a turban and a shawl, in addition to the turban).  

Stuart didn’t portray all the women at that time in the same white dress. He 

portrayed Eleanor Parke Custis Lewis in a white day dress, but it is a different style and cut 

worn for second year of mourning.313 He painted Mrs. Rosalie Stier Calvert in the summer of 

1804. She wrote of her portrait, “when painted my portrait was as exact a resemblance as 

possible.”314 Mrs. Calvert, very much an anti-republican, holds her young daughter Caroline, 

who looks up at her, yet Rosalie looks almost sternly ahead, no smile or softness on the 

mother’s face (fig. 39).  Stuart portrayed her in a black dress, with white lace around the low-

cut neckline, a dress almost identical to that which the most famous Philadelphia Federalist, 

Anne Bingham, chose for her portrait to be painted by Stuart.315 Stuart portrayed Mrs. 

Merry, in 1805, in a long-sleeved black dress completely covering her arms and a white shirt 

worn under the dress with a color that rose up to cover even her neck (fig. 40).316 Mrs. Merry 

holds a brown and white spaniel, looking up at her, in a bit of humor that had to be Stuart’s, 

as Mrs. Merry was credited with saying, about America, “it was a country not fit for a dog.”  
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An analysis of these individual portraits of women he painted during this time 

reveals that Stuart’s work did not indicate quick completion or a lack of attention to detail. 

The simple, noble yet beautiful works—to use Jefferson’s description of Thornton’s design 

for the Capitol building—indicate a studied manner adopted by Stuart in Washington, 

echoing natural and neoclassical artistic work and implementing a Jeffersonian leveling 

principle of democracy. Jefferson, in his meetings with the Merrys, was clear in his ideas 

about the importance of dress and how dress voiced far-reaching political preferences. To 

Jefferson, “nobody should be above you, nor you above anybody.” The dress worn by these 

women embody this republican principle. At the same time, the artist Gilbert Stuart—with 

his unique talents—was able to capture the individual and her personality in each portrait.  

Stuart didn’t show a lack of attention during this period, he purposefully edited his 

Washington portraits, both in reaction to the luxury and extravagance of Philadelphia, but 

also in recognition of the new democratic and populist style of Washington as a capitol city 

that would rival ancient Greek and Roman civilizations. Elizabeth’s triple portrait is the chef 

d’oeuvre of his work during this period, referencing classical artistic ideals of female beauty 

and grace.317 In Washington, Stuart found freedom in painting women by capturing not only 

the female arm, the neck and the elbow, but the female shoulders, breasts and figure above 

the waist, through the outlines of a sheer, painted dress.  

One of Stuart’s many gifts as an artist was the ability to portray human flesh, to give 

it life through color and fluidity.318 Historians have recognized his artistry with skin colors 

and tones: 

Aside from his unerring ability to construct a head, the most distinctive 
aspect of Stuart’s style is his brilliant rendering of skin tones and textures. 
With a thoroughly assured and fluent brushstroke, he described with an 
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almost sensuous indulgence the exquisite liveliness of flesh. This was a 
matter which he considered to be of primary interest to the portraitist, and 
on this subject he could be critical, adamant and articulate. 319   
 

Copley, by comparison, was said to paint skin that looked like “tanned leather” and 

Vanderlyn “putrid veal a little blowd with green flies.”320 A portrait artist’s ability to make 

pleasing portraits of women depended on his ability to capture the natural beauty of their 

skin, white skin being recognized as a symbol of purity, sexuality and fertility.321 The 

whiteness of a woman’s bosom signifies moral and sexual purity.322 The white dress made 

the composition of these portraits far more difficult, working against the natural skin tones, 

creating an artistic (and historical) challenge.   

While women could be portrayed in the same style of dress, these elite women would 

not have been content to look exactly alike. Stuart’s ability to make the portraits look simple 

and effortless, yet individualized for each sitter, serves as the essence of what made him so 

popular. Women, at the time, did not indicate Stuart painted without thought to their 

appearance or their individual look. Mrs. Thornton, with her interest in art and the artistic 

practice, diligently recorded every visit and sitting with Gilbert Stuart, never indicating his 

work was careless or formulaic. Her diary entries provide some insight into Stuart’s normal 

practice. For the Thorntons, as a couple, the entire pendant portrait process--from first 

sitting to payment--took five months. Anna’s first sitting was May 22nd and her last, June 

24th, taking about one month to complete.323  Anna Thornton and her husband both had an 

appreciation and eye for works of art, and they considered themselves to be learned art 

critics. Anna Thornton and her husband shared a deep appreciation for the arts, hosting Mr. 

Winstanley, a painter who visited “with all his pictures.”324 Mrs. Thornton recorded that they 

went to view George Washington’s portrait by Stuart, and recorded that they did not find it 
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to their liking. Both of the Thorntons practiced their own drawing and painting, and copied 

pictures of other artists. This couple would have called foul on their portraits, had they been 

stock, hurried works with no thought or attention to detail, representation, character, 

drapery or artistic creation. Instead, they paid one-third of their yearly income to Stuart for 

their portraits in 1804.325 Stuart took up months to finish portraits and women, like Dolley 

Madison, thought “quite pretty he has made us.”326 Dolley Madison, who very likely knew 

her dress would achieve immorality as the wife of the next President, along with her first 

circle of women friends followed Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte and chose the path of 

freedom.327 

Laughter  & Nicot ine & the Bonopartees   

“I’m glad you take no mure snuf—but I must.”328 (Dolley Madison)  

In the spring of 1804, everyone continued talking about the Bonapartes and the swirl 

of gossip and innuendo that surrounded their every move. On April 26th, Dolley Madison 

had written to her sister for “what they say or do--the Bonopartee & so forth.” 329 The 

portraits of the newlyweds remained in Stuart’s studio, a constant visual reminder of their 

recent presence in Washington. 

At the close of the congressional season in May, a “fine woman and & handsome 

woman, tho not a young woman,” arrived down Pennsylvania Avenue in her dark green 

chariot at the door of Gilbert Stuart’s painting room.330 This visit proved particularly 

important as it was the vice president’s wife, Dolley Madison, who alighted from her carriage 

for her first portrait sitting.  Dolley Madison entered Stuart’s studio in the midst of friends—

on the walls of the “shew room” hung the most important public figures in the country, part 

of a small elite circle, all of whom she knew personally. To further his business interests, 
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Stuart kept a picture gallery of notables such as Martha and George Washington and John 

and Abigail Adams.331 Mrs. Adams’ nephew, William Smith Shaw, wrote to Mrs. Adams on 

May 25, 1800: “Your likeness has attracted much company to Stuart’s and has as many 

admirers as spectators.”332 Many believed after the end of Jefferson’s second term, James 

Madison would serve as the fourth President and her portrait might well be hung along side 

these other distinguished persons. 

Dolley Madison had already distinguished herself in Washington. By the time she 

arrived in the Capitol in 1801, she had done battle with society’s strictures and proven 

herself a woman with her own clearly defined, liberal ideas and values. Dolley Madison, 

raised by a strict father in the conservative Quaker faith, began to show signs of rebellion at 

an early age, first with her fashion choices, offending the conservative community with her 

choice of caps and “the cut of her gown and the shape of her shoes.” One Quaker matron, 

strongly disapproving of the “dashing tendency of her character,” and wanted her “excluded 

from Our Society.”333 Dolley Madison’s father chose her first husband but when he and their 

son died of yellow fever, she found herself a much sought-after woman, keeping the 

Philadelphia men “in the Pouts.”334 Aaron Burr introduced Dolley to James Madison; since 

James was not a Quaker, Dolley "married out" of the Society. Her exclusion never seemed to 

bother Dolley who later noted that the "society used to controle me entirely and debar me 

from so many advantages and pleasures."335 Thus, Dolley brought a fully developed sense of 

her own identity and purpose to Washington.  Her early life in Philadelphia had taught her to 

question society’s controls and to test them when necessary to fulfill her person goals and 

ambitions. Dolley also came to Washington with a strong group of women friends who were 
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an important part of her identity and strength, including her sister, Anna Payne, and her 

close friends, Anna Thornton and Sally McKean.336  

A blank canvas, the smell of fresh paint and the sound of laughter marked the 

beginnings of that day in May of 1804. In the first session, the sitter and the painter would 

have caught up on all the latest news. Many sitters reported that Stuart dropped “rude hints 

and observations” throughout his conversations.337 Knowing it would have taken many 

sessions for the portraits to be completed, Stuart and Dolley had plenty of time to talk, 

which both of them loved to do. Even John Adams said that Stuart kept him “constantly 

amused.”338 Dolley’s sittings would have been even gayer as Stuart and Dolley shared 

something else in common: pinching snuff. Stuart took snuff prodigiously and one can 

imagine the two of them getting high on conversation and nicotine.339 Gilbert Stuart, always 

near the pulse of a city, served as an excellent source of the latest gossip and, in Washington 

in the spring of 1804, there was much to discuss, like Mrs. Merry, who Dolley described as 

“still the same strange lasse.”340  

Dolley also shared gossip and laughter with another personality, Alexandrine-Emilie 

Brongniart, wife of Louis-Andre Pichon. Dolley said, “I never visit her in her chamber but I 

crack my sides a laughing.” Madam Pichon, who spoke only French, also influenced Dolley’s 

dress, “she decorates herself according to the French Ideas & wishes me do so two.”341 

Alexandrine-Emilie Brongniart, the daughter of the great French architect Alexandre-

Théodore Brongniart, grew up surrounded by the finest ideas of the French arts. As a child, 

she had her picture painted by the royal portrait painter Marie Louise Élisabeth Vigée-

Lebrun and her bust sculpted by Jean Antoine Houdon (fig. 41 and 42). In April, Anna 

Thornton borrowed a book from Madam Pichon from which she then made a gown.342 
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Madam Pichon’s French ideas influenced Dolley Madison in her style and taste, as well as 

Anna Thornton, who saw her friend Dolley almost every other day and visited frequently 

with Madam Pichon.  

Stuart told Dolley Madison in late May that he had nearly finished all his work and 

“says he means to go immediately to Boston, but he has been going these two years—He is a 

man of genius, and therefore does everything differently from other people.”343 The 

congressional session had ended and the crowds had thinned in Washington and now, 

according to Dolley, it was just “the little circle left in the city.”344 Dolley identifies an 

intimacy to this small group, with Stuart in the center, remaining after this session.  

But even though the first session had ended and Stuart thought about leaving, the 

timing of Dolley’s sitting couldn’t have been more interesting. On the 18th day of May, 

Napoleon claims the title of Emperor of France. The next day, Anna Thornton gave a friend 

her copy of a portrait of the famous Madame Recamier. On Sunday, Dolley Madison wrote 

to her sister, May 20, 1804: “Steward has taken an admirable picture of Mr. Madison—his & 

mine are finished….” On Tuesday, the 22nd, just as Stuart finished Dolley’s portrait, Mrs. 

Thornton sat for the first time for her portrait.  Dolley Madison’s friend Anna Thornton, in 

her portrait, looks very much like Madame Recamier (fig. 31).  Madame Recamier was a great 

beauty with an influential salon in Paris. Exiled from France by Napoleon in 1803 for the 

views expressed in her salon, her portrait circulated through Washington society, 

representing an artistic expression of classical art, as well as a political statement about a 

woman’s freedom of expression. In America, Elizabeth Patterson, married to her French 

prince despite all attempts to prevent her to do so, also represented the image of an 

ambitious woman.  



 94 

While impossible to know what was said between Dolley Madison and Gilbert 

Stuart, her continued interest in the movements of Betsy Patterson and close friendship with 

Pichon’s wife ensures that the latest gossip about the couple would have been discussed. 

Pichon had just informed Jerome that the First Counsel and Jerome’s mother both believed 

the marriage broken off, for which they were happy. Pichon did not know yet if Napoleon 

knew of the Christmas Eve wedding, but he did know Bonaparte had ordered Jerome to sail 

home.345 Elizabeth’s brother, in Paris, attempted to reach Napoleon to convince him of the 

benefits of the marriage and Mr. Patterson, meanwhile, wrote Jerome about “being so very 

anxious for your becoming a citizen of the United States.”346 After Napoleon declared 

himself Emperor that May, the couple determined they would travel to France and take their 

place in the Empire, Jerome having taked to being called His Imperial Highness.347 The 

couple’s every move seemed to cause troubles on an international scale. Their first attempt 

to set sail for France escalated the tensions between the Americans and English over the 

issue of impressments and lead to an international incident famously known as the Pitt 

case.348 On their second attempt, the ship wrecked at the mouth of the Delaware and they 

had to swim ashore. Sometime that summer, Pichon received a letter from Talleyrand, dated 

June 9, that as to the marriage, Jerome was not twenty-five and “His Majesty considers it as 

nul and does not recognize it.”349 Napoleon saying that a marriage abroad by a minor, 

“without publication of banns—that is no more a marriage than one between two lovers in a 

garden on the alter of love under the moon and the stars.”350 Napoleon sat the crown of 

Emperor on his head on December 2, 1804 and just at that time, the couple tried a third 

time to sail, but an English frigate blocked their way.  
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The winter season of 1805 arrived in Washington and so did the bad news, from 

Maupertius, who Napoleon appointed French Consul at Rotterdam. Madame Mère, their 

mother, had written a letter, formally protesting the marriage of her son to Elizabeth 

Patterson. Maupertius advised Mr. Patterson, in a letter not nearly as poetic as those about 

Elizabeth’s portrait, that he had met with Jerome’s mother, “much affected by his disgrace,” 

and that Jerome had best come and throw himself at the feet of “his august brother, he 

would plead his cause better than the best of lawyers, though he appeared so very much 

dissatisfied some time ago.”351 Jerome and Elizabeth finally set sail, successfully, from 

American shores, landing on April 6, 1805 in Lisbon. Jerome left a substantially pregnant 

Elizabeth to go and plead at the feet of his brother, “mon mari est partie de Lisbonne” she wrote 

on April 9, 1805 and that would be the last time the couple were together.          

Jerome pleaded his cause and failed. A lifetime later, the best of lawyer in France 

took his turn in a courtroom in Paris.  

The Best  o f  Lawyers Plead this  Cause and the Crowd Applauds 

 A week before the trial began, Berryer, unshaven and in his dressing-gown, a black 

skull cap on his head and a box of snuff close at hand, sat in a chair, absorbed in thought in 

the early morning hours of a winter’s darkness. Assisted by a clever associate, together they 

worked at Berryer’s home at No. 64 Rue Neuve Des Petits Champs, preparing their case in his 

room, filled from floor to ceiling with books. When the work was completed, a serene look 

came over the attorney’s face and he made his toilette and sent for his carriage to go out into 

the streets of Paris. This was Berryer’s habit, before any trial.352 

 Berryer, as described by American John Bigelow, “never spoke without working out 

his speech in its manifest details as completely as Michelangelo worked out the plans of St. 
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Peter’s in Rome.”353 Yet Berryer never wrote out his courtroom statements. He had “no 

facility with the pen and never wrote even a letter that could be dispensed with.” For this 

reason, much like a performance artist Berryer “left nothing to perpetuate his fame.” But he 

made the audience believe everything he said was spontaneous and unstructured, “not 

smelling of either oil or wine.” Berryer described his method: “It is known that I am not in 

the habit of writing a word beforehand of what I speak in public like other speakers, practice 

has given me as perfect self-possession in the presence of an audience as if I were writing in 

my closet.” Today, reading the transcript of the hearing sometimes proves difficult, for its 

lack of structure and clear sense of a concise legal argument. But those who heard him said, 

he “was a perfect artist…He rarely resorted to any of the logical formulas of argument….His 

hearer neither saw nor heard the machinery of his mental operations.…”354 For this reason, 

the path he took in this case, as an attorney, proves difficult to follow.  

Berryer argued from eleven o’ clock in the morning, until well into the afternoon. A 

correspondent from the London Express reported: “I have this moment left the Court where 

the great case of Paterson v. Bonaparte is going on. Berryer---the illustrious Berryer, who was 

called to the bar just fifty years ago—spoke for four hours and a half without a moment’s 

interruption. I speak literally: the Court did not rise for refreshment until he had done, at 

about 3 " o’clock.”355 Berryer argued, ignoring Jerome’s true age and his true colors, facts 

that everyone knew and most lawyers would have dealt with openly. He also didn’t discuss 

General Smith’s letter, warning William Patterson of the legal impediments to the marriage. 

He pinned most of his oral argument on romantic sentiments that favored his client, “an 

abandoned woman, betrayed, shamefully replaced, who appears before you, after sixty years, 

to beg for your Justice.”356 For example, Berryer described how Jerome continued to write to 
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his wife over the next year, not expressing doubts about the marriage—a point that, under 

French laws, wasn’t legally relevant to the issue of parental consent, or a void or voidable 

marriage. Berryer also read the Act notarizing the birth of the male child, on July 7, 1805 in 

England, listing all the important witnesses and arguing “such are the requirements that were 

followed in order to established the civil status of the child of this abandoned and neglected 

woman.”357 Although these facts also do not support any specific legal argument, they 

produce sympathy and drama.  

However, sifting through the lengthy oratory, Berryer did ultimately present a 

compelling legal case, just not one that was logical, direct and succinct. Berryer argued that 

the marriage was not void, but voidable and under Article 183 of the French Civil Code, 

Jerome’s mother “specifically or tacitly” approved of the marriage, and she did not 

“institute” a “demand for annulment” within one year of the date she had knowledge of the 

marriage.358 The facts indicate that Jerome’s mother had to have known of the marriage but 

didn’t sign a protest until more than a year later and even then, she did not institute any legal 

action for annulment. Instead, as set forth in the Statement of Facts, Napoleon appeared to 

have persuaded her to sign a protest he put in front of her at her palace on Rue Saint 

Dominique, Faubourg St. Germain. But Jerome’s mother took no further action protesting 

the marriage and “she remained silent,” allowing Napoleon to manipulate Jerome with her 

letter, as he saw fit. Napoleon not only used this letter, but he offered Jerome the choice 

between staying with his American bride and being cast from the Empire, or accepting the 

annulment and being King of his own country. In 1807, Napoleon crowned Jerome King of 

Westphalia, after marrying Princess Fredericka Catharine of Wurttemberg. One imagines 

Napoleon also incentivized his mother to sign the protest. Berryer called this second 
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marriage “a cruel disclaimer to the words of honor, to the truths, to the promises, and to the 

expostulations which fill up the correspondence that I submit to the Tribunal’s scrutiny.”359  

Berryer also read into evidence an entire series of letters dating from 1806 to 1854, 

covering Bo’s life, as Jerome and Betsy’s son was called, from birth to adulthood.  The 

letters record that Napoleon paid a pension of 60,000 francs a year (for the period he was 

Emperor) to Elizabeth to raise the child. In these letters, Jerome also instructs Elizabeth not 

to refuse the money and to “live in your own house, that you keep four horses, that you live 

in a suitable way as if I was to arrive at any time.”360  A few years later, in 1808, Jerome 

invites Elizabeth and “our son” to come and live near him, in Smalcalden, in “a beautiful 

house, comfortable and in every way worthy of you,” his son as Prince and Elizabeth as 

Princess of Smalcalden with an income of 200,000 francs a year. Berryer called this a 

solicitation by Jerome, who wanted Elizabeth as his “concubine.” Elizabeth rejected the 

offer and then filed for divorce in Maryland.361 Berryer, for the first time in the hearing, 

however, finally puts Jerome’s character at issue, something he had strategically avoided until 

then, recognizing that if Jerome’s true nature came out too early, the tribunal would question 

Elizabeth’s judgment in having married him.  

 Finally, Berryer argued that the Pope validated the marriage, despite Napoleon’s 

appeal, when he wrote to Napoleon on June 27, 1805: “We are troubled not to find any 

reason which authorizes Us to decide for the annulment of the marriage.”362 Berryer argued 

that Napoleon, knowing his mother’s protest too late and having the Catholic Church’s 

ruling against him, resorted to passing de facto laws, in the senatus consultum of 1806 and 1807 

to void any marriage of an Imperial princes or princesses that did not have his consent, laws 

that were ineffective and too late to annul this marriage of 1803.363 Berryer considered these 
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attempts by Napoleon to void the marriage, “idle and derisory.”364  In closing, he said, “I am 

confident you will once more give us the splendid example of the serene impassibility of the 

administrators of justice, against which the shifts and devices of arbitrary power crumble.”365 

When Berryer sat down, the crowd broke into a prolonged applause.366 

Counsel for S.A.I. Prince Napoleon, Maître Alou followed, after the President of the 

Tribunal ordered the audience to be silent and gave the guards authority to watch closely for 

violators. Allou said, “I think I can say, even after the pleading you have just heard, that the 

present request is not, on the part of those who submitted it, the object of much hope.”  He 

added, “There are trials that are pleaded to be pleaded, and not to be won. The present trial 

is one of these.” Allou continued with his own artful spin on the facts. He described 

Baltimore as “a Sodome of impurity,” unlike the North, this city “was more careless, more 

luring; the mundane life so open and easy.” The city attracted Jerome, and Mr. Barney 

perpetuated his alliance with Elizabeth, “the most ardent negotiator of the marriage.” Allou 

described Elizabeth as “passionate and infatuated…ready to face any hazard,” so that she 

ultimately was left “wandering across the seas, chased by the wrath of God.” He then read a 

letter from Napoleon, dated shortly after Elizabeth returned to America, representing that 

Jerome had “acknowledged his fault and repudiated this person as his wife; he promises to 

accomplish miracles.” Jerome served Napoleon’s navy and although still writing Elizabeth as 

his beloved wife, a gap in the letters appeared, and “definitive break-up letters must have 

been written at that time.” His offer of a residence at Smalkalden? Allou termed this a 

misreading under the circumstances and only more evidence of Jerome’s generosity.  

Allou argued that the Pope’s letter, recognizing the marriage, may not have been 

authentic. Berryer had apparently argued his case to the public, before trial, by publishing 
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this letter in his Memoirs to “the elegant society of Paris, sent to the province, to former 

deputies; handed out to foreign ministers.” Allou voiced outrage at Berryer: “Such is the 

hazard of these publications, shredded to the winds of the world!  I accept any publication 

addressing Justice for the truth, but I reject those who only address the people, for gossip 

and scandals!”367 Allou, however, had published his own collection of letters and documents 

to the public.368 Then, Allou took a tough stance against a sympathetic plaintiff. He argued 

that Elizabeth Patterson, three years older than Jerome (an untruth), “belonged to this 

society where character, even for women, is forcefully quenched in a stream of freedom and 

independence.”369 Though Allou recognized Elizabeth’s dignified actions—“she stayed alone 

and respected, not sharing her life with anyone but her child; more illustrious have borne 

such fortune with less dignity”—she still knew the “perils of the union” and “braved them.” 

Then Allou read to the crowd the portion of William Patterson’s Will, directed at his 

daughter, “All her life my daughter Betsy’s behavior has been stamped with a spirit of 

disobedience, that she has never consulted my opinions and sentiments under any 

circumstance, and caused me more disquiet and sorrow herself than my other children 

combined.” Because this wasn’t a jury trial, Allou could take greater risks and attack the 

character of the plaintiff.  

Allou also argued that under the laws of France, the protest by Jerome’s mother was 

sufficient alone to annul the marriage. The Emperor did not consider a court decision 

necessary as he had, as Emperor, the power and right to declare the marriage void, which he 

did, “an unassailable act,” under monarchist law.  Allou seemed to argue from a position of 

political strength: if Napoleon could crown himself Emperor, he could pass laws deciding on 

the legitimacy of imperial marriages, laws that his nephew, Napoleon III, would also 
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support. Napoleon also continually usurped the powers of the church, throughout his reign 

as Emperor, so the Pope’s decision was nonbinding on the Monarchist and the French civil 

court370    

Yet, Allou overplayed his hand when he read surprise testimony from a Mr. Gould, 

who he presented as an expert on American law. Mr. Gould said he was an American lawyer 

and his father a judge in one of the supreme courts and neither he nor his father or “several 

other American jurists” believed in the legitimacy of the marriage. As to this evidence, one 

reporter aptly stated, “ “Mr. Allou must have felt himself very hard up for arguments, or 

very sure of the complaisance of the judges.”371 Berryer rose to the occasion. He filed a 

written “Observation,” showing that Mr. Gould was a fraud. He had lied about his address, 

had recently been convicted of business document forgery and now resided in prison.   

Allou made many strong, pointed legal arguments, but in the process, Allou also 

stopped to recognize the artistry of his legendary adversary: 

“Listening earlier to the elated speech of my opponent…” He says, 

“No, I am not elated.” Berryer replies. 

“Oh! Maitre Berryer, whether you know it or not, you are always passionate! Do not deny 
it, your speech is poignant, your voice vibrant, there are words that you tell and that are enthralling, 
to which it seems nothing can resist, and that even your adversary is moved when listening to you! 
You possess the oratory enthrallment, that which honors the attorney and that I would like to have 
for a moment in order to respond to you.” 
 

Allou paid his respect to his distinguished opponent, and then finished his argument.372 The 

court recessed for a week, for rebuttal arguments.  

The following Friday morning, the crowd outside the door of the courtroom proved 

even greater than the first day, but this time, not even one in ten could get in to see the 

trial.373 On rebuttal, Berryer made an impassioned plea to the court for justice, he urged the 
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court not to allow a “change in jurisdiction”— to allow the palace to decide this case—but 

for the court to exercise their jurisdiction, as “it is you, our judges, who contribute justice.” 

But the most dramatic moment in the rebuttal occurred when Berryer responded to the 

allegation Allou had made against the Comte de Chambord (Duchess du Berry’s son and 

Legitimist pretender to the throne, Henri V). 374 Allou argued that the Duke du Berry had 

married another woman, in England and the Comte was therefore illegitimate (like the son 

of Berryer’s current client). Similar to the affidavit of the fraudulent attorney, Mr. Gould, the 

statement Allou filed about this pretend marriage seemed like an act of legal desperation.  

Berryer, in a pleading, had responded fully to this allegation, proving it completely false. The 

London Standard published a letter to the editor, confirming that no evidence of such a 

marriage existed and adding, “The importance of the Paterson case can be appreciated by 

the attempt made to bastardise the Comte de Chambord.”375 During the rebuttal, a reporter 

recorded Berryer’s emotional response to Allou’s chicanery: “When M. Berryer touched this 

point every one could perceive the deep feeling under which the great orator laboured. His 

voice, ever clear and melodious, and audible even in its lowest tones, trembled with 

emotion.” When he finished his argument, also proving no such marriage existed, “a burst of 

applause, with clapping of hands, and cries of ‘Bravo!’ from the lower end of the hall 

followed this declaration, delivered as it was in a voice of thunder and with uplifted arms.”  

The President then interjected, “M. Berryer, will you stop? Let all those people at the back of 

the court be turned out.”  

 Berryer made his final pleas and, with the crowd in his pocked, rested his case. Alou briefly 

responded. The president adjourned the case to reach an opinion.376 
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After the hearing, Betsy wrote to her friend Henry White in Baltimore about the 

case, enclosing an article published in the London Examiner dated February 16: “The public 

say that our cause is gained. There exists only one opinion on the entire legality of my 

marriage and the perfect legitimacy of my son.”377  

Sympathies  f rom the Cottage to the Palace  

Unfortunately, despite public sentiment and the finest legal representation, the Civil 

Tribunal and then, the Court of Appeals, ruled otherwise, a decision, according to The New 

York Times, “few in France, and fewer still in this country, were prepared for.”378 The 

American Bonapartes lost their case.379 

Elizabeth Patterson wrote to her son, a few days after the adverse decision, “Every 

one says that the Emperor compelled an unjust decision quite contrary to the laws of 

France.”380 Berryer had succeeded in persuading the public of her just cause, but not the 

French Bonapartes, who she said, “have not treated me any better than if I had been a 

common adventuress.” After losing the appeal, she wrote, however, of the French public, 

“Could any thing console me for the long list of injuries received from the Bonapartes, it 

would be the favor shown us by the Public in our late lawsuits…. we have the sympathies, 

from the cottage to the palace of all of France.”381 She returned to Baltimore, writing to 

Berryer, in September, 1861, directing him not to appeal to the Court of Cassation, the 

highest court in France, as it was “equally servile, and curbed under the same pressure, [and] 

would give the same illegal and unjust opinion.”382  Berryer replied by letter on October 25, 

1861, closing his file.383 

After her divorce from Jerome, although still very young and beautiful, Elizabeth 

Patterson never remarried, saying, “it was impossible to bend my talents and my ambition to 
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the obscure destiny of a Baltimore housekeeper, and it was absurd to attempt it after I had 

married the brother of an emperor.”384 She traveled frequently to Europe, for long periods 

of time, but eventually returned to Baltimore where died a lonely, bitter but very rich 

woman, living frugally and, like her father, investing wisely. One shrewd Baltimore banker 

was quoted as saying of the millions she accumulated,  there was “no man capable of 

creating legitimately, with so small a capital, the large fortune amassed by Mme. 

Bonaparte.”385  She wrote, in response to her father’s reproof: “The clause in his will which 

relates to myself plainly betrays the embarrassment of a loaded conscience & of a bad 

cause…. men cannot forgive those to whom they have been guilty of great cruelty, perfidy & 

injustice.”386 The lives of both father and daughter clearly suffered under the weight of 

bitterness and regret.  

Life worked out far better for her son and his children than for Betsy. Her first 

grandson, Jerome Napoleon Bonaparte, graduated from Harvard and West Point and served 

in the Crimean War for France with distinction and returned to America and prospered. Her 

second grandson, Charles Bonaparte, who was just ten at the time of the Paris trial, 

graduated from Harvard and Harvard Law School and became Secretary of Navy and then 

Attorney General under Theodore Roosevelt, leading the cause to break-up the oil, tobacco, 

railroad and coal trusts and known as “100% American” and “the man who fights with a 

smile.”387  

To her last breath, at age ninety-four, Elizabeth Patterson believed her marriage 

legitimate. Hung in her tiny Baltimore boarding house, her constant reminder was her 

wedding portrait by Gilbert Stuart, painted in Washington, February 1804.  
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One of the magnanimities of woman is to yield. Love, at that height at which it is absolute, is 

associated with an inexpressibly celestial blindness of modesty. But what risks do you run. O noble souls! 
Often, you give the heart, we take the body. Your heart remains to you, and you look upon it in darkness, 
and shudder. Love has no middle term; either it destroys, or it saves. All human destiny is this dilemma. 
This dilemma, destruction or salvation, no fatality proposes more inexorably than love. Love is life, if it be 
not death.388 
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(New York: Barnes & Nobel Classics 2003), p. 525. Hugo published Les Misérables in 1862, 
the year after the famous Patterson v. Bonaparte trial in Paris. While I don’t believe there is any 
direct connection between the novel and the Patterson-Bonaparte marriage, I do believe 
Hugo expresses the cultural sentiment of the day concerning love, relationships and loss. 
 
2 Helen W. Henderson, The Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts (Boston: L.C. Page & Co., 
1911), p. 93, quoting Charles Henry Hart, as one of the leading experts on Americana at the 
time.  (Throughout this work, the original spellings in direct quotations have been retained.) 
 
3 Henderson, The Pennsylvania Academy, p. 98. 
 
4 Id.  
 
5 Compare, works by Stuart’s contemporary in France, Elisabeth Vigée Le Brun, noted for 
capturing the feminine ideal put forth by Rousseau at the time. Gita May, Elisbeth Vigée Le 
Brun (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), p. 2-3.  
 
6 Dorinda Evans, The Genius of Gilbert Stuart (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), p. 
90. 
 
7 Carrie Rebora Barratt and Ellen G. Miles, Gilbert Stuart (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2005, Exh. Cat., Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York and National Portrait Gallery, 
Washington, D.C.). Their catalogue served as my bible on Gilbert Stuart’s work, particularly 
his paintings of women. The catalogue proves frustrating, however, as I often expended 
extraordinary research efforts to then return to the catalogue and find the same original 
source from a diary entry or letter already cited in by Barratt and Miles. I tried my best to 
avoid duplication but ultimately found it virtually impossible, as their work is so thorough. I 
do hope I have presented this material in a new and interesting light, or at least in a way that 
sparks a continuing interest in Stuart and the women he painted.   
 
8 Barratt and Miles, Gilbert Stuart, p. 240-44. 
 
9 Michel Majer, “American Women and French Fashion,” in The Age of Napoleon, Costume from 
Revolution to Empire: 1789-1815, ed. Katell le Bourhis, Exh. Cat. (New York: Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1989), p. 237.   
 
10 Caroline Winterer, The Mirror of Antiquity: American Women and the Classical Tradition, 1750-
1900 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007), pp. 124-125.   
 
11 Morning Post, London, January 29, 1861, www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk.  This account 
appears to indicate that more than 300 people with tickets were turned away. However, it is 



 107 

                                                 

unlikely that the courtroom would hold such a large number of people. It is more likely that 
more than 300 attempted to gain entrance, some being turned away. 
 
12 Charles Forbes Montalembert, The Trial of Montalembert, with the Speeches of M. Berryer and M. 
Daufaure, Preceded by his Life. (London: Saville and Edwards Printers 1858), p.19. This attorney 
was also Antoine Pierrer Berryer. Often, in high-profile trials in Paris at this time, even 
famous artistic and literary celebrities found themselves without tickets. An esteemed 
academic, who failed to get his hands on ticket to the recent trial of Comte de 
Montalembert, asked the Comte’s attorney to help him gain admission. The attorney replied 
that the only seat available, even to someone of his stature, would be that next to the 
accused. 
 
13 Morning Post, London, January 29, 1861, www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk. 
 
14 Donald Geoffrey Charlton, France: A Companion to French Studies, (New York: Methuen, 
1979), p. 422-423; Gerald P. Moriarty, Paris Law Courts: Sketches of Men and Manners (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1894); Paul Fuller, The French Bar, The Yale Law Journal, Vol. 
23, No. 2 (Dec., 1913), pp. 113-128. A larger-than-life statue of Berryer, in robes, stands in 
the grand hall of the Palais de Justice, unveiled in 1879.  
 
15 Fuller, The French Bar, p. 126. Berryer, an Avocat, was joined at the counsel table by Maître 
Legrand, an Avoué, the American equivalent of an appellate lawyer.  
 
16 New York Times, Mar 9, 1861, The Bonaparte-Patterson Case, ProQuest Historical 
Newspapers: The New York Times (1851-2008).  For a more negative view of the case, see 
the second report in the Morning Post, London, January 29, 1861, 
www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk 
 
17 Honoré Daumier portrayed lawyers and judges in Lawyers and Justice, Preface by Julien 
Cain, Honoré Daumier, 1808-1879 (Boston: Boston Book and Art 1971).  
 
18 Berryer’s obituary in the New York Times, Nov. 30, 1868, pg. 5; John Bigelow, Some 
Recollections of the Late Antoine Pierre Berryer: A Paper Read Before the New York Historical Society on 
Tuesday, February 16, 1869 (Printed at the Office of the New York Evening Post, 1869); 
August Lemoine portrayed Antoine Pierrre Berryer as an elegant older gentleman. Since 
Berryer considered himself a lifelong Legitimist, it is not clear why he agreed to represent a 
potential Bonapartist.  His representation of Duchess de Berry aligned with his politics much 
better as Comte de Chambord was the disputed King of France, as Henry V, for a few days 
in 1830, and then a Legitimist pretender to the throne from 1844 to 1883. Perhaps Berryer 
simply appreciated any attack on the Empire. However, Bigelow wrote that Berryer never 
forgave himself for defending Louis Napoleon before the Court of Peers, thinking he had 
given the throne of France to usurper. 
  



 108 

                                                 

19 The Illustrated London News, February 9, 1861.  
 
20 Trial of Montalembert, Nov. 4 1858, p. 38. 
 
21 Chicago Press and Tribune (1858-1860), August 27, 1860, ProQuest Historical Newspapers. 
 
22 Chicago Daily, September 16, 1877; Proquest Historical Newspapers Chicago Tribune 
(1849-1986).  
 
23 Translation of the proceeding in the Civil Court of the Seine, 1st Courtroom, Mr. Jerome-
Napoleon Bonaparte and Mrs. Elizabeth Patterson vs. S.A.I. (His Imperial Highness) Prince Napoleon. 
Palais de Justice, Lawyer’s Library, Berryer’s Room (hereinafter Trial Transcript, cited herein 
without page numbers as this is an original, unpublished translation.)  
 
24 W.T.R. Saffell, The Bonaparte-Patterson Marriage in 1803 and The Secret Correspondence on the 
Subject, never before made public (Philadelphia: Saffell, 1873). Saffell—who appears to be a 
legitimate, published historian—said he bought these papers from paper-makers in 
Baltimore, Houtine & Murdock, who said they bought them directly from the waste paper of 
William Patterson’s Gay street warehouse. In publishing the papers, he also provides a lively, 
interesting account of the details of the marriage.  
 
25Examiner, London, February 16, reprinted in Sidney Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit: The Story of 
Elisabeth Patterson and Jerome Bonaparte (New York: Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, 1958), p. 72. 
Mitchell is an excellent source of original historical correspondence. I have also found his 
work to be one of the most factually correct of all the texts and articles on Elizabeth 
Patterson Bonaparte. I have used his translations of original documents extensively. Despite 
a widespread and continuing interest in the Patterson-Bonaparte marriage for the last two 
centuries, the actual hearing has not been published in the United States, which is why I’ve 
chosen to do so now, and have it frame this thesis. Mitchell published a translation of the 
Statement of Facts presented to the Court prior to the hearing by Avocat Berryer and Avenue 
Maitre Legrand and then the Judgment of the Court of Appeal of Paris, first Chamber, sitting on July 
1, 1861. I followed the path he started and went to Paris to look at the actual oral argument 
from the Palais de Justice archives. In doing so, I relied on two French law students, Julian 
Dufoulon and Alexis Chalot for help negotiating the various libraries, locating and 
translating documents. Both of these individuals were invaluable to me in this process. The 
actual oral argument offers a unique opportunity to tell the story of this famous marriage 
from those facts sifted through over the years and presented by Betsy Patterson as her story, 
through her famous French attorney.  

Newspaper accounts, articles and numerous books, both nonfiction and fictionalized, have 
been written as well as a play and even two movies. As recently as 2010, the Maryland 
Historical Society published an attempt at a biography: Betsy Bonaparte by Helen Jean Burn, 
infra, managing to turn a fascinating life into an exceedingly dry biography. A complete 



 109 

                                                 

factually correct historical biography simply doesn’t exist and as a result, the facts relating to 
her life continue to be romanticized and embellished. My goal was to avoid this course, 
however, Betsy often takes on a life of her own. 

26 According to EPB Papers, infra, in August Elizabeth traveled to Paris to meet with Berryer 
to discuss filing the case. He filed her lawsuit on September 6, 1860 and the court then set 
timelines and procedures to govern the procedure of the case. The court heard arguments on 
the case less than five months later.  
 
27 Trial Transcript. Jefferson’s letter also reads: “Mr. Patterson is the president of the Bank of 
Baltimore, the wealthiest man in Maryland, perhaps in the United States except Mr. Carroll, a 
man of great virtue and respectability. The mother is the sister of the lady of General Samuel 
Smith and consequently the station of the family in society is with the first of the Untied 
States. These circumstances fix rank in a country where there are no hereditary titles.” T. 
Jefferson to Mr. Livingston, United States Minister at Paris, Nov. 4, 1803, The Writings of 
Thomas Jefferson, ed. Paul Leicester Ford, Vol. X (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1905), pp. 
48-49.   
 
28 E. Smith to E. Patterson, and N. Smith to Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte (EPB), February, 
1802, MS142b1f1, Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte Papers, 1802-79, MS. 12, H. Furlong Baldwin 
Library, Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore (hereinafter EPB Papers).  
 
29 Rosalie Stier Calvert (REC) to Mme H.J. Stier, Riversdale, Nov. 1803 in Mistress of 
Riversdale: The Plantation Letters of Rosalie Stier Calvert, 1795-1821, Margaret Law Callcott, ed. 
and trans. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), p. 62.  
 
30 Zagarri, Revolutionary Backlash, infra, p. 42; Branson, These Fiery Frenchified Dames, infra, p. 35. 
 
31 EPB to William Patterson, Rome, January 8, 1822, EPB Papers.  
 
32 Last will and Testament of William Patterson, August 20, 1827, manuscript copy, March 
16, 1835, William Patterson Papers, 1798-1835, Ms. H. Furlong Baldwin Library, Maryland 
Historical Society (hereinafter WP Papers).  
 
33 Id. 
 
34 Id.  
 
35 Id.  
 
36 Chicago Daily, September 16, 1877, Proquest Historical Newspapers Chicago Tribune 
(1849-1986).  
 



 110 

                                                 

37 A copy in the files of EPB Papers, “after 1850’s.”  
 
38 Berryer, in fact, embellished Jerome’s standing at the time he arrived in America. In The 
Statement of Facts he filed before trial, he argued that Jerome’s visit was to further his brother’s 
political interests. “Les relations que M. Jerome Bonaparte recherché dans ce pays furent conformes aux 
vues politiques de son frère. C’est ainsi qu’il fut admis dans la famille de M. William Patterson, l’un des 
plus opulents et des plus respectables citoyens du Maryland “ Trial Transcript, Demand, p. 6.  
 
39 Glenn J. Lamar, Jerome Bonaparte: The War Years, 1800-1815, (Westport Conn.: Greenwood 
Press, 2000), p. 2. 
 
40 Lamar, Jerome Bonaparte, p. 2, citing Correspondence de Napoléon ler, publié par l’ordre de 
L’Empereur Napoleon III, No. 5193, Napoleon to Ganteaume, 22 November 1800, VI, 651 
and No. 5211. 
 
41 Lamar, Jerome Bonaparte, p. 6-7, citing Mémoires, I, Villaret-Joyeuse to Decrés, 4 March 1802, 100. 
The Memoires, however, were written and published by Jerome’s family, to influence the 
outcome of the 1861 lawsuit. 
 
42 Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 72. 
 
43 London Morning Chronicle, Monday August 8, 1803, British Newspapers, 1800-1900, Gale 
Cengage Learning.  
 
44 The Derby Mercury, Derby, England, Thursday, August 18, 1803; Issue 3723, in Gale 
Cengage Learning. 
 
45 Id. 
 
46 Junius Rodriquez, The Louisiana Purchase: A historical and geographical encyclopedia, (ABC-CLIO, 
2002), p. 275. 
 
47 Thornton, 1803, Monday, July 4th. Pichon letter to Talleyrand, Georgetown, 30 Messidor, 
Year 2 20th July, 1803. Cited in Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, at 29. 
 
48 Pichon to Talleyrand, Georgetown, August 30, 1803. Cited in Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, 
p. 31. The British continued to hunt for Jerome Bonaparte. They newspapers reported in 
August that he was hiding in England in the home of emigrant monks. “The affair became 
so serious, that two magistrates of the country, accompanied by proper officers, searched 
every part of the house, and found nothing that could give rise to any suspicion of this 
kind.” The Morning Chronicle, London, England, Monday, August 22, 1803; Issue 10687, Gale 
Cengage Learning.  
 



 111 

                                                 

49 This description from the British Admiralty of M. Albert is a pseudonym for Jerome. See, 
Jerome Bonaparte aux Antilles by Dorothy Mackay Quynn (Revue de l’Institut Napoleon, July, 
1956) cited in Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 28.  
 
50 Pichon to Talleyrand, August 31, 1804, Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 30. 
 
51 Pichon reported to Talleyrand, August 31, 1804, Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 31. 
 
52 Id., p. 28. 
 
53 Lamar, Jerome Bonaparte, p. 10, citing, Mémoires, 132-136. 
 
54 Gallatin to Jefferson, New York, 18th August, 1803. Writings of Albert Gallatin, Vol. I, Henry 
Adams, ed. (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & co, 1879), pp. 137-138. 
 
55 London, September 10, The Hull Packet, Hull, England, Tuesday, September 13, 1803, 
Issue 870. Not until late September did the British report Jerome was seeking safe haven in 
America. The tongue-in-cheek report stated: “Jerome Bonaparte, had the command of the 
sloop…, to qualify himself for the post of High Admiral of France. He is not to be blamed 
for deserting the ocean as soon as a British cruiser appeared likely to come up with him. He 
was aware that the lakes of America were the only places in which he could practice naval 
tactics in security while England is at war with France, unless perhaps he should be fortunate 
enough to get home, and then he will maneuver a gun-boat on the ponds of St. Cloud to the 
delight of his brother the Consul.” Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle, Portsmouth, 
England, Monday, September 26, 1803; Issue 207. 
  
56 A Biographical Memoir of the Late Commodore Joshua Barney, ed. Mary Barney, (Boston: Gray 
and Bowen, 1832). Mitchell sites this book in his work, and also confirmed Barney’s service 
in the French Navy in the Archives de la Marine in Paris. Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 11, fn. 
14. 
 
57 Pichon to Jerome, cited in Allou’s oral brief, Trial Transcript. 
 
58 August 31, 1802, Pichon to Talleyrand, in Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 31. 
 
59 Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, cites a secret dossier on Barney, in the files of the Executive of 
the French Directory, without specific reference. Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 32.  
 
60 Louis A. Norton, Joshua Barney: Hero of the Revolution and 1812, (Annapolis: Naval Institute 
Press, 2000), p. 91. Ralph D. Paine, Captain Joshua Barney: A Forgotten Hero of Blue Water (New 
York: The Century Co., 1924), cited in Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 10. 
 



 112 

                                                 

61 Pichon to Talleyrand, Georgetown, October 6, 1803, cited in Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 
33.  
 
62 Pichon to Talleyrand, Georgetown, November 3, 1803, cited in Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, 
p.38-9. 
 
63 H.J. Burn, Betsy Bonaparte (Baltimore: The Maryland Historical Society, 2010), p. 41, citing, 
The Times [London], October 24, 1803. 
 
64 Pichon to Talleyrand, November 3, 1803, cited in Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 41. 
 
65 Betty-Bright P. Low, “Of Muslins and Merveilleuses: Excerpts from the Letters of 
Josephine du Pont and Margaret Manigault,” Winterthur Portfolio, Vol. 9 (1974), pp. 29-75.  
 
66 Stier, Mistress of Riversdale, p. 62-63. 
 
67 Eliza Susan Quincy, journal entry of March 13, 1816, Eliza Susan Quincy Papers, Rhode 
Island Historical Society, Providence, cited in Barratt and Miles, Gilbert Stuart, pp. 4-5. John 
Neal, “Our Painters I,” Atlantic Monthly 22 (December 1868), p. 641, cited in Barratt and 
Miles, Gilbert Stuart, p. 5. 
  
68 Miles and Barrett, Gilbert Stuart, p. 30, citing, “Stuart—the Vandyke of the Time,” The 
World, April 18, 1787, p. 3.  
 
69 From Anna Maria Thornton to Dolley Payne Madison, Tuesday, August 24th, 1802, in The 
Selected Letters of Dolley Payne Madison, eds., Mattern and Shulman. (Charlottesville: University 
of Virginia Press, 2003) pp. 50-51.  
 
70 William Dunlap, The Diary of William Dunlap, 1766-1839:  The Memoirs of a Dramatist, 
Theatrical Manger, Painter, Critic, Novelist, and Historian, 3 Vols. (New York: J. J. Little & Ives 
Co. 1831),Vol. II, February 6, 1806, pp. 379-80, 391-394.  
 
71 Id. 
  
72 The status of Washington as a city of speculators is described in detail by Sarah Luria in, 
Capital Speculations: Writing and Building Washington, D.C. (Durham, New Hampshire: 
University of New Hampshire Press, 2006). 
 
73Stuart letter to West, December 1776, Miscellaneous Manuscripts, New York Historical 
Society, cited in Barratt, Carrie Rebora, and Ellen G. Miles. Gilbert Stuart. (New Haven: Yale 
UP, 2005).Exh. Cat., Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York and National Portrait Gallery, 
Washington, D.C. Exhibitions, 2005), p. 26. 
 



 113 

                                                 

74 William Dunlap, A History of the Rise and Progress of the Arts of Design in the United States, 2 
volumes bound as 3. (New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1969), Vol. I, p. 193. 
 
75 “Postscript Account of the Exhibition of Paintings & c. at the Royal Academy,” St. 
James’s Chronicle, May 2, 1782, p. 4, cited in Barratt and Miles, Gilbert Stuart, p. 27.  
 
76 Dunlap, History, Vol. I, p. 189. 
 
77 Dunlap, History, Vol. I., p. 193. 
 
78 Dunlap, History, Vol. I, p. 195. 
 
79 Dunlap, History, Vol. I, p. 194. 
 
80 Dunlap Diary, Vol. II, February 17, 1806, pp. 385-386. 
 
81 J.D. Herbert, Irish Varieties for the Last Fifty Years. (London: William Joy, 1836), p. 248.  
 
82 Eleanor Pearson DeLorme, “Gilbert Stuart:  Portrait of an Artist.”  Winterthur Portfolio, Vol. 
14, No. 4, (Winter 1979), p. 351. 
 
83 See, Ellen G. Miles, American Paintings of the Eighteenth Century. (Washington D.C.: National 
Gallery of Art, 1995), p. 91 and 112.  
 
84 Barratt and Miles, Gilbert Stuart, p. 23. 
 
85 Dunlap, History, Vol. I, p. 191.  
 
86 For a more detailed treatment of Stuart’s form of modern genius, see, Susan Rather, in 
“Contrary Stuart,” American Art, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Smithsonian Institute, 2010). Much of the 
idea that Stuart was sick while in Washington comes from Latrobe’s comments that he was 
“in a deplorable condition. All last Summer he had a violent Ague and fever.” Latrobe 
Correspondence, pp. 24-25.  But, in Latrobe’s journal, he describes, near the country of the 
Patowmace, “hundreds of half starved, miserably lodged, idle, besotted, and ague and fever 
smitten families.” Of these folks, he was told that he had “in my possession no means of 
happiness equal to what Whiskey is to them. ‘ But the ague and fever!’ – They don’t mind it 
half as much as you do the vexations of your public concerns.” He then goes in to 
humorous detail about whiskey as the cure for all their ills. The Papers of Benjamin Henry 
Latrobe, Ed., Edward C. Carter. Series I, Journals (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980). 
Latrobe’s comments about Stuart may have well related to ague and fever from alcoholism.  
Latrobe describes Stuart’s form of genius: “[I] think he runs a great risk of dying for want of 
good nursing where he is. I shall write to him, but he is a man that answers no letters. Thank 



 114 

                                                 

heaven, at least my family ought to thank heaven, that I have no Genius, if this is the orbit in 
which Genius must move.” Id.  
 
87 Letter from Mrs. Jay dated November 15, 1794, “In ten days he [Stuart] is to go to 
Philadelphia to take a likeness of the President,” and quoted in George Champlin Mason, 
The Life and Works of Gilbert Stuart, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1879), p. 27.  
 
88 From Gloucester to Philadelphia in 1790, Judith Sargent Murray, Ed., Bonnie Hard Smith. 
(Gloucester, Mass: The Pressroom Printers, Inc., 1998), p. 106.  
 
89 Id., at 106-107. 
 
90 Population figures are from Branson, These Fiery Frenchified Dames, infra, p. 7. 
 
91 Rufus Wilmot Griswold, The Republican Court; or, American Society in the Days of Washington. 
New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1867, p. 265. 
 
92 Griswold, The Republican Court, pp. 291-308, provides a detailed account of Mrs. Bingham: 
“Distinguished among the women of the presidential court, Mrs. Bingham was elevated in 
some respects above them all, in being the centre of a court which was all her own. Her 
style, her beauty, her influence, the elegance of her house, the taste and aristocratic 
distinction of the assemblages which frequently adorned it, have become household words.” 
 
93 An engraving of the Bingham’s house, by William Russell Birch, in Views of Philadelphia 
1800-1960-1982, eds., S. Robert Teitelman and Howell J. Heaney. (The Free Library of 
Philadelphia, 1982), p. Plate 18, View in Third Street, from Spruce Street, Philadelphia, 1817.  
 
94 Alberts, The Golden Voyage, p. 163, citing a cousin of Mrs. Bingham, Joshua Francis Fisher.  
 
95 Bulfinch is quoted in Halsey and Towner, The Homes of Our Ancestors as Shown in the 
American Wing of the Metropolitan Museum of Art of New York (New York: Garden City Press, 
1937), and cited in Alberts, The Golden Voyage, p. 163.  
 
96 Alberts, The Golden Voyage, p. 163.  
 
97Letter cited in Robert C. Alberts, The Golden Voyage: The Life and Times of William Bingham, 
1752-1804 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1969), p. 291, from The Writings of George 
Washington, 39 vols. (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1931-1944). 
  
98Letter cited in, Alberts, The Golden Voyage, p. 291, William Bingham to Rufus King, minister 
to the Court of St. James’s, Nov. 29, 1796. 
 



 115 

                                                 

99 Barratt and Miles sifted through many of the financial records and provide an accounting, 
for payments by Bingham to Stuart totally $3200. Barrett and Miles, Gilbert Stuart, p. 206 and 
Fig. 108. From “Page in William Bingham’s Account Book listing payments to Stuart. 
Bingham, W. M. Manuscripts, Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington.” 
 
100 Alberts, The Golden Voyage, p. 150.  

101 Alberts, The Golden Voyage, p. 362. 
 
102 Mason, Gilbert Stuart, p. 27. For an historical account of the Republican Court written in 
1854, see, Griswold. Republican Court, infra. 
 

104 Anne Hollingsworth Wharton, Salons Colonial and Republican, (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott 
Co., 1900), p. 224. 
 
105 Aileen Ribeiro, The Art of Dress: Fashion in England and France 1750 to 1820 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1995), p. 7. Barratt and Miles, Gilbert Stuart, p. 274. Margaretta M. 
Lovell, Art in the Season of Revolution (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005).  
 
106 Latrobe to Dominic W. Boudet, Washington, July 29, 1810, Latrobe Correspondence, Vol. II, 
pp. 885-887.  
 
107 For further reading on women’s changing roles during this period, refer to: Linda Kerber, 
Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1980) and Mary Beth Norton, Liberty’s Daughter’s: The Revolutionary 
Experience of American Women, 1750-1800  (Boston: Little Brown, 1980) and Susan Branson: 
These Fiery Frenchified Dames, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001); Catherine 
Allgor, Parlor Politics: In which the Ladies of Washington Help Build a City and a Government 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2000).  
 
108 Allgor, Parlor Politics, p. 17.  
 
109 Allgor, Parlor Politics, p. 2. 
 
110 Appendix 4, entitled An Auction in Philadelphia, November, 1805, describing an 
advertisement in the United States Gazette for November 16, listing “Catalogue of the 
principal articles of furniture and plate.” Albert, The Golden Voyage, pp. 467-473. 
 
112 David Hacket Fischer, Liberty and Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press: 2005), pp. 
238-239. Various numismatist publications have explored the model for the Draped Bust 
coin and concluded that Stuart’s portrait of Bingham was the model for the Draped Bust 
Liberty coin. The following is a recent discussion: 
http://www.coinbooks.org/esylum_v13n14a12.html.  This author cites authorities on 



 116 

                                                 

Stuart, such as Dorinda Evans, The Genius of Gilbert Stuart, George Mason, The Life and Works 
of Gilbert Stuart as well as Jane Stuart, “Stuart Portraits of Washington.”   
 
113 Griswold, The Republican Court. 
 
114 T.J. to Anne Bingham, Paris, May 11, 1788, the Papers of Thomas Jefferson 13, pp. 151-152.  
 
115 Id.  
 
116 A.W.B. to T. Jefferson, June 1, 1787, in one of the only known letters written by her of 
any substance, reproduced in The Golden Voyage, Appendix 3, pp. 464-466. 
 
117 Cited by Zagarri, Revolutionary Backlash, Introduction.  
 
118 Cited in Zagarri, Revolutionary Backlash, p. 93, citing letter from Eleanor Parke Custis to 
Elizabeth Bordley, May 14, 1798.  
 
119 Catherine Mitchell to Mrs. Sylvanus Miller, 3 Apr. 1806 and 19 Dec. 1808, Catherine 
Ackley Mitchell Papers, Library of Congress Manuscript Division, cited in Brown, Incidental 
Architect, infra.  
 
120 William Patterson’s Last Will and Testimony, from the WP Papers.  
 
121 From the Anna Maria Brodeau Thornton Papers, Library of Congress, Washington D.C., 
diary entry of 1804, (hereinafter “Thornton Diary,”). “I went in company with Mrs. M—to the 
house of Representatives.” This could be to see the construction, however, which was under 
fire by Latrobe at the time. But she also recorded later visits to both the House and the 
Senate. March 5, 1804 and March 6, 1804. 
 
122 MBS to Mrs. Kirkpatrick, Sunday evening, Nov. 16, 1800, Washington Society, p. 15, and 
Samuel Harrison Smith, Friday, July 8, 1803, New York, Washington Society, p. 41. 
 
123 Branson, These Fiery Frenchified Dames, pp. 72-73, reproducing the Porcupine’s Gazette, July 27, 
1798.  
 
124 Ribeiro, The Art of Dress, p. 3.  
 
125 Samuel Eliot Morison, Harrison Gray Otis, 1765-1848, The Urbane Federalist (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin 1969), p. 136. 
 
126 Alberts, The Golden Voyage, p. 410. 
 



 117 

                                                 

127 BL to James Eakin, Philadelphia, April 10, 1801, Latrobe Correspondence, Vol. I, p. 176. 
After Bingham’s death, the Mansion House was first to be turned into “Tontine” coffee 
house – a meeting place for Philadelphia businessmen. Latrobe was considered for the job, 
but then, he worked instead on making it into the Mansion House Hotel, a project that 
brought him little or no money. Hamlin, Latrobe, p. 191. 
 
128 Morison, Otis, p. 136. 
 
129 New Letters of Abigail Adams 1788-1801, ed. Stewart Mitchell, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Co. 1947), p. 242. 
 
130 Id.  
 
131John and Abigail Adams both paid careful attention to dress, their own and others. Early 
in his life, Adams wrote instructions to young ladies on dress, advising them of his opinions, 
and these opinions also seem to correspond with Abigail’s. 

Now the finest face, and shape, that ever Nature formed, would be insufficient to 
attract and fix the Eye of Gentleman without some Assistance and Decoration of 
Dress.  And I believe an handsome shoe, well judged Variety of Colours, in Linnen, 
Laces &c., and even the Rustling of silks has determined as many Matches as any 
natural features, or Proportions or Motions. He’s a fool that is determined wholly by 
either or by both, but even a wise man will take all these, as well as others less, into 
Consideration. I cannot be supposed to be master of the whole Art of Dress, nor to 
give Rules for your Conduct of it. I only say study it, even of your selves. Study it 
even as a science, and take in Hogarths mathematicks to your Aid. 

January, 1761, Diary and Autobiography of John Adams, ed. L. H. Butterfield, et al. (Cambridge, 
Mass. Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1961) Vol. 1, p. 194. This early passage 
combines Adams opinions about fashion, art and virtue. Like fine art, historians often 
conclude that Adams had a negative view of fashion but once again, I would argue he had a 
negative view of excess, of any kind. With respect to fashion, he believed that it should be an 
art, studied like science as set forth by Hogarth.  Adams expected one to have a thorough 
education and appreciation for all matters that affected human virtues and morals – he 
wasn’t opposed even to the luxury of a rustling silk, if deployed in the proper attraction of a 
man’s eye. Through education, one would form the discipline necessary to understand and 
control human passions and avoid its excesses. 
 
132 Jefferson to Joel Barlow, 3 May 1802, Thomas Jefferson Papers, Library of Congress 
Manuscript Division, series I, no. 268, also quoted in Brown, Incidental Architect, infra, p. 33.  
 
133 Dunlap Diary, February 9, 1806, pp. 381-382.!
134 Gordon S. Brown, Incidental Architect: William Thornton and the Cultural Life of Early 
Washington, D.C, 1791-1828, (Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2009, p. 20. William Dunlap’s 
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diary and Anna Thornton’s diary recount the other artists that came through Washington or 
lived there for a time.  Robert Field, an Englishman came in 1800 and painted George 
Washington Parke Custis and William Thornton, also staying with the Thorntons. He 
painted miniatures of the family. Then, the English landscape painter William Winstanley 
visited Washington and he too stayed with the Thornton’s. Thornton’s diary gives detailed 
accounts of his stay and his copies of Stuart’s work. John Vanderlyn came in 1803 and 
Thornton went next door to Madison’s to see his work on a pencil portrait of Dolley. 
Rembrandt Peale and his father came in 1804 and 1805, and his son painted Jefferson. 
Miniaturists William Dunlap, Nicholas Bourdet and David Boudon all came through 
Washington. The most success was French self-taught artist Charles Saint-Memin. Local 
artists included George Washington Parke Custis and New York portraitist Caleb Boyle, 
who took up residence in Gilbert’s old studio.  

135 Brown, Incidental Architect, p. 7. When Charles Willson Peale visited the Thornton’s in June 
of 1804, he commented, “Mrs. Thornton played on her fortepiano and sang some very 
pleasing songs in English, French and Italian and in a high style of execution.” Extract from 
Peale Diary, 7 June 1804, Charles Willson Peale Papers, Library of Congress Manuscript 
Division, also cited in Brown, p. 43.  
 
136 Brown, Incidental Architect, p. 4.  
 
137 Thornton wrote of his ambitions and distractions: “I am sought for by company; when I 
hear music, my ear is tickled; my eye delighted by painting; the murmuring brook arrests my 
attention, and I forget that it represents time, which glides away and returns not. Nature is 
always regenerating, but man is dying. I must do more than I have ever done, or my name 
too will die.”  Thornton to Lettsom, 8 Jan. 1795, in Harris, Thornton papers, p. 295, quoted in 
Brown, Incidental Architect, p. 11.  
 
138 Jefferson to Commissioner Daniel Carroll, 1 Feb. 1793, Thomas Jefferson Papers, Library of 
Congress Manuscript Division, series I, image 731. Accessed at Library of Congress, 
American Memory, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/jefferson_papers, and 
cited in Brown, Incidental Architect, p. 2. Jefferson drew a modest, traditional grid style for the 
layout of the city but George Washington chose L’Enfant’s grandiose plan, based on an 
imperial capital like Versailles, with streets plotted irregularly, a network of wide avenues, 
and the Capitol, built on the center at the highest point. Jefferson said L’Enfant’s plan 
“glowed with an iconography of federal supremacy.” Luria, Capital Speculations, p. 6. 
 
139 Some confusion exists about the physical address of Stuart’s studio. Miles says the studio 
was a block north of Pennsylvania Avenue, on C Street. I believe his studio opened onto 
Pennsylvania Avenue, not C Street. Latrobe, who was leasing the land, purchased the 
property from John P. Van Ness in 1812 according to The Papers of Benjamin Henry Latrobe, 
Correspondence and Miscellaneous Papers, Series IV, Edward C. Carter II, editor-in-chief, et al, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), (Hereinafter, Latrobe Correspondence) Vol. I, p. 326-
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372, fn. 4. In this footnote of Vol. I, the editors state that the lot fronts C street. However, in 
Vol. II, pg. 887, footnote 2, they give a lengthy and significant discussion about Caleb Boyle, 
who occupied the studio after Stuart. In this footnote, the editors refer to Latrobe’s studio 
on Pennsylvania Avenue. Latrobe leased the building to Boyle.  Boyle advertised from 1808-
1809 in the National Intelligencer of his portrait painting business, in the building formerly 
occupied by Mr. G. Stewart, on Pennsylvania Avenue, near Duane’s bookstore, also at 6th 
and Pennsylvania Avenue. National Intelligencer, 23 March, 1808, 1 April, 1808, 20 Feb. 1809, 
20 March, 1809. In February of 1809 he was selling a portrait of James Madison, from an 
engraving by Stewart, at the R.C. Weightman bookstore on Pennsylvania Avenue.  Then, in 
March of 1809, he intended to establish a National Museum, connected with a Gallery of 
Portraits.  Latrobe wrote to another artist, on October 3, 1811, of the: 
  

house in this city. Mr. Stuart, the painter took it of me, occupied it for two years, & 
went to Boston without paying me a cent…Mr. Boyle, of Baltimore, then succeeded. 
He painted also & had a museum. He also remained two years, filled the house with 
negroes, & decamped $125 in debt. Having thus paid for the encouragement of 
painting & Museums about $500 in cash without much advantage whatever to 
myself, except the acknowledgment which you are willing to make me, I must decline 
during the rest of my life having anything whatever to do with paintings, museums, 
or their proprietors.  
 

Cited in Talbot Hamlin, Benjamin Henry Latrobe (New York: Oxford University Press, 1955), 
p. 317.  Duane’s bookstore was William Duane’s, the editor of the Philadelphia newspaper 
Aurora, who operated the bookstore from 1801 to 1807, then sold to R.C. Weightman, 
when the store became a popular social venue for the residents. Incidental Architect, p. 52. By 
some accounts, the bookstore was known as the Aurora or the Apollo Press. Since the lot is 
bounded by C Street on one side and the thoroughfare Pennsylvania Avenue on the other, it 
makes no sense for a public “shew” room to have opened on to C Street, the backstreet. As 
advertised by Boyle, the studio—large enough to hold a museum and to show portraits to 
the public—would most likely have opened onto Pennsylvania Avenue. The Library of 
Congress holds a print by August Kollner, made of brown ink and graphic drawing and 
dated 1839, that shows Pennsylvania Avenue and 7th Street. At the far end of the block, there 
is a small one-story structure that could possibly be Latrobe’s building. After Stuart left, 
Hamlin says that Latrobe added to the original building, leasing it as a factory for steam 
engines but does not cite his support for this fact. Hamlin, Benjamin Henry, p. 309. Latrobe 
Correspondence, Vol. I, p. 326-327, and fn. 4. 
 
Latrobe was a Democrat-Republican, writing John Gilpin in Philadelphia, Feb. 3, 1805, “In 
the present state of parties it is a favorable circumstance that Mr. Duane warmly espouses 
our intere[sts.] At that time, Duane was locked in a battle with others against Governor 
McKean, seeking to simply the legal system so that it was more accessible to the common 
man. Alexander J. Dallas, along with McKean, opposed the changes and established the 
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Society of Constitutional Republicans (the Quids). See, Latrobe Correspondence, Vol. II, pg. 12-
15, and fn. 5.  
 
140 B.H. Latrobe to John Lenthall, Newcastle, Sept. 26, 1803 Latrobe Correspondence, Vol. I, p. 
324-326. 
 
141 Dunlap Diary, February 19, 1806, pp. 386-388. 
 
142 B.H. Latrobe to John Lenthall, Philadelphia, Nov. 27th, 1803, Latrobe Correspondence, Vol. I. 
Latrobe, at this time, was having serious financial troubles.  See, Hamlin, Latrobe, pp. 202-
213. 
 
143 Portion of the Latrobe letter to J. Lenthall of December 13, 1803, reprinted in Hamlin, 
Latrobe, pp. 315-316.  
 
144 Latrobe, letter to John Vaughan, Wilmington, March 12, 1805, Latrobe Correspondence, Vol. 
II pp. 24-25. 
 
145 Anna Thornton always referred to her visitors formally, as Mr. and Mrs., even Dolley and 
James Madison, even though she saw Dolley Madison almost daily. However, she very rarely 
if ever recorded the substance of any conversations or any political events. She does not 
record the battle between her husband and Latrobe. Her diary was more thorough in 1800, 
but then perhaps her intentions strayed from her original project as she began making only 
brief one or two line entries after that first year. Based on the number of visits in 1803 alone, 
her best friend was Dolley Madison; their visits outnumbered those of any others by a large 
margin. Her other close friends, based on number of visits, were her mother, Mrs. Forrest, 
Mrs. Pichon, Mrs. Tingley, Dolley’s sister Anna Payne, Mrs. Knapp, Mrs. Law and Sally 
Mckean.  
 
146 Latrobe, letter to John Lenthall, clerk of the works at the Capitol who also constructed 
Stuart’s studio, December 13, 1803, Philadelphia, Latrobe Correspondence, Vol. I, p. 326. 
 
147 Latrobe’s height is recorded in the introduction to Hamon, Latrobe, p. xvii. 
 
148 Benjamin Henry Boneval Latrobe, Impressions Respecting New Orleans, edited with an 
introduction and notes by Samuel Wilson, Jr. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1951), 
March 6, 1819, cited in Hamlin, Latrobe, p. 52.  
 
149 Hamlin, Latrobe, pp. 46-47. 
 
150 Hamlin, Latrobe, pp. 129-130. 
 
151 Latrobe Correspondence, Vol. I., pp. 257-259. 
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152 Latrobe Correspondence, Vol. I., pp. 219-224. 
 
153 B.H.L. to Mary Latrobe, Washington City, Nov. 24 and 30, 1802, Latrobe Correspondence, 
Vol. I, pp. 232-233 and 234-235. 
 
154 Dunlap, Vol. II, Feb. 20th and 25th, 1806, pp. 388-390.  
 
155 Margaret Bayard Smith to Mrs. Kirkpatrick, Sunday evening, Nov. 1, 1800, The First Forty 
Years of Washington Society, ed., Gaillard Hunt, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1906), p. 
8-9. Reading Margaret Smith’s leaders, one understands the almost magical influence 
Jefferson had on those in Washington at the time.  When she first met him, she said, “I felt 
my checks burn and my heart throb, and not a word more could I speak while he remained.” 
Id., pg. 7. The intensity of her reaction to the President remained throughout his terms in 
office. In 1809, she wrote, “When he is gone, Washington will not be Washington to me. I 
cannot think of his departure without tears. I do love him, with all my heart I love him….” 
MBS to Miss Susan Bayard Smith, Saturday, 26 February 1809, p. 55.  
 
156 BL to Thomas Jefferson, Enclosure: Report on the U.S. Capitol, Washington City, April 
4, 1803, Latrobe Correspondence, pp. 268-283.  
 
157 Benjamin Latrobe, The Journal of Latrobe: being the notes and sketches of an artist, (New York: B. 
Appleton and Company, 1905), p. 116. 
 
158 W. Thornton to B. Latrobe, Latrobe Correspondence, Vol. I, pp. 479-480.  
 
159 B.L. to W.T., Newcastle, April 28, 1804, Latrobe Correspondence, p. 481.   
 
160 B.L. to W.T., Newcastle, April 28, 1804, Latrobe Correspondence, p. 481.  
 
161 W.T. to B.L., City of Washington, Latrobe Correspondence, pp. 523-524. 
 
162 W.T. to B.L., City of Washington, Latrobe Correspondence, pp. 523-524. 
 
163 Brown, Incidental Architect, citing JQA, fn. 29, p. 120. When part of the Treasury building 
designed by Latrobe collapsed in a winter freeze, Thornton wrote: “This Dutchman in taste, 
this monument builder, This planner of grand steps and walls; This falling arch-maker, this 
blunder-proof gilder Himself an architect calls.” (Quoted in Thomas Froncek, An Illustrated 
History of the City of Washington (New York, 1977), p. 111 and cited in Brown, Incidental 
Architect, p. 37.) 
 
164 Thornton Diary, 24 June 1813.  
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165 Dunlap History, Vol. I, p. 195. 
 
166 B.H. Latrobe to Dominic W. Boudet, Washington, July 29th, 1810, Latrobe Correspondence, 
Vol. II, p. 592. 
 
167 B.H. Latrobe to Dominic W. Boudet, Washington, July 29th, 1810, Latrobe Correspondence, 
Vol. II, p. 887. 
 
168 Harrison Gray Otis, letter to wife, Sally Foster Otis, April 10, 1798, Harrison Gray Otis 
Papers, 1691-1870, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, cited in Miles and Barratt, 
Gilbert Stuart, p. 246. 
 
169 The Selected Letters of Dolley Payne Madison, pg. 18, citing, Rowe, Thomas McKean, 265, 
284-87.  
 
170 Victor Hugo, Les Misérables, p. 400. He continues: “This first glance of a soul which does 
not yet know itself is like the dawn in the sky. It is the awakening of something radiant and 
unknown.  Nothing can express the dangerous chasm of this unlooked-for gleam which 
suddenly suffuses adorable mysteries, and which is made up of all the innocence of the 
present, and of all the passion of the future. It is a kind of irresolute lovingness which is 
revealed by chance, and which is waiting. It is a snare which Innocence unconsciously 
spreads, and in which she catches hearts without intending to, and without knowing it.  It is 
a maiden glancing like a woman.” 
 
171 From the unpublished manuscript of Dorothy Mackay Quynn, Chapter 2, pg. 3, citing the 
Baltimore directory, 1804, and found in the EPB Papers. 
 
172 Saffell, The Bonaparte-Patterson Marriage, p. 27. 
 
173 The Diary of James Gallatin: Secretary to Albert Gallatin, a Great Peacemaker, 1813-1827, ed. 
Count Gallatin, (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1920), p. 62.  
 
174 Chicago Tribute (1860-1872), June 19, 1870: ProQuest Historical Newspapers. 
 
175 Chicago Tribute (1860-1872), June 19, 1870: ProQuest Historical Newspapers. 
 
176 Pichon to Talleyrand, November 3, 1803, Mitchell, Family Lawsuit. 
 
177 Thornton Diary, p. 241 On Saturday, October 29, the Thornton’s drank tea at W. Duvall’s. 
Mr. And Mrs. …Dallas from Philadelphia there. On Sunday, “We went to Church at the 
Capitol – W. R----from Baltimore preached. Visited Mr. Smith – the Marquis De Casa Yrujo 
– Berkleys’, Mr. and Mrs. Merry arrived (Saturday 26th), and the Thornton’s called on them 
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December 1, a windy, cold Thursday in Washington. “Did not get invited also to tea at Mr. 
Mrs. M. – who gave a diplomatic dinner to Mr. Merry – (Tuesday, 6th)  
 
178 Id. 
 
179 Berryer represents that the date of the wedding was first set of November 3, 1803. 
 
180 Id. 
 
181 General S. Smith to W.P., EPB Papers.  
 
182 Jerome would not turn nineteen until November 19, 1803. 
 
183 Thomas Jefferson to Robert R. Livingston, pg. 48-51.  
 
184 Saffell, The Bonaparte-Patterson Marriage, p. 28. 
 
185 Id. By December 17, word had already traveled by letter that Jerome and Elizabeth had 
married. One report said they were married in Philadelphia, but the French envoy had the 
license revoked. Newcastle, December 17, The Newcastle Courant etc. (Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 
England) Saturday, December 17, 1803; Issue 6636. Another report said that Jerome 
invested $80,000 dollars as a settlement for marrying the Lady, but it had been protested by 
the French commercial agent (formerly consul) and suspended by the authorities of the State 
of Maryland. Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle etc, (Portsmouth, England), Monday, 
December 19, 1803; Issue 219. Then, it is reported by an extract of a letter from 
Philadelphia, dated November 5, that the two were married, Jerome put $80,000 in the bank 
of Baltimore and his brother allows him $1,000 a week. Another letter, on the 12th, however, 
states that on the morning of the ceremony, the French Minister went in person “to the 
presiding civilian, and in the name of the First Consul, his Mother, forbade the union; in 
consequence, the license was revoked.” The Derby Mercury, Derby England, Thursday, 
December 22, 1803; Issue 3741. 
 
186 Pichon to Jerome, October 29, 1803, reprinted in Allou’s portion of the Trial Transcript. 
 
187  Michael Grossberg, Governing the Hearth: Law and the Family in Nineteenth-Century America 
(Chapel Hill and London: The University of North Carolina Press, 1985), pp. 105-108.  
Thomas Jefferson described American law as follows: “You know that by our laws, all 
persons are free to enter into marriage if of twenty-one years of age, no one having a power 
to restrain them not even their parents. And under that age no one can prevent it but the 
parent or guardian. The lady is under age, and the parents, placed between her affections 
which were strongly fixed, and the considerations opposing the measure, yielded with pain 
and anxiety to the former.”  Mitchell, The Family Lawsuit, p. 82. 
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188 Id.  
 
189 Article 183 of the Civil Code of France at the time set for the following: “A demand for 
annulment cannot be instituted by the parents whose consent is necessary if the marriage has 
been specifically or tacitly approved by those whose consent is required, or if no such 
demand has been made within a period of one year since the parents had knowledge of the 
marriage.”  
 
190 Victo Hugo, Les Misérables, p. 579. 
 
191 Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 36. 
 
192 Saffell, The Bonaparte-Patterson Marriage p. 29-30. 
 
193 This letter, and many others, appear in the book published by Saffell entitled: The 
Bonaparte-Patterson marriage in 1803: and the secret correspondence on subject never before made public, 
published in 1873. When Saffell found the letters, he contacted Betsy and provided her the 
proofs, asking her permission to print the letters and she said, “Publication of the volume 
was a matter of perfect indifference to her.” On the other hand, her two grandsons objected 
to the publication, but did not state their reasons. The fact that Betsy (and her grandsons) 
did not declare the secret letters fake, or the contents a ruse, lends this letter credibility. 
Saffell, The Bonaparte-Patterson Marriage p. vi.  

 
194 Memoirs of Aaron Burr, Vol. II., ed. Matthew L. Davis, (New-York: Harper & Brothers, 
1837) New-York, November 22, 1803, Burr to Theodosia, pp. 246-7. Jerome, at the time, 
was also in New York, and Burr reported “he will keep me three days to dine him. We have 
exchanged visits, but have not yet met.” 
 
195 REC to Mme. H. J. Stier, Riversdale, November 1803, Mistress of Riversdale, p. 62. 
 
196 Mitchell, A Family Lawsuit, p. 36.  
 
197 Hearing. Saffell, The Bonaparte-Patterson Marriage, p. 31. On December 20th, 1803, the 
Louisiana territory was officially delivered to American commissioners. Thomas Jefferson to 
James Monroe, January 8, 1804.  
 
199 According to Berryer, during his rebuttal argument, the wedding was in the cathedral, as 
reported in Lloyd’s Weekly London Newspaper, Feb. 10, 1861, Bonaparte v. Paterson, in 
www.britishpapaerarchive.co.uk. 
 
200 Saffell, The Bonaparte-Patterson Marriage p. 35,  
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201 Mistress of Riversdale, p. 20. Rosalie immediately reported the news of the Bonaparte-
Patterson marriage to her sister, in a hasty postscript to a letter on December 30 1803: “My 
husband, who just came in this moment, brought the news that Jerome Bonaparte has been 
married to Miss Patterson of Baltimore.” REC to Isabelle van Havre, Riversdale, 30 
December 1803, p. 73.  Benjamin Latrobe’s daughter, in 1808, was also married in the 
evening, in a small ceremony with family and a few close friends. Hamon, Latrobe, p. 230. 
 
202 Thornton Diary, December 25, Sunday, 1803. 
 
203 Some attribute this comment to Aaron Burr, but since he was not at the wedding, the 
actual source of this legendary statement is uncertain. 
 
204 Chicago Tribute (1860-1872), September 16, 1877: ProQuest Historical Newspapers.  
 
205 http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/1983.6.1,07.146.5 
 
206 Henry Lachouque, Bonaparte et la Cour Consulair (Paris: Bloud & Gay, 1958), p. ee: et sous le 
Directorie, 5 vols. (Paris: L. Cerf, 1898-1902), 5: 539, cited in Betty-Bright P. Low, p. 8; also, 
for a discussion of Madame Hamelin, see, Julius M. Price, Dame Fashion: Paris—London 
(1786-1912) (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1913), pp. 33-37.  
 
207 London, September 10, 1803, The Hull Packet, Issue 870. 
 
208 Gillray print. In 1810, he published “The Graces in a High Wind,” revealing a bit too 
much of a woman’s figure.  
 
209 For example, an advertisement of Robert Gilmor and Co., selling Bengal goods, including 
muslin, arriving in Baltimore, May 8, 1794. Baltimore Daily Intelligencer, Vol. I; Is. 173, Pg. 
4, Published on-line in America’s  Histor i ca l  Newspapers . Mrs. Adams sent her sister a 
piece of Decca Muslin for two Crowns of caps. “It is Deca Muslin…Ladies of your age wear 
such fine Musling, with white Ribbons made like the dress close caps, with a little Hair seen 
at the Ears.” The Gazette of the United States, January 16, 1798, cited as “Imported (via New 
York) on the ship Hero, from Madras and Calcutta, and for sale by the Subscriber, at No. 61 
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handkerchiefs…Samuel Wilson.” New Letters of Abigail Adams, p. 173.  
 
210 Ruth Barnes, Steven Cohen, Rosemary Crill, Trade, Temple & Court: Indian Textiles from the 
Tapi Collection (Mumbai: India Book House Pvt Ltd, 2002), p. 192; How India Clothed the 
World: “The world of South Asian Textiles, 1500-1850,” eds. Giorgio Riello and Tirthankar Roy, 
(Boston: Brill, 2009), pp. 205-215; The author, Ian C. Wendt, of the article “Changing 
Structure of the South Indian Textile Industry,” argues that the story of spinners and other 
female agrarian labor has been largely left out of the textile story and their decline in the 
process is now virtually absolute and total in the Manufacture of Dacca, Muslin. Account of the 



 126 

                                                 

Cotton Manufactures of Dacca in Bengal, by a former Resident of Dacca. Publisher, John Mortimer, 
1851, from, J. Forbes Watson, The Textile Manufactures and the Costumes of The People of India 
(Varanasi: Indological Book House, 1982), p. 65. 
 
211 Watson, The Textile Manufactures, p. 70. The structure of the textile industry was highly 
dependant on specialized labor. Women spinners, cotton pickers and cleaners, and warpers 
were a significant part of the production and economy of Southeast Asia. The best Dacca 
spinners, said to be young women, could thread single strands up to four miles in length. 
Abhay Kumar Singh, Modern World System and Indian Proto-Industrialization: Bengal 1650-1800, 
(New Delhi: Northern Book Centre, 2006), pp. 58-59. 
 
212 Arts of Bengal: The Heritage of Bangladesh and Eastern India, Robert Skelton and Mark Francis, 
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214 REC to Charles J. Stier, Albion, 3 July 1802 cited in Mistress of Riversdale, pg. 35. Elizabeth 
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Publications, Inc., 1992), pg. 107-114. While we consider underwear an essential part of our 
wardrobe today, this was not the case before the 19th Century. French writers indicated that 
French women saw English school girls wearing drawers for physical exercise and adopted 
the garment into their wardrobe. Id., pp. 114-115. 
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Figure 1. Catherine Brass Yates, 1793-1794, Oil on canvas, 31 x 25 in., National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C., Andrew W. Mellon Collection (1940.1.4) 
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Figure 2. Elizabeth Parke Custis Law, 1796, Oil on Canvas, 28 ! x 23 " in., private collection. 
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Figure 3. Honoré Daumier, Les Avocats (The Lawyers), c. 1860. Oil on Canvas.  
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Figure 4. Antoine Pierre Berryer (1790-1868), by August Lemoine, lithographer, after a photograph by Pierre 
Petit (1832-1885)
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Figure 5. Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte, 1804, Oil on canvas, 28 x 24 in., private collection. 
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Figure 6.  Dorcus Spear Patterson, by Robert Edge Pine, 1786, oil, Maryland Historical Society.
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Figure 7. Rembrandt Peale, Captain Joshua Barney, c. 1817, oil on canvas, Maryland Historical 
Society. 
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Figure 8. Gilbert Stuart, self-portrait, c. 1778, oil on canvas, 16 # x 12 #, Redwood Library and Athenaeum, 
Newport, Rhode Island.  

 

Figure 9. Charles Willson Peale and Rembrandt Peale, Gilbert Stuart,  1805, oil on canvas, 23 " x 19 " in. The 
New-York Historical Society.  
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Figure 10. Dr. William Thornton, 1804. Oil on canvas, 28 7/8  x 24 1/8 in. National Gallery 
of Art, Washington, D.C.  



 149 

 

Figure 11. Anna Maria Thornton, 1804, Oil on canvas, 28 7/8 x 24 1/9 in., National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 12. Birch’s View in Third Street, from Spruce. Mansion house of the Binghams, 1800. 
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Figure 13. George Washington (The Lansdowne Portrait), 1796, Oil on canvas, 97 " x 62 " in, 
National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 14.  Anne Willing Bingham, 1797, oil on canvas, 30 x 25 in., private collection. 
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Figure 15. William Bingham, 1797, oil on canvas, 44 7/8 x 34 " in., private collection. 
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Figure 16. Anne Willing Bingham, early sketch by Gilbert Stuart, printed in Alberts, Robert 
C.  The Golden Voyage: The Life and Times of William Bingham 1752-1804. Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1969.  
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Figure 17. William Russell Birch’s,  A view of the Capitol of Washington, before it was burnt down by 
the British, watercolor, c. 1800. 

  

 

Figure 18. Jefferson’s Plans for Pennsylvania Avenue, with Populars, by Nicholas King, 
from Library of Congress Manuscript Division, http://www.loc.gov/rr/mss. 
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Figure 19. Rembrandt Peale, Benjamin Henry Latrobe, c. 1815, oil on canvas, private collection 
(Detai l ) . 
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Figure 20. William Russell Birch, Bank of Pennsylvania, South Second Street, by Benjamin H. 
Latrobe. 
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Figure 21. Don Carlos Maria Martinez de Yrujo y Tacon, Marques de Casa Yrujo, 1804, oil on 
canvas, 29 " x 24 " in., Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Thomas R. McKean.  
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Figure 22. Sarah McKean, Marquesa de Casa Yrujo, 2804, oil on canvas, 29 " x 24 " in., 
Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Thomas R. McKean.  
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Figure 23. Dress of Elizabeth Patterson Bonaparte from Metropolitan Museum of Art collection. Accession 

Number: 1963.6.1. Culture: French Medium: Cotton, 1804-1805. 
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Figure 24. Isaac Cruickshank, Parisian Ladies in their Full Winter Dress, November 24, 1799. 
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Figure 25. James Gillray, The Graces in High Winds, 1810. 
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Figure 26. Advertisement in Baltimore paper, May 8, 1794.  
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Figure 27. Example of 18th Century women’s clothing, from 
http://www.history.org/history/clothing/women/anatomy.cfm. 
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Figure 28. Thomas Jefferson (The Medallion Portrait), 1805, Grisaille of aqueous medium on 
blue laid paper on canvas, 18 x 18 3/8 in., Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University Art 
Museums, Cambridge, Massachusetts.  
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Figure 29. Jerome Bonaparte, 1804, oil on canvas, 28 " x 23 " in, private collection. 
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Figure 30. Madame Juliette Racamier, by Jacque-Louis David, 1800, oil on canvas, 1.74 m x. 
2.44 m, The Louvre Museum.H. 1.74 m; W. 2.44  

 

 

Figure 31. Madame Juliette Recamier, by François Gérard, 1802. 



 168 

 

Figure 32. Sarah Wentworth Morton, c. 1800-1802, oil on canvas, 29 1/8 x 24 1/8 in, 
Worcester Art Museum, Worcester, Massachusetts. 
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Figure 33. Marie-Pauline Bonaparte 1806, by Jacques François Faust Lefèvre. 
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Figure 34. Danaë  by Titian, Naples, Museo di Capodimonte. 
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Figure 35. Titian, Venus, 1538, Uffizi, Florence. 
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Figure 36. Dolley Payne Madison, 1804, oil on canvas, 29 1/8 x 24 1/8 in., The White House, 
Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 37. Anna Payne Cutts, 1804, oil on canvas, 29 x 24 1/8 in, The White House, 
Washington, D.C. 
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Figure 38. Elizabeth Beltzhoover Mason, 1804, Oil on canvas, 29 x 24, The Cleveland Museum 
of Art, Cleveland, Ohio.  
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Figure 39. Rosalie Stier Calvert, 1804, oil on canvas, 29 x 23 " in., The Maryland Historical 
Society, Baltimore.  
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Figure 40. Elizabeth Merry, 1805 (further information unavailable). 
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Figure 41. Alexandrine Emilie Brongniart (1780-1847), Marie Louise Élisabeth Vigée-Lebrun, 
1788, The National Gallery of Art, London. 

  

 

Figure 42. Alexandrine Emilie Brongniart, Houdin, presented at the salon of 1777, The Louvre 
Museum.  
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