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Introduction

President William McKinley prayed for answers to the ques-
tion of what to do with the newly acquired Philippines. “I 
am not ashamed,” he admitted to a group of clergymen, 
“that I went down on my knees and prayed Almighty God 
for light and guidance more than one night.”1 After the  
taking of the island nation, as a result of the brief Spanish- 
American War, a debate erupted about what America should 
do in the Pacific, and the president found himself in the 
middle of this maelstrom of political opinion. Many claimed 
the United States should walk away from the messy business 
of overseas empire, while others argued that the creation of 
such an empire was the answer to years of longing for fur-
ther expansion, a desire for lands that had been a way of life 
in a world controlled from European capitals.

According to a report in the Christian Advocate, divine in-
spiration struck the president in a flash and “one night late it 
came to me this way—I don’t know how it was, but it came: 
(1) That we could not give them [the Philippines] back to 
Spain—that would be cowardly and dishonorable; (2) that 
we could not turn them over to France or GermanyÂ€.Â€.Â€. that 
would be bad business and discreditable.” Not satisfied with 
either of these two options, McKinley continued by listing 
the two concerns that would become most critical to Ameri-
can empire during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries: “(3) that we could not leave them to themselves—
they were unfit for self-government—and . . . (4) that there 
was nothing left for us to do but to take them all, and to 
educate the Filipinos, and uplift and civilize and Christian-
ize them, and by God’s grace do the very best we could by 
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them, as our fellow-men for whom Christ also died.”2 In response to this 
impassioned realization, McKinley woke up the next morning and “â•›‘sent 
for the chief engineer of the War Department (our map-maker), and told 
him to put the Philippines on the map of the United States’ (pointing to 
a large map on the wall of his office); ‘and there they are, and there they 
will stay while I am President!’â•›”3

There was no easy path to fulfilling McKinley’s ardent hopes. Indeed, 
after the Spanish-American conflict, which was, by most accounts, a rather 
quick series of events that led to the United States gaining a physical 
presence in a number of locations (including Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, 
and the Philippines), America then engaged in the very messy business 
of the Philippine-American War. The official dates of that conflict for 
colonial dominion are 1899–1902, but the actual years of the war against 
Filipino insurgents went well beyond the July 1902 cutoff date that presi-
dent Theodore Roosevelt declared. Both the American government and 
other institutions, such as the dominant media, tried to stay on message 
about the Philippines, endlessly repeating McKinley’s initial mandate for 
America’s civilizing mission in the archipelago. This missionary attitude 
helped formulate the US ideology of “benevolent assimilation,” an edict 
premised on bringing moral and intellectual uplift to a part of the world 
repeatedly perceived as inferior. Benevolent assimilation was also, it is 
critical to note, a directive predicated on a Christlike metaphor of self-
lessness in the face of a world order dominated by what many Americans 
conceptualized as the politics of European imperial greed.

What is most striking about McKinley’s divine dictate is that he did 
not describe how the military facilitated his goal of empire, but instead 
he focused on the visually mediated task of mapping. By placing the 
Philippines on the map of the United States—by the very act of geo-
graphic inscription—McKinley incited the experience of empire. In the 
chapters that follow, this book explores how deploying the visual to 
signify empire helped further American imperialism in Asia. Through 
a close reading of a number of visual scapes—including the body, the 
decorative arts, the mass media, maps, the public spectacle of a parade, 
and architecture—Visualizing American Empire argues that different vi-
sual mediums furthered empire while concomitantly fostering a space 
where debates about empire could take place. Arjun Appadurai claims 
that our current global circumstance plays out in a world of scapes (from 
mediascapes to financescapes). These interrelated milieus foster our cur-
rent world condition where fixity and stability are no longer feasible. 
These scapes are fluid and are constantly reinvented by the multifarious 
framework of our media-dominant world. Furthermore, these scapes are 
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dependent on numerous points of view, and thus are not rigid, as their  
meaning morphs depending on context. Although Appadurai is describ-
ing our contemporary situation, his notion of scapes, and their amor-
phousÂ€quality, elucidates late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
American imperialism. The concept of scapes permits a sustained reflec-
tion on different modes of empire, which through a panoply of primary 
sources, especially those connected to the media, explains the anxieties 
and tensions that attended American empire.4

Visualizing American Empire starts with the historically conceptualized 
notion that the Philippines is part of the Orient and explains the early 
American colonial project in Asia (1898–1913) as a visually mediated 
experience. I contend that how we look (or visualize) is integral to the 
machinery that helps run the colonial engine. By attending to the visual, 
we gain a new perspective on the problematic circumstances that lead to 
and evolve out of the colonial process. This is not to downplay the power  
of words, and, in fact, the six chapters that follow often analyze written  
and spoken language in combination with images. Nevertheless, this 
book shows that images most influenced Americans’ early perceptions 
of the Orient, and that images often created a space for a dialogue about 
empire that words alone could not nurture.

The debate about whether Filipinos were fit or unfit colonial subjects 
often took place under the auspices of how visual culture defined race. 
There have been countless academic studies that approach the peculiar 
relationship between empire and race through the lens of Orientalism. 
These theoretical assessments about Orientalism posit what we tradition-
ally think of as the “Far East,” the “Middle East,” and the “Near East” 
as invented spaces in terms of their cartographic conceptualization by 
the West and as sites that host Western fantasies that transpire in the 
cultural sphere. Edward Said’s influential work, which named this phe-
nomenon, explains Orientalism as “the corporate institution for dealing 
with the Orient—dealing with it by making statements about it, authoriz-
ing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in 
short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and 
having authority over the Orient.”5 Said considers American instances of 
Orientalism, but he focuses on the European version of Orientalism that 
uses what we think of as the Near East and Middle East as its knowledge-
enhancing laboratory. Even so, Said’s framework can help us elucidate 
American Orientalism and its motives behind representing Asia at the 
turn of the century.

I use Said’s theory to investigate late nineteenth- and early twentieth- 
century American Orientalism. The United States took an active role 
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in defining specific geographic locations through parameters that  
correspond with Said’s thesis, yet there are places where my book raises 
concerns that others, who have used Said as a springboard, have mapped 
as integral to the colonial landscape. Homi Bhabha, for instance, has 
written about the ambivalence and hybridity found in colonial discourse; 
Aijaz Ahmad has insisted that scholars think about the importance of  
capitalist forces in relation to imperial conquest; Reina Lewis and Meyda 
Yeğ   enoğ   lu have asked that scholars study the relationship between gen-
der and Orientalism; and Anne McClintock has claimed that technology, 
notions of time, and gender are critical components of colonialism.6 Each 
of these critics’ positions, often labeled under the umbrella of postcolo-
nial studies and/or postcolonial theory, complicates my investigation of 
American imperialism in the Philippines.

Instead of reading the visual as a straightforward indicator of the 
American acceptance of colonialism, several sources will be deciphered 
as examples of the multifaceted discourse that emerged as a result of  
imperialism. For example, let us briefly consider a visual image that 
surfaces in chapter 3 and then returns in the final chapter. This is an 
1899 drawing from the very popular newspaper the World that shows 
an American soldier, named Private Lapeer, being infected with leprosy 
by a group of Filipino insurgents. Filipinos stand over and around the 
soldier as he grips his arm in horror about what has just been presumably 
introduced to his bloodstream by injection (fig. 29).7 The site of infec-
tion is a primitive hut, which would have made the incident even more 
uncivilized, raw, and sensational to the turn-of-the-century reader. A fear 
of Philippine savagery floods the visual field. Not only is this an overtly 
racist representation of Filipino culture, but it also speaks to contempora-
neous American obsessions with bloodline, miscegenation, and an influx 
of foreign immigrants into American cities. The popular press repeatedly 
used the Philippines to play into American anxieties about racial impu-
rity, cultural contamination, and Oriental contagion.

This cultural anxiety about race and the treacherous nature of Phil-
ippine disease splintered American opinion about imperialism. While 
many viewed empire through the lens of manifest destiny, or the no-
tion of Americans’ divine-given right to take lands, others contended 
that American imperialism was a waste of fiscal resources predicated 
on humiliating colonial subjects. Some Americans even looked to the  
Philippines with a sense of horror and could not imagine trying to tame 
a wild race of people who inhabited a set of Pacific islands thousands of 
miles from North America. Although we have no contemporary discus-
sions about the leprosy image, outside of the text that appears in the 



introduction

�

newspaper, the rendering reveals conflicting political ideologies. The im-
perialist who wanted to bring benevolent assimilation—the policy that 
stressed how imperialism could reinvent the colony through the kind 
praxis of empire building—to the Philippines would have emphasized 
the leprosy narrative as an example of why Filipinos needed America. 
On the other hand, anti-imperialists would have understood the infec-
tion of the American soldier as a clear sign that the potential colony was 
too barbaric; regardless of the might of the American military, nothing 
good was going to happen in this uncivilized part of the world. Paul 
Kramer reveals that many anti-imperialists “saw Americans as empire’s 
only victims and imagined this victimization as the United States’ racial 
‘corruption’ by potential colonial subjects.”8 Furthermore, a few of the 
more strident anti-imperialists would have discussed this image as an 
example of American troops receiving their comeuppance, as Filipinos 
returned the violence that Americans instigated. The possibility of these 
varied readings gives us a sense of how the mass media created a buzz 
about empire that culturally reverberated throughout turn-of-the-century 
America. Multiple constituencies would have been satisfied with Private 
Lapeer’s story, making his narrative, told through both written and visual 
mediums, more compelling.9

A number of scholars have used the lens of visuality to assess imperial 
culture. Anthropologist James Clifford has problematized the link be-
tween cultural imperialism, vision, and anthropology, for example, while 
historians of the visual have examined cultural production and its link 
to national political agendas. Linda Nochlin and, more recently, Todd 
Porterfield and Darcy Grimaldo Grigsby have questioned the imperial-
ist impulse found in nineteenth-century French painting. Beth Fowkes 
Tobin has revealed the imperialist desires in eighteenth-century British 
painting. Zeynep Çelik and Robert Rydell have assessed representations 
of colonial sites at the world’s fairs of the nineteenth century. Benito 
Vergara has chronicled the use of photography in American colonial-
ism. And, in the multidisciplinary model of American studies scholar-
ship, Amy Kaplan has investigated the role of film in the promotion of 
American empire; Laura Wexler has studied photography in relation to 
the violence of imperial conquest; and Vicente Rafael has considered 
the efficacy of photography in disciplining colonial subjects (both alive 
and dead).10 My project fills gaps in the field of colonial and postcolonial 
studies by looking at the American experience of empire through a multi-
disciplinary lens, thus following the lead of scholars like Kaplan, Wexler, 
and Rafael. Additionally, Visualizing American Empire is part of a growing 
body of studies that examines American empire in Asia and the history of 
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American Orientalism in the cultural sphere. This wave of recent books 
has been instrumental to my thinking about the US-Philippine nexus.11

Visualizing American Empire deploys the visual to link American inter-
ests in Asia prior to the Spanish-American conflict to colonial efforts in 
Asia after the war. This is not to say that there is a direct causal relation-
ship between pre-1898 examples of American Orientalism and post-1898 
imperialism. This prior interest in the “Orient” was not, in other words, 
a guise for empire lust. On the other hand, this curiosity in things re-
lated to the ambiguously defined Orient led to an American engagement 
with an early form of globalization that inevitably fostered a fascina-
tion with thinking about, defining, and claiming a better understanding 
of the larger world. Eventually this global perspective, or what Kristin  
Hoganson has helpfully identified as “cosmopolitan domesticity,” cul-
tivated a climate where Americans embraced ideas about empire with 
greater ease.12

Over the course of the late nineteenth century, visual representations 
of the Orient exploded into a tangled knot of discursive possibilities, and 
the first chapter of Visualizing American Empire examines the American 
interest in Oriental motifs in the 1870s before images representing the 
Philippines surfaced in the mass media. Specifically, chapter 1 considers 
the personal collection of Charles Longfellow, the extraordinary son of 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow who spent several years traveling in Asia 
during the 1870s. Longfellow collected photographs, tattoos, and other 
material objects during lengthy trips to Asia. The poet’s son is particularly 
intriguing because he went beyond the role of mere tourist; he actually 
lived in Asia for a number of years and also collected images of himself 
and others in the Philippines.

Chapter 2 turns to a popular American arts magazine from the turn of 
the century, the Art Amateur. The magazine, which had a circulation of 
over ten thousand, is representative of how the conception of the ideal, 
domestic space was often designed using fantasies of the representational 
Other, or Oriental. Art Amateur used racially motivated images to sell a 
commodified aesthetic to a middle-class audience. Before looking in de-
tail at the pages of Art Amateur, this chapter explores the life of Edward 
Morse, a scientist turned art scholar who published widely on Asian art 
and design. His impulse to investigate the Orient, through the visual, is 
similar to the case of Longfellow, but the magazine and Morse made the 
Orient accessible to thousands of readers who could not experience Asia 
firsthand. Additionally, Art Amateur’s pages began to show an interest in 
America’s movement toward empire in the late 1890s, and I assess the 
Colonial Revival and its place in relation to imperial fantasies.
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These early forms of nineteenth-century Orientalism were fantastic 
and based not on a purely imperialist impulse, but rather on a desire to 
collect, curate, and domesticate objects from places Americans defined 
as exotic.13 However, as Amy Kaplan has shown, there are “multiple his-
torical trajectories” that furthered American empire, and this domesti-
cation of the racial Other prepared Americans for their eventual foray 
into overseas expansion.14 My chapters on Longfellow, Morse, and Art 
Amateur help establish the interest in Orientalism that proliferated in 
late nineteenth-century middle-class culture. This global curiosity made 
Americans feel more cosmopolitan and nurtured fantasies about what 
the Orient held beyond its mysterious and nebulously defined borders.

The second part of the book details how the relationship between the 
United States and the Orient changed after the Spanish-American War of 
1898. After growing tensions during the 1890s, the conflict began in ear-
nest after the Spanish allegedly sank the USS Maine, an American battle-
ship in Havana Harbor. America then attacked the Spanish fleet in both 
the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, establishing military outposts in Cuba, 
Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines.15 When future admiral (then 
commodore) George Dewey maneuvered his fleet into Manila Bay and 
defeated the Spanish in a brief battle, it created a swelling of nationalistic 
pride. There were Americans who wanted Dewey to leave the Philippines 
after annihilating the Spanish navy, but Dewey and many in the Ameri-
can government saw future military opportunities in Asia and decided 
that the city of Manila should surrender to the American flag. President 
McKinley sent more troops to further Dewey’s efforts, thereby instigating 
the Philippine-American War, which eventually led to the United States 
creating a colony in the Pacific.16 The Orient now hosted the continua-
tion of an American vision of manifest destiny.

Chapter 3 elaborates the connection between the Philippines and 
American empire by exploring how the American press depicted the 
Philippines as an Oriental nation devoid of civilization, a site waiting for 
American prayers as manifest in the pretense of colonization. Through a 
close reading of popular media sources, this chapter asks how Americans, 
in the context of their own homes (the same homes they often deco-
rated in an Oriental manner), visually consumed the spectacle of Amer-
ica’s new colony. Two New York–based newspapers, William Randolph 
Hearst’s New York Evening Journal and Joseph Pulitzer’s the World, and 
two national magazines, Harper’s Weekly and McClure’s, each represented 
the Philippines as an exoticized location with an Oriental nature.17 The 
American media, controlled by individuals such as Hearst and Pulitzer, 
helped sell the war along with countless magazines and newspapers.18
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Chapter 4 continues this assessment of the mass media by claiming 
that maps helped define Americans’ experience of the Spanish-American 
and Philippine-American Wars. I then extend this notion of mapping by 
investigating how the American military and the nascent field of anthro-
pology utilized ideas about mapping places and bodies to gather informa-
tion about the new colony. The chapter contends that various forms of 
cartography helped Americans discern and generate imperial knowledge 
about the archipelago.

Chapter 5 continues exploring the mass media and assesses New York’s 
1899 welcome-home party for the victorious Admiral Dewey. This chap-
ter argues that the visual spectacle of a military homecoming enhanced 
the American desire to colonize the Orient. Millions of New Yorkers  
attended this two-day event, which included firework displays, naval and 
land parades, the construction of a triumphal arch, and other cultural 
hyperbole, such as the publication of several hagiographies on Dewey.19

Chapter 6 begins on the domestic front and investigates the repre-
sentation of the Orient at turn-of-the-century world’s fairs. This chap-
ter initially asks why Americans became so interested in representing 
the Orient through architecture at these expositions. Specifically, this 
final chapter focuses on the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in  
St. Louis. Here imported Filipino workers (directed by the fair’s orga-
nizers) constructed a form of “native” architecture meant to frighten 
visitors, convincing them of the need for an American presence in the 
Philippines.20 This chapter then moves from American fantasies about 
Filipino architecture on American soil into the Philippines by examining  
architect Daniel Hudson Burnham’s presence in the Pacific from late 
1904 to early 1905, detailing how the colonial administration imple-
mented an architectural program of building imperialism. Once American  
colonial officials, with the help of Burnham’s successor, architect William  
Parsons, executed parts of these plans, these alterations to the Philippine 
landscape established that the Orient did not have to be relegated to 
the realm of fantasy. This distant place had become a tangible location, 
appropriated for imperialist interests by building government structures 
and business venues. The creation of US government–sponsored archi-
tecture in the Philippines epitomizes how Americans wanted to replicate 
their vision of American ingenuity in the colonial zone.21

The conclusion returns us to the United States and the scape of the 
decorative arts in the context of America’s most famous domicile, the 
White House. Specifically, I assess president William Howard Taft’s  
redecoration of parts of the White House using Filipino furniture. Taft left 
an enormous record of his time in the Philippines, and the conclusion  
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begins by looking at several of the colonial themes that his writing 
touches upon. After this discussion of Taft’s overt interest in empire, the 
conclusion ventures into the space of the White House and reads the 
presence of this Filipino furniture as both a symbolic manifestation of 
Taft’s own nostalgia and his never-ending quest for order in the Ameri-
can colony.

Each of these chapters uses examples of American culture and does 
not, except for one brief example in chapter 6, consider Philippine re-
actions to American empire. For the most part, my project focuses on 
a critique of sources produced by, or consumed by, white Americans. 
This is not to deny the importance of visual responses by the colonized, 
which have, as Jill Beaulieu and Mary Roberts explore in their edited 
volume Orientalism’s Interlocutors, been an often under-told aspect of the 
colonial archive.22 In fact, Filipino examples of these responses have been 
chronicled and assessed by authors such as Clodualdo del Mundo Jr. and 
Vicente Rafael.23 Accordingly, more work needs to be done to evaluate the 
visual culture that Filipinos and other nonwhites produced in the face of 
empire. My hope is that my project will contribute to the continuing re-
evaluation of the vast visual record (American and Filipino) that attended 
the early colonial period.

Like the Philippines, other areas of the globe were—and still are— 
dealing with America’s imperial presence. Because of what Frederick  
Jackson Turner termed the closing of the frontier, the United States 
looked beyond its own borders to places such as Cuba, Hawaii, Panama, 
Puerto Rico, Guam, and, of course, the Philippines, to fulfill the desire for 
territorial expansion. At the beginning of his famous 1893 paper titled 
“The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” Turner claimed 
that “American history has been in a large degree the history of the colo-
nization of the Great West.”24 Implicit in his thesis was the idea that the 
“Great West” was an ideologically closed zone (both the native popu-
lation and ecological life had been destroyed for imperialist purposes); 
thus, it was time to move beyond the North American frontier and colo-
nize other places that could enhance the American individualistic char-
acter.25 The fantasies and military realities of empire would become more 
viable with the advent of cultural mediators who represented the arena 
of conquest through the multifaceted lens of visuality.
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Strange Travelogues
Charles Longfellow in the Orient

Charles Longfellow (1844–1893) never intended to create 
an archive that would present an objective view of Asia. Nor 
did he have the patience for such an endeavor. “Charley,” 
the eldest son of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (arguably 
the most famous poet in nineteenth-century America) left 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, to travel in Asia from 1871 to 
1873.1 There are plenty of reminders, or souvenirs, of his 
adventure, including letters, photographs, objects, and 
journal entries, but nineteenth-century publishers never 
codified the record of his trip in books or articles. Charley 
kept a personal record. The tone of his visual and written ac-
count is not consistent with those of many artists, scientists, 
and thrill seekers who went east with the hope of plotting 
knowledge about Asia onto a grid of perception, providing 
their curious Western audience with information about the 
Orient through collections. Longfellow’s chronicle is sexy, 
disorganized, and, most problematic to a researcher, frag-
mented; his representations of strange experiences would 
have befuddled most Americans seeking a sense of order 
about the world.

During the postbellum period Longfellow traveled to Ja-
pan, Cambodia, Thailand, China, Vietnam, India, and the 
Philippines. While his literary father repeatedly asked him 
to return home and stop spending the principal of his inher-
itance, Charley remained in Asia and never shied away from 
extravagance. Approximately 350 photographs, hundreds 
of objects, numerous letters, and pages of journals indicate 
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his lack of interest in fiscal concerns. Longfellow materially exemplified 
his contemporary Ralph Waldo Emerson’s notion of the “transparent 
eyeball,” voraciously taking in everything that lay in his path and record-
ing these impressions through the lens of his own writing, other people’s 
cameras, and a capacious desire to collect. While the Longfellow archive 
is somewhat of an anomaly in terms of its unusual content, Charley’s 
longing to domesticate, catalog, and stereotype Asia was a product of 
American Orientalism during the 1870s.

Although most nineteenth-century Americans traveling in Asia stayed 
in major cities and ports, Longfellow often left this well-mapped terrain 
to explore areas that enticed his curiosity. The writing he undertook and 
the photographs he collected in these remote regions, coupled with his 
impressions of metropolitan areas, form an early example of an American 
Orientalist archive. Longfellow’s desire to gain a cultural understanding 
of these distant places is obvious, but what also emerges as we look at the 
copious material he left behind is one man’s hope of attaining access to 
a part of the world that he understood as exotic, sensual, and completely 
separate from the Boston Brahmin upbringing he was trying to escape.

Longfellow struggled against the confines of his family’s class con-
sciousness; he seemed to loathe his refined childhood. While the Longfel-
lows expected Charley to attend college, get a proper job, and heed the 
parameters of New England society, he refused to entertain his parents’ 
wishes. At the age of eighteen, shortly after his mother’s death, he left 
home and joined the Union cause in 1863. His father was dead set against 
him serving during the Civil War, but Charley saw the war as an opportu-
nity that would help him quench his thirst for adventure. For ten months 
he was a second lieutenant, but during the Battle of New Hope Church 
he was injured. Photos of his shoulder and back display the scars of battle 
that forced Longfellow to return home and begin his unusual journey as 
an eccentric obsessed with travel.2

Longfellow’s experiences in Asia are an early example of an American 
interest in gaining knowledge about the ambiguously defined Orient. 
The Longfellow archive is a visually mediated scape that showcases bod-
ies, both his own and those of his “Oriental” subjects, as a manifestation 
of Orientalist desire. It was through the photographic representations 
of others and the decoration of his own body that Longfellow deployed  
the visual to incite fantasies about the cultural Other. His portrayal of  
the body signified stereotypes of non-Western cultures and portended the  
Philippines as a future site of American representational interests and 
global pursuits. Longfellow’s travels were particularly important because 
he was one of the first Americans I have found who spent time in the 
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Philippines, the site in the Orient that became critical for the project of 
American empire at the turn of the century.

Life with the Ainus

Writing from San Francisco in early June 1871, Charles declared to his 
father that he “suddenly decided to sail for Japan today.”3 He arrived in 
Japan later that month and spent most of the summer traveling through 
various parts of the country and becoming acquainted with Yedo, the 
city that would become his home base. After this initial summer in Ja-
pan, Longfellow spent time with a native Japanese tribe called the Ainus, 
located in the northern part of the country. In September and October 
1871, he wrote extensively about the Ainus, and he purchased photo-
graphs to document these “quiet, amiable people.”4

One of the photo albums with Ainu images in Longfellow’s collection 
has the name Nagootchi on a blue cover and displays an arrangement 
of twenty-one photos along with captions written in what was probably 
Nagootchi’s (the possible photographer’s) hand.5 The Ainus would have 
interested Charley because they fit his notion of a travel oddity; they were 
so different from life in Cambridge that he quickly focused his attention 
on capturing their unique cultural features through writing and photog-
raphy. The Ainus lived on the northernmost island of Japan, Hokkaido, 
which was far from the metropolitan areas of the nation that were strug-
gling with an effort to modernize and remake their image as more West-
ern during this period. When the emperor Meiji came to power in 1868, 
the Japanese government did not know what to do with the Ainus, whose 
customs were antithetical to the Meiji wishes for an industrialized and 
modern Japan. According to historian Richard Siddle, the Meiji enforced 
the transformation of the Ainus’ landscape “into an internal colony of 
the new Japanese state, a strategic ‘empty land’ to be settled by Japanese 
immigration and developed along capitalist lines” and “these policies re-
quired the dispossession of the Ainu as a prerequisite.”6 Like the Native 
Americans, the Ainus hindered capitalist expansion. Thus, the Japanese 
government thwarted their preindustrial culture through an imperial 
project that posited the Ainus as subjects who needed to be assimilated.7

The blue photo album documents what Longfellow understood as an 
untainted people who had not yet faced radical changes brought about 
by modern life. For instance, the fifth image in Nagootchi’s packaged eth-
nography of the Ainus represents huts and storage facilities (fig. 1).8 The 
text explains that the “photograph represents the Ainos [sic] huts, and 
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store house at Otarnari in a western coast of Yezo. These huts and store 
houses are thatched with bamboo leafs, the Ainos girl and boy carrying a 
baby, the other two shoe [sic] their dress.” If we assume that Longfellow 
purchased this album as a souvenir of his trip—one of several souvenirs 
he took home from Asia—than this particular item, inscribed with exact-
ing language where every caption begins with the phrase “This photo-
graph represents,” would have been very desirable. Whether the hand is 
that of Nagootchi or another individual who worked with Nagootchi, the 
author’s attempt at providing definitive meaning and clear objectivity 
appealed to the American tourist.

The photographs, like the captions, create a sense of ethnographic 
certainty through declarative descriptions of the images. In the fifth im-
age, several huts circle the ground at the center of the photograph. Each 
hut is, as the caption states, “thatched with bamboo leafs.” In the middle 
ground of the photograph are five Ainus who are, without the help of the 
authoritative caption, not clearly discernible. Huts appear in several of 
the other images in Nagootchi’s album. Even though many viewed the 
hut as the architectural prototype for future building, Western culture in 
general understood the hut’s impermanence as uncivilized and culturally 
unstable, connoting the world of the primitive through its inhabitants’ 
adherence to a type of ephemeral building.9

Figure 1 Nagotchi, photograph of Ainu huts and storage facilities, ca. 1871. Courtesy of National 
Park Service, Longfellow National Historic Site.
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Longfellow wrote about Ainu dwellings in his journal. “They all seem 
poor, but to want for nothing, as all the houses we entered were comfort-
able in a smoky sort of way. But I must describe them! They are as a rule 
quite large, thatched walls and roofs, no chimney, but a large hearth in 
the center of the floor is what the fire is made on, the smoke finding its 
way out at the windows and sometimes by a small hole in the roof.” He 
provided specifics about some of the objects in these spaces and ended his 
descriptive paragraph by noting that “scarcely ever in the day time does 
one find any young men about these houses, they all being off fishing or 
hunting.”10 Like the photographs of the Ainu homes, the journal lent an 
air of domestic regularity to these spaces; there were hearths, and men 
and women had separate functions within this sphere. Indeed, Charley’s 
own sense of the domestic probably influenced his perception of Ainu 
housing.

Impermanent building was just one of the ways in which Longfellow 
signified the Ainus as ethnographically different. In 1871, on the last 
page of his journal, Charley wrote:

The name Ainu means hairy men in their language, which is quite different from that 

of Japan—the two peoples not understanding each other’s language.

They were found in Japan by the Japanese occupying Nipon and Yesso, but many 

years ago, they had a severe war with the Japanese and were driven from the island of 

Nipon and the southern part of Yesso.

They are said to have been a very warlike people, but they seem very mild, devoting 

themselves to hunting and fishing exclusively, not tilling the soil.

They wear their hair and beards long and have a great deal of hair on their bod-

ies even down the back bone. Their features are regular and some even fine looking. 

Their average height is about five feet seven or eight inches. They are as a rule very 

muscular.

Their women have a large mustache with pointed ends covering both the upper 

and under lip tattooed into their skins, or rather cut in with knives, at the age of fifteen 

or thereabouts.11

Although the Ainus were found on Japanese soil, they looked, acted, and 
spoke in a fashion that distinguished them from other Japanese people 
Longfellow encountered. His writing, like the photographs he collected, 
is akin to other examples of nineteenth-century ethnography in which 
categorizing difference, making distinctions, and pointing out racial 
characteristics are imperative.

The images of huts, and other photographs, such as a three-quarter-
length portrait of an Ainu woman replete with a tattooed mustache, 
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visually augment Charles’s writing. Image and word worked together, 
allowing Charley to bring home souvenirs from his travels that would 
have reminded him of his trip and provided a venue where he could 
share his experiences with others. Susan Stewart claims that we “do not 
need or desire souvenirs of events that are repeatable. Rather we need and 
desire souvenirs of events that are reportable, events whose materiality 
has escaped us, events that thereby exist only through the invention 
of narrative.”12 Charles devised a travelogue about his own experiences 
in Asia through the interrelated acts of writing and collecting images. 
His photographic and journalistic souvenirs made his trip meaningful.13 
Indeed, the images of the Ainus constitute an artificial visual scape that 
Longfellow was able to carry as a souvenir when he returned to the United 
States. Longfellow may have orchestrated what photographs Nagootchi 
took and how his camera should frame these exotic natives. From there, 
the images were developed, ordered within the pages of the album, and 
made available for display to a Western audience. Again, these were not 
popular images—the photos probably did not circulate beyond family 
members and close friends—yet they manifest fantasies about other parts 
of the world that were becoming more widespread during this period. As 
later chapters reveal, these photos were typical for projects that visualized 
other geographic locations later in the nineteenth century.

Inking, Dressing, and Going Native

Perhaps the most peculiar piece of evidence that suggests Longfellow’s 
commitment to the personal are the tattoos he brought from Asia, mak-
ing his body into a visually mediated scape on which his travels were 
recorded in ink. “Injecting pigments” into the skin with needles creates 
tattoos, which have a long and complicated history in both Japanese 
and American culture.14 Longfellow acquired most of his tattoos, which 
covered his arms, his back, and his chest, during the 1870s and 1880s. 
One of his tattoos, representing crossed flags on his arm, was completed 
during the Civil War while he served in the Union army. Included also 
in the hundreds of photographs he collected are images that show Japa-
nese subjects with tattoos, such as the Ainu women with their tattooed 
mustaches.15

The riot of colors and shapes that covered Longfellow’s body included 
a Japanese woman dressed in a kimono on his arm (a symbol of potential 
eroticism that reappears in numerous photographs that Longfellow col-
lected), a large carp fish on his back (a symbol of virility), and an image 
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of the Japanese goddess Kannon in the mouth of a dragon on his chest 
(a symbol of protection for sailors).16 All these corporeal signifiers in ink 
were, like the photographs he collected and the writing he did while in 
Asia, souvenirs that marked, and in this case inscribed on his skin, the 
narrative of his travels. Longfellow’s trip adorned his body. The tattoos 
were a form of writing, a type of language injected into the body that 
disclosed representational import.

Longfellow had photographs taken that reveal his desire to document  
how he inked and dressed his body with references to Japan in a fetish-
istic manner. Two photographs, one of his back (fig. 2) and one of his 
chest (fig. 3), depict his tattoos, but in both images his face is obscured. 
In the photograph of his back, dominated by the carp, his back is to the 
camera, and in the image of his chest, his face is hidden by the brim of 
a hat and a mask that covers his eyes. Longfellow tattooed his body as a 
way to subvert the cultural norms of genteel Brahmin culture. By dressing 
Japanese (fig. 4) and tattooing his body with Japanese imagery, Charley 
was reassuring himself and others that he had been in Asia.17 Addition-
ally, these portraits made Longfellow into a fetishistic site for the display 
of the cultural Other. By dressing up, or wearing the garb of the Other, 
Longfellow created a type of cross-racial identification.18 Clothing, which 
he repeatedly deployed as a way to play Japanese, could be removed, 
while the tattoos were permanent, a type of indelible fetishistic mark. By 
capturing this transformation with a camera—the nineteenth-century’s 
great documenting device—Longfellow recorded his fetish. He also cre-
ated a fetishistic object, the photograph, by using his body as a subject. In 
short, Longfellow utilized his body and photographs of his body as visual 
scapes that represented his Orientalist fixation.

Longfellow’s physical transformation exposed the ambiguities of his 
desire to become the Other, or the object of his own ethnographic gaze. 
He went to Asia to witness, observe, and become titillated. Charley col-
lected photographs, wrote, and purchased souvenirs. The photographic 
and written collection he kept became a distancing mechanism that  
allowed him to separate himself from the subject of his gaze through the 
lens of the camera and the ink of his pen. However, wearing the clothes 
of the Other and being tattooed with Japanese imagery reveals a type of 
collecting that Charles did on his actual body. This brought the experi-
ence of Asia closer to his own physical sense of self; gone was the critical 
detachment of ethnographic observation. Take, for instance, the image 
that represents Longfellow in samurai garb (fig. 4). In this full-length 
portrait, he stands confidently in a photographer’s studio, his body clad 
in the traditional layered robes of a samurai and his feet in sandals. In his 
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right hand he holds a fan, and in his left hand he grips a samurai’s sword 
called a katana. By taking on the sartorial signs of a Japanese samurai, 
Longfellow became a hybrid of both Western and Eastern cultures.19 The 
trope of the samurai warrior heightened his own masculinity, as he cre-
ated a self-made admixture of cultural typologies.20

Charley’s turning away from the camera, his disavowal of self, is also 
significant in the tattoo photos (figs. 2 and 3). By refusing to face the lens 
in these two images (by either covering his face or turning his back) he 
shed his former self for a new persona. That Orientalized self, Charley’s 

Figure 2 Photograph of Charles Longfellow, 1872. Courtesy of National Park Service, Longfellow 
National Historic Site.
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new identity, obscured his Caucasian face, which appeared, in his estima-
tion, too white, too refined, and too normative. He reinvented who he 
was while in Japan, and when he had completely transformed his char-
acter to the best of his abilities, he masked his former identity through 
concealing gestures, utilizing his body as a visual scape to cultivate a 
new identity that elided his former self. Longfellow knew that his white 
body lay behind the shroud of Asian symbolism, but the formation of a 
hybridic display (the combination of a white body with Japanese accou-
trement) allowed him to represent his newly invented nature.

Figure 3 Photograph of Charles Longfellow, 1885. Courtesy of National Park Service, Longfellow 
National Historic Site.
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There are several moments in Longfellow’s journals, letters, and col-
lected photographs when his heightened interest in Japan relates to his 
desire for the company of Japanese women found in local teahouses. In 
August 1871, he wrote to his sister about a visit to a teahouse in Yedo. Af-
ter being made comfortable in a room upstairs, Charles “heard a great tit-
tering and laughing, and in trotted twenty-five singing girls, their bright 
eyes sparkling and white teeth shining as they came forward, knelt down, 
and bent down until their foreheads touched the ground. They knelt in 
front of us while we ate, helping us in the most graceful way, and going 
into fits at my bungling way of handling the chopsticks.”21 At the end 
of the meal, one of the “girls” offered each man a cup filled with sake. 
“After which if you like the girl and want to be gallant, you dip your 
cup in a bowl of cold water to clean it and hand it back to her. When 
she touches it to her forehead with a low bow, you fill it for her, and she 
drinks.”22 Once this drinking ceremony came to a close, “eight or ten of 
the girls ranged themselves in a row at the other side of the room, tuned  

Figure 4 Photograph of Charles Longfellow in samurai garb, 1872. Courtesy of National Park 
Service, Longfellow National Historic Site.
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their samisens and soon began to play and sing.”23 Longfellow never 
mentioned sex with any of these women, and the ceremonial proceed-
ings he described were typical of what Westerners found in nineteenth-
century Japanese teahouses. A number of photographs in his collection 
reveal an interest in the women he would have met in these teahouses. 
In one set of images, taken by the famous Venetian photographer Felice 
Beato, who moved to Asia in the 1860s and is well known for his photo-
graphs of everyday life in Japan, a group of four women is on the porch 
of Longfellow’s house in Yedo. One of these images (fig. 5) portrays (from 
the viewer’s left to right) an American friend of Charley’s, three Japanese 
women sitting in the lotus position, Charley sitting in a chair with his 
chin in his right hand, and another Japanese woman who is standing.24 
Longfellow looks bored and contemplative, while the women appear 
more aware of the camera’s presence.

Longfellow probably had sex with Japanese women while he lived in 
Japan.25 Furthermore, there is a connection between Longfellow’s collect-
ing images of these women and the sexualized nature of these relation-
ships. These photographs became a type of currency for Longfellow.26 He 
could bring these photos home and display them in his family’s house, 
thus deploying photography as a way to unravel the tangled narrative of 
his trip to Asia. Like the curios he collected and shipped to New England 
in crates, the photographs of his mistresses became souvenirs that re-
minded Longfellow of the pleasures made available to him in Japan.

Longfellow’s sexual, intellectual, and spiritual involvement with Ja-
pan can be understood as protoanthropological in nature, and in the 
history of Western ethnography there is a long-standing tradition of 
confusing the boundaries of objective observation and subjective sexual 
curiosity. Marianna Torgovnick assesses the ethnographer’s double bind 
of sexual attraction and objective understanding through a close reading 
of anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski’s work on, as he titled his most 
famous book, The Sexual Lives of Savages. This study, originally published 
in 1929, describes the intimate acts of natives from the Trobriand Islands. 
While anthropological jargon does not permit much unabashed sexual-
ity to pervade the ethnographic descriptions in the text, Malinowski kept 
a journal of his time in the Trobriand Islands. His private record contains 
numerous passages about his sexual intrigue with what he saw while in 
the field. Ironically, Malinowski’s wife found the diary after his death in 
1942 and released its pages for public consumption.27

Malinowski’s diary contains graphic descriptions of women’s bodies 
he encountered in New Guinea. Torgovnick quotes one passage that is 
particularly charged: “At 5 went to Kaulaka. A pretty, finely built girl 
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walked ahead of me. I watched the muscles of her back, her figure, her 
legs, and the beauty of the body so hidden to us, whites, fascinated me. 
Probably even with my own wife I’ll never have the opportunity to ob-
serve the play of back muscles for as long as with this little animal.”28 The 
racist vision that equates the “primitive” woman’s body with an animal, 
who should be watched, observed, and cruised by a white man’s gaze, is 
blatant. Even more telling is the irony that Malinowski spent so much of 
his time carefully examining the sexual lives of the people in New Guinea 
and insisting on a type of objective distance, while his private thoughts 
were nothing less than lustful. Torgovnick claims that for Malinowski 
“looking at ‘natives’ was a double act . . . the scientific act he claims in The 
Sexual Life of Savages, which cannot, he insists, ‘be pornographic’; and 
the personal act—replete with longing—that left him night after night 
in moral agony beneath the mosquito net.”29

This “double act” weighed on Longfellow’s decision about what to 
report and to whom in relation to the visual scapes he created as sou-
venirs of his travel experiences. For Longfellow, the division between 
academic objectivity and sexual subjectivity was not that dichotomized. 
Indeed, the notion of Charley as an academic is rather absurd. He edited 
aspects of his travel narrative, however, depending on his audience. In 

Figure 5 Longfellow House in Yedo, ca. 1872. Photograph by Felice Beato. Courtesy of National 
Park Service, Longfellow National Historic Site.
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letters home he never overtly discussed his sexual relationships. Neither, 
for that matter, did he express sexual longing in these missives or in his 
personal journal. The same can be said for the photographs on his porch 
in Yedo. Charley is there, the women are there, but they are on the pe-
rimeter of his home. They are in the architectural netherworld that the 
porch provides; they are neither inside nor outside. This liminal position 
leaves us with questions about what types of activities went on before 
and after Beato took these photos, but the imagery obscures any possibil-
ity of uncovering what exactly happened between Longfellow and these 
women. Longfellow did not present his “double act” as transparently as 
Malinowski; there is no secret diary that has been uncovered. As uncon-
ventional as his peers and family must have viewed his journeys to the 
East, Longfellow tempered the recorded history of his travels with careful 
prose and cautious camera direction.

Sunday Morning in Manila

In 1873, after two years in Japan and other Asian countries, Charley trav-
eled to Manila, the capital of the Philippines. As he did in other loca-
tions, he collected photographs and wrote about his experiences. One 
particularly striking image from his time in Manila is labeled, in his own 
hand, “Sunday morning, Manila. 1873.” The photo is set just inside the 
perimeter of a fence (fig. 6). Charley, wearing a hat and a dark jacket, 
sits to the back and right of a man in striped pajamas. Eight Caucasian 
men and one Spaniard surround him, and, in the background, encircling 
this group of Euro-Americans, are eight Filipinos. The Filipino on the far 
right, who stands at the ready with a fan to cool the tourists, signifies the 
status of these Filipino servants. The imperial setting is unmistakable as 
the natives attend to the needs of these non-Filipinos who appear relaxed 
and at ease in this Sunday-morning vignette.

Longfellow’s presence in the Philippines is one of the earliest examples 
that I have found of an American in this part of Asia. Charley’s trips to 
Japan and other countries were also early, but other Americans had vis-
ited and lived in this part of the world by the 1870s. Even more peculiar 
is the fact that Charley posed himself, and quite possibly the others in 
this group, in a type of archetypal colonial setting. Dark-skinned natives 
work as white men lounge waiting to be served cool breezes that would 
have been the product of these servants’ labor. This photo was a harbin-
ger of things to come. After the Spanish-American War of 1898 many 
Americans found themselves in the colonial setting of the Philippines, 
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a location that fell into US hands as a result of this conflict with Spain. 
“Sunday Morning, Manila” is the type of representation that proliferated 
during the Spanish occupation of the Philippines prior to the late 1890s, 
but was an anomaly when it came to the American understanding, or 
lack thereof, of the Philippines. Most Americans, prior to 1898, would 
not have been able to point to the Philippines on a world map.

Besides the image of himself, set in a protocolonial setting, Longfel-
low also collected photographs of Filipinos while in Manila. While he 
may have collected more, only ten images still exist in his archive that 
depict Filipinos (besides the Sunday morning photo). Most of these pho-
tos appear to be set in a studio, as the artificial backdrops and overly 
posed bodies of figures belie any attempt at candor. Although later im-
ages from the American colonial period would focus on cultural speci-
ficity and details, Longfellow probably bought these souvenirs from a 
local photo dealer without worrying about scientific accuracy or a specific 
colonial perspective. The popular press’s stereotyping of Filipinos in the 

Figure 6 “Sunday Morning, Manila, 1873.” Courtesy of National Park Service, Longfellow  
National Historic Site.
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midst of the colonial conflict did not cross Longfellow’s mind; nor did he 
hope to capture exact measurements of Filipinos. These images manifest  
Charley’s fantasies of securing visual evidence that would showcase the 
exotic bodies he encountered during his travels.

The photographs that Charley purchased in Manila are, for the most 
part, simple interior scenes.30 Out of these images, only two have specific 
marks on their verso sides. Both of these cartes-de-visite are from a studio 
called Honiss in Manila. In Charley’s hand we read that one photo is of 
“Vicenta” (fig. 7) and the other is of “Vicenta’s Sister” (fig. 8). The photog-
rapher, possibly under Longfellow’s direction, has posed the women in a 
similar fashion. They turn slightly to their right without directly facing 
the viewer. They wear long dresses and white blouses that cover their up-
per bodies. Aprons have been fitted around their waists, and decorative 
collars, with crosses, adorn their necks. Within the Honiss studio are 
props and a wall drawing. Vicenta stands in front of one wall drawing 
that replicates decorative molding, replete with dentil work and ornate 

Figure 7 Honiss Studio, Manila, “Vicenta,” ca. 1873. Courtesy of National Park Service, LongÂ�fellow 
National Historic Site.
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swags. To her right is a table with turned legs, and she holds a fan in her 
right hand. Vicenta’s sister stands in front of another backdrop that gives 
the impression of an expensive interior with paneling. To her right is a 
large chair with a caned back and to her left is a potted plant in a decora-
tive urn that sits on a heavily carved pedestal.

Once again, Charley took the time to collect photographs of women 
in their native garb. Even though the sexual play that he wrote about in 
relation to the Japanese women he had photographed does not appear 
in these images (these women are not, for instance, on the porch of his 
house), it is curious that Longfellow possibly took the time and energy 
to stage these photographs and buy them from the Honiss studio. The 
photographs of Vicenta and her sister are, like the other images Longfel-
low brought back from his trips, souvenirs that document what he saw 
in the Philippines. The sisters’ bodies have become visual scapes that 
Longfellow purchased as images to prompt his future recollections about 
the island nation.

Figure 8 Honiss Studio, Manila, “Vicenta’s Sister,” ca. 1873. Courtesy of National Park Service, 
Longfellow National Historic Site.
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Two other photographs from this set of Philippine images are even 
more racially charged. In one image two men hold roosters while stand-
ing in front of a backdrop that represents a landscape. One man is shirt-
less and the other man wears a long-sleeved shirt. Even though both men 
wear pants, neither wears shoes (fig. 9). In another photograph six figures 
(three men and three women) sit around a large table, playing a game. 
A dog appears in the foreground (fig. 10). The lack of shoes, the bare 
shoulders, and the half-naked man in the first photograph are typical of 
depictions of “native” peoples that would have circulated in the West at 
the turn of the century. However, there was also an attempt here on the 
part of the photographer to capture these Filipinos in an everyday scene. 
By posing this group in the fake setting of a studio, replete with props 
and overly staged scenarios, the influence of genre painting appears to 
have affected the photographer’s decisions.31 Perhaps the studio thought 
they could sell more of these photos if the Filipinos mimicked Western 
imagery.

The fact that these were images that Charley brought back to retell 
his travel narrative is significant, because here the photos enact a dual 

Figure 9 Two men with roosters. Photograph from the Charles Appleton Longfellow Papers, ca. 
1873. Courtesy of National Park Service, Longfellow National Historic Site.
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meaning. The Filipino figures appear different, as their dress, skin color, 
and overall appearance marks them as racially Other. They also perform 
in a visually staged way that would have made the American viewer more 
comfortable, since these representations of racial difference occur in a 
familiar setting. Of course, placing the figures in a photography studio 
would have made it easier to capture the image, given the long expo-
sure time needed when using earlier cameras. Yet these interior vignettes 
also ensure a controlled narrative in which natives can look like natives 
but appear like their Western audience, through an enactment of bodily 
comportment that mimics their eventual observer.

The intertwined narratives about bodies and race depicted in these 
Filipino photographs are salient because they visually echo the material 
related to Longfellow’s time in Japan. Charley appears to have used his 
experience in Japan as a model for how he would continue his collecting 
in the Philippines. The important difference is that in Japan the visual 
memories he stored in photographs and tattoos were private, as the im-
ages related directly to his own body. Recall the women photographed 

Figure 10 Group playing cards. Photograph from the Charles Appleton Longfellow Papers, ca. 
1873. Courtesy of National Park Service, Longfellow National Historic Site.
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on the porch of his house, the portraits portraying Longfellow in Japa-
nese garb, and, of course, the imagery he had inked into his skin. In the 
Philippines, his relationship with the subject matter is ambiguous. The 
only image we have that represents Charley in the Philippines offers no 
other explicit evidence outside of its city location (Manila), day (Sunday), 
time (morning), and year (1873). Longfellow wanted to capture his visual 
conception of the Philippines, a desire akin to what he did in Japan, but 
there is a critical distance in the Honiss Studio photos and in the Sunday 
morning image, since the highly personal nature of the Japanese material 
is absent. These photographs of the Philippines convey a distancing of 
subjectivity, as the manner in which Longfellow’s own body participated 
in his travels through the archipelago remains a conundrum.

Almost thirty years later, images of Filipinos as visual scapes of cor-
poreality would become integral to the American imperial project. LongÂ�
fellow, and the natives represented, had no knowledge of this inevitable 
change in global politics, but Longfellow’s intent on collecting photo-
graphs that cataloged Filipinos prefigures many of the same strategies 
of representation that propelled and sustained American empire at the 
turn of the century. In this instance, the photographs did not have a 
vast audience beyond Longfellow’s immediate circle; nevertheless, as 
will soon become evident, various permutations of this type of imagery 
became very popular in the mass media several decades later when the 
Philippines became an American colony. Longfellow’s presence in Asia 
might have been early, yet his strategy of stereotyping through written 
and visual texts is the underlying theme that the remainder of this book 
explores in an attempt to untangle the connections between Orientalist 
fantasies and imperialist practices.
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T W O

Domesticating the Orient
Edward Morse, Art Amateur, and the American 

Interior

The beginning of William Dean Howells’s novel A Hazard 
of New Fortunes narrates the experiences of a Boston couple, 
the Marches, as they search for a rental apartment in New 
York City. At one place for rent, the home of Mrs. Grosvenor 
Green, Mr. and Mrs. March encounter an impossible living 
space where “everything had been done by the architect to 
save space, and everything to waste it by Mrs. Grosvenor 
Green. . . . The radiator was concealed by a Jap screen, and 
over the top of this some Arab scarfs were flung. . . . Some 
red Japanese bird-kites were stuck about in the necks of  
spelter vases, a crimson Jap umbrella hung opened beneath  
the chandelier.”1 Howells’s assessment of this apartment is a 
humorous ploy to encourage the reader to sympathize with 
the Marches’ real-estate woes; the couple has, after all, the 
hardest time finding a place to live. Nevertheless, Hazard’s 
publication date of 1890 speaks to another narrative: those 
charged with creating stylish American interiors began to 
debate the Aesthetic period’s clutter and exotic motifs. As a 
result, a new compulsion toward austere interiors started to 
dominate domestic design.

This debate about home décor reveals how Americans 
defined themselves in relation to a rapidly changing inter-
national political arena during the late nineteenth century. 
Indeed, the American “home front” was critical to the ide-
ology of empire. As Amy Kaplan contends, the home front 
powerfully articulated the strange and fractured logic of  
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empire in ways that historians often overlook.2 Additionally, Kristin  
Hoganson notes that Americans brought an international panoply of 
decorative arts into their homes at the turn of the century under the aus-
pices of “cosmopolitan domesticity.” Hoganson explains how “foreign-
ness seemed desirable to fashionable Americans in the late nineteenth 
century—so desirable that design writers stressed the virtues of authenti-
cally foreign appearances.”3 To unpack the tangled relationship between 
the home and empire, this chapter considers the material and visual 
culture that surrounded Americans during this period. While many his-
torical studies of this epoch rely on written documents, I contend that 
Americans’ interest in particular forms of material culture reveal their 
fantastical notions of their place in the world. In other words, peering 
into people’s homes, and assessing how they decorated and put together 
their interiors, gives us a sense of why Americans made specific consumer 
choices and how these choices informed their perceptions of themselves 
and Others.

To glean why Americans, such as the fictive Marches, made specific 
consumer decisions, it helps to examine the network of influences that 
led to these design choices through the auspices of two interrelated ar-
chives. In particular I will focus first on the connections between the 
decorative arts and scientific intrigue explored by the scientist and art 
critic Edward Morse. I will then turn to representations of the Orient in 
arts periodicals and assess how the magazine the Art Amateur (1879–1903) 
represented the interior of the American home as a site where the decora-
tive arts signified the Orient. Art Amateur repeatedly employed the trope 
of Orientalism as a marketing tool. Most of the issues between 1879 and 
1890 mention Asia, while also dealing with a variety of topics, including 
artists’ biographies, embroidery, new books, design plates, and flower 
arranging. The magazine’s pages fostered stereotypes about the Orient 
that supplemented detailed descriptions of what the editors promoted as 
ideal art and design.

After investigating Orientalism, I will trace how racially charged fanta-
sies about the Orient began to be accompanied by the Colonial Revival in 
late nineteenth-century America. This growing fascination with a nativist  
design motif did not mean that the trope of Orientalism disappeared. 
In fact, the pages of Art Amateur reveal a back-and-forth, and a sense of 
ambivalence, between these two aesthetics that emerged in the second 
half of the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, the rising importance of 
the Colonial Revival speaks to American interests in the actual practice 
of empire and the escalating militarism and masculinity that spread with 
viral-like potency in the late 1800s. Thus, the Colonial Revival was a con-
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comitant to the overseas imperialism that attended the Spanish-American 
War. Indeed, the turn-of-the-century domestic sphere was frequently de-
fined through the parameters of race, which included fantasies of the 
Other and ideals about what constituted a purified vision of American 
racial identity.

Orientalism and Edward Morse’s Classificatory Mind

Edward Morse was born in 1839 and began collecting shells at the age of 
fifteen. He was the type of daydreaming boy who always thought about 
ideas and places not within his immediate reach. Morse, at a young age, 
traveled from his home in Portland, Maine, to Boston, where he stud-
ied zoology. He quickly developed into an active scholar, and the Bos-
ton Society of Natural History elected him as a member in 1859. Shortly 
thereafter he started working for Louis Agassiz at Harvard, helping the 
famous Swiss naturalist assemble what would become the world’s largest 
museum of comparative zoology. Although he was only making a small 
amount of money, Morse’s interest grew stronger, as did his enthusiasm 
for a new life far removed from the drudgery that he associated with 
Maine. By the 1870s, Morse became well known as a scientist and toured 
the country lecturing about the natural world to enthusiastic audiences. 
He traveled to the Western United States in 1874, and it was in San Fran-
cisco that he learned for the first time about the complexities of Asian 
zoology. His enthusiasm for Asia led him to move to Japan, where he be-
gan teaching and conducting research at Tokyo University in 1877. This 
relocation would soon make Morse into an acclaimed expert on Japanese 
art and culture.4

Before traveling in Asia, Morse asked the readers of his popular First 
Book of Zoology to collect and classify insects. “It is a part of the lesson to 
know how and where to collect, and above all to know how to preserve 
the specimens collected.”5 Morse explains that the insects’ display should 
be established through the construction of “insect-boxes . . . having a 
depth of not over two and a half or three inches, and furnished with a lid. 
A shallow cigar-box will answer the purpose.”6 He provides details about 
how these boxes should appear: “The bottom of the box may be lined 
with strips of corn-pith, or slices of cork, into which the pins can be eas-
ily stuck. . . . The insects, when collected, are to be pinned to the cork in 
the way figured, leaving the head of the pin sufficiently above the insect 
to grasp with the fingers.”7 He included his own drawings of both Sliced 
Cork for Insect-Box and an actual Insect-Box (fig. 11). The insect box is, just 
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as he suggests, a cigar box transformed into an entomological display kit. 
The open lid reveals four rows of circular pieces of cork. In the last row of 
the box, or the row farthest from the viewer via perspective, Morse drew 
four insects stuck into pins that rise out of the circles of cork. “Care,” he 
explains, “must be taken not to have the insect too far down on the pin, 
as its legs in that case would touch the bottom of the box, and break off. 
Insects may be killed by immersing them in alcohol for a few minutes.”8 
The drawing ensures that the reader understands that proper display can 
lead to viewing the insect in the round. The necessity of seeing the insect 
in its entirety, legs and all, was essential to Morse’s project. It is from this 
visually mediated experience that readers may compare their collections 
to Morse’s drawing and make classificatory sense of what they have pro-
cured from nature.

Morse’s approach to collecting has nineteenth-century precedent. One 
of the more entertaining characters in the world of nineteenth-century 
zoology was the famous Philadelphia artist, political activist, and natural-
ist Charles Willson Peale, who set out to create a miniaturized version of 
the natural world within his Philadelphia museum in the early part of 
the century. In his famous self-portrait, The Artist in His Museum (1822, 
fig. 12), Peale gestures to his audience to enter into the world of collect-
ing he has assembled for public edification. He has arranged nature in 
an obsessive fashion and placed preserved specimens in a specific order 
revealing nature’s classificatory narrative according to scientists, such as 
Carolus Linnaeus, whose theories Peale understood as scientific fact. One 
of the most telling iconographic tricks found in this 1822 self-portrait is 
that Peale, like the animal life in the background, is a specimen placed in 
a box format; he has been put on display as the highest form of animal 

Figure 11 Edward Morse, Insect-Box, from his First Book of Zoology (New York: D. Appleton, 1875),  
50. General Research Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.
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life within the visual field.9 Peale, in other words, is akin to the birds seen 
to the viewer’s left, but Peale is larger, centered, and the compositional 
highlight of the foreground. Peale, like Morse, discursively inscribed the 
parameters of collecting and placed that narrative in an enclosed setting. 
While Peale’s display box was the actual space of a museum in Philadel-
phia, and Morse’s box was a simple container for cigars, both scientists 
attempted to redact the natural world into a miniaturized, encyclopedic 
whole.

Susan Stewart views the collection as a “form of self-enclosure which  
is possible because of its ahistoricism. The collection replaces history  

Figure 12 Charles Willson Peale, The Artist in His Museum, 1822. Courtesy of the Pennsylvania 
Academy of Fine Arts, Philadelphia. Gift of Mrs. Sarah Harrison (The Joseph Harrison Collection).
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with classification, with order beyond the realm of temporality. In the col-
lection, time is not something to be restored to an origin; rather, all time 
is made simultaneous or synchronous within the collection’s world.”10 
The collection is an artificial construct where bits and pieces of an imag-
ined whole are brought together under one roof—or lid, in the case of 
Morse’s cigar-box display. Stewart reveals, “The archetypal collection is 
Noah’s Ark, a world which is representative yet which erases its context 
of origin.”11 Noah’s collection can be compared with Morse’s and Peale’s 
separate intentions of constructing a space where man delineates animal 
life through naming. During the nineteenth century, naturalists ven-
tured out into nature to gather specimens, and then placed their samples 
in containers of knowledge and understanding. The visual always medi-
ated these projects.

What is unusual about Morse is that the focus of his compulsive col-
lecting changed in the 1870s. As a result of traveling to Asia to work as 
a zoologist, Morse’s passion turned from nature toward art and interior 
design. While in Asia, he wrote articles and books about Japanese and 
Chinese décor and began an important collection of Asian art that he 
eventually left to the Peabody Museum in Salem, Massachusetts (now the 
Peabody Essex Museum) and the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. Morse 
was part of a larger late nineteenth-century group of Americans that set 
out to understand the art and people of Asia.

Morse’s study of Japanese material culture reveals two interrelated is-
sues. First, for all his claims of ethnographic sensitivity, an attribute that 
he believed he possessed, Morse fell into the same stereotyping practices 
found in other late nineteenth-century American analyses of Asia (think 
back for a moment to Charles Longfellow’s stereotyping). Japan became a 
critical location for the development of an American version of Oriental-
ist discourse. Second, Morse’s earlier work on classifying nature informed 
his study of Japanese arts. In fact, there was a similar cultural impulse to 
name, label, classify, and, ultimately, collect and domesticate Asia in a 
way that emulated his desire to develop a taxonomic grid of the natural 
world. As in his work in zoology, Morse used numerous examples to de-
scribe, as he titled one book, Japanese Homes and Their Surroundings. His 
writing worked in tandem with his drawings to represent furnishings and 
aesthetic principles that created a fantasy about Japanese domesticity.

Morse, for example, describes a tranquil library space in a Tokyo house 
as separate from the rest of the home by cloth hung from a bamboo frame, 
“and when the owner went in search of some object on the other side 
of it, I could trace him by his candle-light as he wandered about behind 
the curtain. The furniture used in the room, and shown in the sketch,— 
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consisting of bookshelves, table hibachi, and other objects,—was in 
nearly every case precious antiques.”12 Unlike the precise renderings that 
enhance his images of insects and arachnids, where every surface of the 
specimen becomes magnified and clearly demarcated, the Japanese home 
has corners and crevices not available to the curious Western eye (fig. 13). 
The image of the veiled individual moving through this Japanese interior 
would add a sense of mystery, while the corresponding drawing reins 
in the written flourishes by simply depicting the corner of this library. 
Neatly stacked books are on shelving in the back of the room, and care-
fully arranged low tables, chairs, and mats are on the remainder of the 
floor.

Like the insect-display cases in his zoology book, the library in Tokyo 
is a staged scape of objects that Morse understood as worthy of collect-
ing. This room, like the cigar box, is an exemplary collection that Morse 
rendered to inspire the reader to learn further. He wanted his Ameri-
can audience to take the visual clues, illustrated through his writing and 
drawing, and use Japanese art as a source for inspiration. At another point 
in Japanese Homes, Morse clarifies how Americans can learn from the JapaÂ�
nese sense of design: “After studying the Japanese home for a whileÂ€.Â€.Â€. 
one comes to realize that [American] display as such is out of the ques-
tion with them, and to recognize that a severe Quaker-like simplicity is 

Figure 13 Edward Morse, Room in Kura Fitted Up as a Library, Tokio, from his Japanese Homes and 
Their Surroundings (Boston: Ticknor and Company, 1886). Art & Architecture Collection, Miriam 
and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, The New York Public Library, Astor, 
Lenox, Tilden Foundations.
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really one of the great charms of a Japanese room.” He continues, “Ab-
solute cleanliness and refinement, with very few objects in sight upon 
which the eye may rest contentedly, are the main features in household 
adornment which the Japanese strive after, and which they attain with 
a simplicity and effectiveness that we can never hope to reach.” To the 
Japanese, “our rooms seem . . . like a curiosity shop, and ‘stuffy’ to the 
last degree.”13

Morse contended that the Japanese had perfected the art of household 
decoration and that Americans should aspire to the lack of visual clut-
ter found in Japanese homes. His work questioned the typical Aesthetic 
movement interior in the 1870s and 1880s when Americans filled their 
homes with material clutter that signified a global sensibility. Rooms, as 
depicted in magazines, paintings, and period photographs, were bursting 
at the seams with what social critics referred to as bric-a-brac, or those 
objects that sat on every surface, filled every corner, and saturated every 
nook and cranny. This was precisely what incited Howells to describe 
the peril of clutter in A Hazard of New Fortunes. Morse believed that the 
Japanese understood the value of living simply and condemned those in 
his American audience who continued to waste space with an abundance 
of décor.

Morse collated his imaginings about Japanese aesthetics in the pages of 
his book, which became a type of ethnographic collection for his Ameri-
can readers. His stereotyping about this distant location exemplified his 
need to understand another part of the world that Americans viewed 
as exotic, sensuous, and filled with mysteries that lurked behind veiled 
spaces. James Clifford examines the link between the impulse to collect 
and the desire to gather objects that signify the cultural Other. Clifford, 
like Stewart, notes that a collection is “an exercise in how to make the 
world one’s own, to gather things around oneself tastefully, appropri-
ately. The inclusions in all collections reflect wider cultural rules—or  
rational taxonomy, of gender, of aesthetics. An excessive, sometimes 
even rapacious need to have is transformed into rule-governed, meaning-
ful desire. Thus the self that must possess but cannot have it all, learns 
to select, order, classify in hierarchies—to make ‘good’ collections.”14  
Clifford details how the West began the process of accumulating non-
Western material culture. He identifies a particular power dynamic that 
unfolds when the West exhibits the Other. In these instances, there 
arises the imperative “for different peoples to form complex images of 
one another.” In turn, these images “are constituted—the critique of co-
lonial modes of representation has shown at least this much—in specific 
historical relations of dominance and dialogue.”15 Through the act of  
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classifying, non-Western cultures are appropriated within the collection 
and this, in turn, supports the belief that there is an understanding of 
what lies behind the enigmatic mask that shrouds these distant lands. 
Through this process, cultural arbiters like Morse get a sense of what is 
happening behind the library curtain. That sense is, however, a phan-
tasm predicated on racially motivated guesswork. To collect is to appro-
priate, and these spaces and objects activate the problematic language of 
stereotype that incites a fantastical form of armchair travel.16

Morse was not alone in stereotyping Asian art and design at the turn 
of the century. Countless artists, interior designers, furniture makers, 
and architects looked to the East as a site for artistic inspiration. In June 
1879, for instance, the first issue of the Art Amateur included an article 
titled “The Harmony of Colors.” “With some of the Oriental nations,” 
the author notes, “especially the Japanese, who have taught us so much 
in Decorative Art, the knowledge of harmony in color seems to be in-
tuitive. The commonest designs of the Japanese artist or even artisan 
show how rarely the judgment of the workman is at fault in this regard.”  
Using the same pedagogic device of cultural comparison encountered 
in Morse’s work, the author explains that with “Americans, however, 
it is different. Those who understand the combination of colors with 
reference to artistic effect are decidedly in the minority.”17 In another 
Art Amateur article from September 1880 titled the “The Superb Japanese 
Lacquer Screen,” the author proclaims that “Oriental artisans” appear 
to be “supernaturally endowed with patience, and . . . possess a peculiar 
delicacy of touch which enables them to effect without difficulty what 
to the heavy-handed Caucasian artisan would be impossible.”18 Japan, 
and the larger ambiguous geographic realm named the Orient, would 
repeatedly be stereotyped through what Thomas Kim has described as 
“aesthetic ethnography,” a discursive strategy that enabled Americans to 
use art objects to construct an ambiguous understanding of the Orient 
as both inside and outside the cultural establishment.19 The Orient was 
a site that was decidedly different, but Americans wanted to possess and 
emulate this unusual place, because Asians, according to the language of 
aesthetic ethnography, had natural talents in art and design.

Orientalism and the Art Amateur

Orientalism has an extensive history in American art and design. 
Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the influence of 
the China trade could be seen in the homes of those Americans who 
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had the money to purchase handcrafted decorative arts. Because of an 
inability to mass-produce these goods, the material culture related to the 
China trade entered homes only on the upper end of the socioeconomic 
ladder. Thus, this initial engagement with an Asian artistic style was quite 
different from the American interest in Orientalism found during the 
Aesthetic period of the late nineteenth century, when factory production 
permitted an enormous output of goods related to the Orient. The China 
trade is also dissimilar from later experiences with Orientalism because 
it flourished, for the most part, as a result of buying goods from China. 
During the nineteenth century, Americans would continue purchasing 
things from Asia, but they also began producing their own versions of 
Orientalist art objects.20

The explosion of interest in Asian art can be traced to the years 1853 
and 1854, when the American trade relationship with Asia changed as 
a result of commodore Matthew Perry’s landing in Japan. Perry and his  
Japanese counterparts began to exchange gifts, and this initial act of trad-
ing incited the explosion of what has been termed Japonisme, or a fascina-
tion with the art of Japan. This encounter with Japanese arts would lead to 
more popular venues for Asian objects at places such as the Philadelphia 
Centennial Exposition of 1876, which historians view as the initial mass 
display of the “Japan Craze” in the United States. Centennial visitors 
found an abundance of mass-produced souvenirs at the bazaar that sold 
Japanese products.21 Decorative arts historians have noted that during  
the latter part of the nineteenth century, the term “Japanese” referred 
to a number of Asian cultures. Chinese, Japanese, Turkish, Indian, and 
other Eastern countries were often placed under one rubric of Oriental 
desire.22 Edward Morse’s keen interest in deciphering differences between 
Asian nations was unusual, as most Americans understood the Orient as 
a whole, as an entire entity with cultural parts and pieces that could be 
assembled, disassembled, and reassembled to form a Western fantasy.

Art and design from and relating to the Orient proliferated in late 
nineteenth-century America, creating visual scapes of exoticized decora-
tive arts. It was possible for more Americans—outside of those wealthy 
enough to travel across the Pacific like Longfellow and Morse—to bring 
Asia into their own homes. Indeed, the Centennial of 1876 was a type of 
sales agent for Oriental goods that could be bought and appropriated for 
the domestic sphere.23 After the Centennial, a number of arts magazines 
began to illustrate and extol the virtues of bringing Asian motifs into 
the parlor.24 Titles such as Art Interchange, Art Age, and the Art Amateur 
are similar in their engagement with the aesthetic presentation of the 
domestic sphere. However, Art Amateur is unusual because its circulation 
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was about ten thousand, making it (along with Art Interchange) one of the 
most popular arts periodical at this time.25 The magazine was an integral 
voice in the American art establishment’s newfound interest in modern-
ist aesthetics and interior design.26

In 1886, the editors of Art Amateur claimed to “give the term ‘Orien-
tal’ a wide latitude of interpretation, letting it embrace Turkish, Egyp-
tian, Persian and Indian. Japanese and Chinese belong to a somewhat 
different genre; but even in many articles—especially of the decorative 
kind—wares of those people would be cordially welcomed to help out 
the general scheme of Eastern luxury.”27 American Orientalism from the 
1870s into the 1890s was diverse in its scope of inquiry.28 Photographs, 
travel memoirs, paintings, architecture, sculpture, scientific studies, and 
the first stages of anthropology reveal attempts to secure a discursive grip 
on what Americans could learn about the “mysterious” East. However, art 
and design held a special place in the field of Orientalist studies because 
it was Asian, North African, and Middle Eastern material culture that 
Americans wanted in their homes. The success of Orientalism in venues  
such as Art Amateur was predicated on Americans bringing fantasies  
about the cultural Other into their daily lives.29

Montague Marks, Art Amateur’s first editor, began publishing the jour-
nal in 1879, at the same time that the Orientalist craze proliferated in the 
decorative arts market. In 1897, he sold his business to John Van Oost, 
who acted as publisher and editor from December 1897 through the final 
issue in September 1903. During its twenty-four years of publication, the 
magazine’s central offices remained in New York City, but the editors  
occasionally mention other locations of publication (Boston and London),  
signifying the magazine’s cachet as an international presence.30 In short, 
the magazine was a critical voice in the growing discourse of popular 
literature that gave advice to Americans on how best to fill their homes 
with commodities that signified “cosmopolitan domesticity.”

This international sensibility was dependent upon positing women as 
the ideal consumers who could fill the home with status-laden goods. In 
the magazine’s first issue in June 1879, the lead article, “Rise of Art in the 
Household,” places decorative responsibility in the hands of women. The 
author relates that “the influence exercised by ladies on the formation 
of modern art has never been fully realized by art historians. It was very 
great, and the medium through which it made itself felt was the house-
hold.”31 By employing the word “modern,” this statement asks the reader 
to think of this feminine influence as a specific historical occurrence. The 
author clarifies this historical moment by noting that over “the last fifty 
years one of the principal elements of domestic life, the so-called home 
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industry, has almost entirely disappeared.” And, because of this dramatic 
event, “something must take the place of the occupation lost.”32 This was 
the transformative moment in nineteenth-century American domestic-
ity when the economy of home-based production, where workers and 
masters lived and manufactured goods all in the same location, moved to 
an economy that enforced the separation between work and home.33 Art 
Amateur clarified which gender was responsible for filling this new void 
in the American home:

Empty hands give empty hearts. The reason why Eve listened so willingly to the serpent 

was, no doubt, that she had nothing else to do. Now, having once risen from drudgery 

to home-industry, the household cannot go back to drudgery in order to get some-

thing to do; on the contrary it must rise one step higher and fill the vacant place with 

something still nobler: it must move onwards from home-industry to art occupations; 

and it is in this great movement, from which an elegant household can emancipate 

itself, which we beg leave to offer our assistance.34

American domesticity had changed, and the gendered household had 
to occupy itself with a different type of production—specifically, artistic 
production. There was no feeling of loss for the magazine’s editors, only 
excitement about what Americans could focus on to formulate an artistic 
vision predicated on consumerist desire.

Who does Art Amateur hold responsible in its call for artistic action? 
Not only is Eve a biblical figure, but she is also religiously posited as the 
first woman. As the author reminds us, when Eve had nothing to do she 
got herself into trouble and bit the apple. This employment of Eve as 
the universal signifier of woman essentializes women and calls attention 
to the possibility of their transgressions when they are idle. Art Amateur 
demands that the household provide an environment conducive to a 
new format of work for middle-class women; this is a model of work that 
engages their abilities as homemakers through physical labor, amateur 
artistic talent, and consumerism. Now that middle-class Americans had 
time to use their homes (or, their new Edens) for purposes outside of the 
drudgery of production, they had to create a realm of domesticity that 
could complement this new way of living. Women had to keep busy and 
“buy into” these artistic concerns so that they could avoid the perils of 
leisure that faced the “first” woman.35

The cover of the December 1881 edition of the magazine includes a 
drawing of two Japanese-influenced vases on a table (fig. 14) that stresses 
the predominance of feminine themes in these interiors.36 The face of 
each vase depicts a Japanese woman. On the left vase, a woman plays a 
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percussion instrument as she looks out over a body of water. The vase on 
the right shows a woman looking over her shoulder on a moonlit porch 
also set on the water. These are not simply innocent images of women 
by the sea. The elongated bodies of these figures and the sultry lighting 
of the moon are overtly erotic. The written text describing these vases is 
particularly sexual and “cannot help calling attention to the charming 
sentiment of the little pictures in metal of Japanese aesthetes. The air of 
the love-sick maiden bathing in the moonlight is really delicious.”37 The 
maiden is a fantasy displayed in the context of Orientalist desire; thus 
inscribing her onto the surface of these objects would make the vases 
more sought-after within Art Amateur’s pages. Her sexualized depiction 
increases the vase’s desirability.

The drawing of the vases by Camille Piton promotes the Western fan-
tasy of Japanese exoticism. Through the use of perspective, Piton makes 

Figure 14 Japanese Bronze Vases with Inlaid and Relief Decoration, Art Amateur (December 1881).  
Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Fine Arts Department. 
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it appear as though the women are caught, or trapped, in these aesthetic 
containers. Placed on a shelf and centered so that we, the Art Amateur 
reader, can get easy visual access, the “maidens” are made submissive; 
they are stuck, like genies in a bottle, in a container that holds and pre-
pares them for our ocular attention. The interplay between the gendered 
theme of the vases’ narrative and the way in which Piton’s image creates 
a sense of perspective, which makes it look as though these women are 
on a proscenium, enacts an erotic performance. It becomes difficult to 
imagine the maidens outside the confines of their prison-like vessels.

In 1881, the same year that they saw Piton’s drawings, Art Amateur’s 
subscribers received a gift: one of two sets of four menu cards designed by 
Tiffany and Company.38 The Tiffany menu cards would have been used 
to display the courses of food at a middle-class dinner party.39 In one set, 
the first two cards are a combination of American, European, and Japa-
nese motifs. The third and fourth cards are where the inclusion of Asian 
imagery permits the conflation of the Oriental and sexuality. The third 
card represents an interior (fig. 15). Tiffany renders a large bamboo screen 
with a pink covering at the center of the image. A Japanese woman, who 
is on the left side of the screen, has a white napkin in her mouth. She 
looks to her left with an erotic smile, and directly in front of her is a three-
legged table that holds fruit and a carafe of wine. The fourth card also 
depicts a room. Here a bamboo screen, with the phrase “After Dinner,” 
stands between two Japanese women and a man. They appear to be play-
fully chasing each other around the prominent partition (fig. 16).40

Given the proliferation of Orientalist tropes in Art Amateur, the presence 
of these women dressed like geishas is not surprising. As Charles Longfel-
low made clear, the representation of Asian sexuality was an important 
part of American imaginings about Asia. The geisha became a projection 
for the Western erotic gaze, offering fantasies about sexuality that would 
not have been acceptable within the context of late nineteenth-century 
mores. Both menu cards focus, quite openly, on the relationship between 
sexuality and eating. Beyond their mere function as menu cards, the third 
card shows a woman eating and sucking on a napkin, and the fourth card 
announces the time of this chase as “after dinner.” The images employ 
Orientalism to permit the expression of sexuality. These are not American 
men and women looking demure, sucking on napkins, and chasing each 
other, but American conceptions of an amative Japanese culture. Ameri-
cans would never act this way at a Gilded Age dinner party that used  
Tiffany menu cards, but they could announce their meal with sexuality, 
if artists rendered that eroticism through an Orientalist context.41

All the figures on the menu cards wear kimonos that denote their 
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nationality. Kimonos flourished during this period as a result of the 
fashion for women to get out of their corseted dresses into looser cloth-
ing. Americans saw the kimono as that which could free the body from 
the constraints of a previous style, while upholding its connotations 
of sexuality associated with Japan.42 The sexuality found in these im-
ages becomes more overt if we look at the Japanese print sources for the  
Tiffany-designed card of the single geisha in front of the screen. A number 

Figure 15 Tiffany and Co., menu card, Art Amateur (1881), insert. Courtesy of the Boston Public 
Library, Fine Arts Department.
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of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Japanese prints display 
geishas with tissue paper in their mouths, and their bodies have the same 
type of subservient pose that signifies a recoil away from a dominant 
figure, presumably the male, who, as in the Tiffany image, is absent. In  
Kikugawa Eizan’s Geisha with Umbrella (ca. 1810s), for instance, the geisha’s  
coy pose and the tissue hanging from her mouth are remarkably similar 
to the image on the menu card (fig. 17). Geisha imagery that includes 

Figure 16 Tiffany and Co., menu card, Art Amateur (1881), insert. Courtesy of the Boston Public 
Library, Fine Arts Department.
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an oral play with tissues suggests a number of sexual themes—longing, 
sensuality, and even an implied sense of cleanliness that the cloth would 
have allowed for postcoitus—referenced in Japanese prints through the 
iconography of napkins, tissues, and cloths.43 These cards adhere to fan-
tasies about the sexualized role of the geisha that were integral to imagin-
ings about the Orient.

Like the sexuality that attends these menu cards, other descriptions in 
Art Amateur permit a retreat from everyday life within the fantasy space  

Figure 17 Kikugawa Eizan (Japanese, 1787–1867), Geisha with Umbrella, color woodcut,  
730 mm × 245 mm. Chazen Museum of Art, University of Wisconsin, Madison, Bequest of  
John H. Van Vleck, 1980.683. 
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of Oriental settings. In the April 1886 edition there is a description of the 
ideal “Oriental Lounging-Room”: “We have long dreamed of a delightful 
little retreat . . . with everything suggestive of comfort combined with 
ideal idleness—a place where . . . the master of the house might retire and 
smoke his pipe with perfect rest. There . . . he would be in his glory, acces-
sible to wife and babies and intimate friends, but none others could cross 
the threshold of the sanctum.”44 The best way to produce this mode of re-
laxation for the “master of the house” is within an Oriental environment. 
This “Oriental retreat” is a place where “we would have the room greatly 
subdued in the matter of illumination. . . . Books should be banished for 
the nonce, with the possible compromise that, for occasional sulky hours, 
a luxurious novel might appear as an agreeable companion.”45 Gender,  
and the construction of the Orient as a world of fantasy, defines this 
retreat. This space for relaxation is a place of escape for a man. His wife, 
children, and good friends can visit him in this inner “sanctum,” but the 
entire room is built for his pleasure. This room, like the Tiffany menu 
cards, represents a sensual interior isolated from the commotion of Gilded  
Age, urban life. In late nineteenth-century America, a man could leave all  
his troubles behind if his sanctuary of repose signified the exotic Orient.46

The drawing that accompanies the article about the lounging room 
enhances the notion that this is a separate space constructed for a type 
of gendered isolation within the home (fig. 18). Like so many images of 
Oriental interiors, the drawing, completed by an artist identified only as 
L. F. W., depicts the corner of a room. The image includes a three-legged 
table, a hanging light fixture, a pierced wooden frieze, a print rack, and 
heavy fabrics. The article’s reference to many of these objects as “Moor-
ish” in design (for example, the pierced woodwork is described as Moor-
ish) would have connoted a masculine space to the Art Amateur reader. 
Remember, the text details the importance of understanding this inte-
rior as a male domain, and the historical connection that readers would 
have made between these masculine objects and an understanding of 
the Moors as entangled with a history of conquest is significant.47 Moor-
ish history was part of American popular culture during the nineteenth 
century when books such as Washington Irving’s The Alhambra enticed 
readers with narratives about the Moors’ presence in Western Europe.48

The importance of collecting as the driving impetus behind the mag-
azine’s discussion of these Oriental interiors becomes apparent in the 
drawing “Oriental Lounging-Room.” The artist renders the objects across 
the middle ground of the image to display these items as potential col-
lectibles. The objects look as though they are in a display window ready 
for our visual consumption. These furnishings reveal the collection as an 
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artificial construct where objects illustrate their owner’s ability at assem-
bling a miniature world within the domestic sphere.49 In this instance, 
the collection signifies both the worldliness of the consumer and the 
gendered sensibility of this room within the Aesthetic-period home.

There are several places in Art Amateur where the fashion for Oriental-
ism is given only the corner of a room. These so-called cozy corners were 
spaces within the parlor that allowed Americans to retreat from the un-
bending performance of middle-class mores.50 Late nineteenth-century 
Americans understood the parlor as the best room in the house. Here 
they would meet their guests from the outside world and perform their 
gendered and class-bound roles in a highly staged manner, enacting what 
middle-class Americans defined, in the pages of the popular press and a 
wide range of prescriptive literature, as normative.51 Decorators designed 
the cozy corner as a cluttered space that became a repository for objects 
that signified exoticism, racially marking an area within the parlor that 
permitted less formal behavior. Not only did these non-Western objects 
speak to the concept of retreat from polite society, but often the seating 
arrangement found in these spaces, replete with sofas ensconced with 
heavy pillows, allowed for a type of corporeal repose.52 The eye could 

Figure 18 L. F. W., “An Oriental Lounging-Room,” Art Amateur (April 1886): 111. Courtesy of the  
Boston Public Library, Fine Art Department. 
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Figure 19 W. P. Brigden, “Corner of a Reception-Room, with Japanese Furnishings,” Art Amateur  
(December 1897): 17. Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Fine Arts Department. 

wander around these object-laden corners, while the body rested on com-
fortable fabrics that permitted relaxation not allowed in the other regions 
of the formal interior.

W. P. Brigden illustrates an ideal cozy corner in a drawing captioned 
“Corner of a Reception-Room, with Japanese Furnishings” from the De-
cember 1897 issue of Art Amateur (fig. 19). Brigden creates a triangle of 
space that leads us into one corner of this larger room. A bamboo screen 
separates the cozy corner from the rest of the parlor, and draped curtains, 
of “Chinese silk,” segregate these Asian-influenced furnishings from the 
rest of the home. Brigden frames the entrance with two carved stands 
made from teakwood. The vase on the left stand contains a dwarf pine 
tree and the vase on the right stand has a sheaf of cattails that Brig-
den places next to a pair of Japanese fans attached to the screen. The 
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bamboo screen is embellished with embroidered drapery that represents 
flowers and Japanese figures. Underneath this heavy fabric is a “cush-
ioned lounge” that has several overstuffed pillows on its surface.53 The 
separation of space between the inside and the outside of the cozy cor-
ner delineates how this parlor should be used. The world outside the 
cozy corner is for a type of regulated behavior that the parlor sanctions 
through its regimented space, while inside the cozy corner one can relax 
in an environment that signifies exotic difference. The screen functions 
as a barrier demarcating where and how one can act within this staged 
realm. To accentuate this division of space, Brigden depicts the bamboo 
screen’s curtains as coming out from the mouth of a “Japanese mask”; 
the mask’s eyes questioningly glance toward the room’s entrance to the 
viewer’s right. Even more peculiar are the implied hands that support two 
swags of the curtain on either side of the mask’s face. The mouth of the 
mask seems to mimic the opening, or entrance, to the cozy corner, thus 
anthropomorphizing this interior and making this point of egress appear 
as a type of corporeal opening. Like the enigmatic world hidden within a 
body, the cozy corner offers the mysteries of a dark, unknown place.

Brigden’s cozy corner displays an Asian-influenced collection. A reli-
gious symbol, which the written text describes, adds legitimacy to this 
“real” Oriental location: “Over part of this [embroidered drapery] hangs 
an old Buddhist Kakemono painted on brownish silk and mounted with  
old brocades—perhaps the most costly object in the room, as all good 
works of the sort are old, and therefore precious.”54 This hanging is, in 
other words, an antique with an Asian provenance. We do not know this 
object’s exact origin, and, in fact, all that matters to this writer is that it 
is an authentic piece of Asia. Geographic precision is not important in 
a room that combines, in a hybridic mélange, so many objects from so 
many different countries. For instance, think about the national com-
bination in this sentence, part of which I already quoted, “The drapery 
falling from a large Japanese mask over the opening in the screen of thin 
Chinese silk, of a delicate celadon green, embroidered in bright colors and 
gold.”55 Many of the objects found in these types of interiors were made 
in America, or in Asia, to satisfy Western customers, but the editors rep-
resent this Buddha as a piece of material culture that signifies the history 
of the Orient, the place that the entire room symbolically embodies.

Brigden’s rendering domesticates the Orient through the machina-
tions of design. Anne McClintock suggests that “the verb to domesticate 
is akin to dominate, which derives from dominus, lord of the domum, 
or home.” From a historical perspective, “the verb to domesticate also  
carried as one of its meanings the action ‘to civilize.’â•›”56 Bringing the 
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material world of the Orient into the home, regardless of the fact that 
this conception of the Other was purely fantastic, reinforced the Western 
belief that these Oriental cultures, these unknown geographies that en-
ticed through stereotype, could be tamed and shaped into a domesticated 
collection.

Americans inextricably linked domesticity to the cultural construction 
of race at the end of the nineteenth century. The strength of American 
fantasies about domesticity relied on the idea that outside the domestic 
realm were other locations, other races, and other peoples who reified 
American domesticity through what the West inscribed as cultural dif-
ference. The inclusion of Oriental objects within the American domicile 
points to an obfuscation of these racially charged political issues. Laura 
Wexler has described this phenomenon as the performance of “tender 
violence.” The oxymoron explains the turn-of-the-century impulse to-
ward domestic harmony predicated on a racially motivated discourse that 
covered up acts of violence.57 The images of Orientalized interiors that I 
have been exploring do present a form of “tender violence.” Although 
these descriptions of the perfect domestic sphere contain images and 
writing related to sentimentality, they repeatedly signify racial difference 
in ways that essentialize the East. In all the examples explored here, from 
the Tiffany menu cards to Morse’s ethnological study of Japanese interi-
ors, the Other is exoticized, but also bridled within the confines of books, 
furnishings, and collections. Represented as a curiosity to be emulated, 
the presence of Asian motifs in late nineteenth-century American design 
evidences the larger American project of trying to gain cultural control 
over the geography of the unknown. The stereotypes may have been 
positive and “tender” in tone, and the texts may have displayed numer-
ous objects that were expensive and desirable, but the overall aesthetic 
mandated cultural appropriation and control conducted through the 
power of stereotype. Often pushed into the realm of the cozy corner, 
non-Western décor was surrounded, in a type of decorative-arts pincer 
movement, by the civilizing force of Western furnishings.

The civilizing trope of domestication is closely related to the empire 
building that I discuss in the remainder of this book. We cannot look at 
America’s fight for overseas expansion during this period without ques-
tioning how events on the home front helped to bolster these military 
efforts. A symbiotic relationship existed between the American home 
and American empire that, while not part of a simple cause-and-effect 
scenario, does help explain the US interest in colonial endeavors from 
this period.58 Rather than seal them off and keep them sheltered from 
other national interests, American fantasies about the domestic, whether 
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lived or imagined, need to be historically contextualized as part of a fas-
cination with other places that lay outside of the purview of everyday 
experience. Middle-class Americans saw their homes as experimental 
laboratories where the material culture they bought and displayed signi-
fied their growing fascination with an increasingly global economy and 
rapidly changing world political order.

Interior Scapes and Nationalist Fantasies

Another style of decoration, which celebrated the diminution of the ex-
otic flourishes found during the Aesthetic period, emerged in the 1870s 
and became popular by the late 1880s. In July 1888, an article on domes-
tic design in Art Amateur claimed that it “is not desirable to convert a  
family gathering place into a studio. . . . In the house of the average 
manÂ€.Â€.Â€. it is best to avoid artistic jumble.”59 The reign of Orientalist ir-
regularity was giving way to images that showed the home as devoid of 
non-Western objects. The drawing underneath this article about the suit-
able home renders a sparse setting with little clutter (fig. 20). The room 
has wood paneling, exposed ceiling beams, and a Windsor chair, which 
were all details signifying the Colonial Revival.

Figure 20 “Cozy Fireplace Corner in the Hall,” Art Amateur (July 1888): 38. Courtesy of the Boston 
Public Library, Fine Arts Department. 
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Figure 21 “Dining Room in ‘Colonial’ (Adam) Style, in the House of Mr. Frank Wallis, Architect,” 
Art Amateur (March 1896): 95. Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Fine Arts Department.

This move from Aesthetic period exoticism to the Colonial Revival be-
came more pronounced during the 1890s. The turn toward an American 
fantasy about its colonial past was, in part, a reaction against the Aes-
thetic movement. Interiors that signified the Colonial Revival contained 
fewer objects, utilized lighter colors, and accentuated verticality instead 
of the horizontality found in spaces laden with bric-a-brac.60 An image 
from the March 1896 issue of the Art Amateur depicts this restrained deco-
rating scheme in “Dining-Room in ‘Colonial’ (Adam) Style.” The Oriental 
influence is absent in this drawing (fig. 21). The tiled fireplace, Chippen-
dale chairs, Federal-style sideboard, basic mahogany table, and overall 
“chaste simplicity” (to use the caption’s terminology) of the room reflect 
an adherence to this new decorative interest in America’s culturally con-
structed colonial past.61

Through advocacy of a material culture that emphasized spinning 
wheels, hearths, Chippendale and Queen Anne furniture, and other fan-
tasies about an indigenous past, Americans looked inward for inspiration 
that would upend the exoticism of the previous decades. This new inter-
est in the colonial created a jingoistic disposition that would ideologically 
support the growing sense of nationalism that became more pronounced 
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during the 1890s. The Colonial Revival was part of the same period of 
history that witnessed a trend toward imperialist and militaristic prac-
tices. Representations of the Orient continued to fill the popular press 
and the pages of American art journals. For instance, the cozy corner 
dates from 1897, but there was an increasing movement away from the 
exotic toward a more austere sense of décor. Howells’s characterization of 
the Marches, introduced at the beginning of this chapter, indicates this 
mind-set as they shun Mrs. Green’s impossibly cluttered interior. Fur-
thermore, Edward Morse foreshadowed this new style with his demand 
for fewer furnishings. The Art Amateur, while still committing itself in a 
limited way to exoticism, adhered to a colonial aesthetic that used design 
to celebrate pride in America’s heritage.

This nationalistic aesthetic was made very apparent in a February 1899 
article about two different children’s bedrooms, one for a boy and one 
for a girl. The article and attendant imagery posit a connection between 
childhood culture and American success during the Spanish-American 
War of 1898, which brought the United States onto the international 
stage of militarism. The editors explain that the “young man’s bedroom 
is evidently that of a person of military and sporting proclivities, as most 
young men are. The trophy over the bureau suggests that he may have 
smelled powder at Santiago; while if an army man, he must be credited 
with a generous enthusiasm for the deeds of our navy also, for what else 
can the model of the man-of-war on top of the bookcase signify?”62 The  
mentioning of Santiago (a battle during the Spanish-American conflict) 
and other rudiments of military culture would have reminded the reader  
of the Spanish-American War and answered the author’s rhetorical in-
quiry. The bedroom suggests what Lisa Bloom has identified as the turn-of-
the-century “relation[ship] between masculinism and nationalism.”63 Every 
surface in this room contains tropes of masculinity that would, the editors 
hoped, facilitate the healthy development of an ideal American boy.

These children’s interiors, with their lack of exoticism and inclusion of 
ladder-back chairs and decorative swags and wreaths, clearly invoke the 
Colonial Revival. In this instance, the rustic colonial past, represented 
in the boy’s room through heavy woods and sharp angles, accentuates 
an overtly male-identified aesthetic. The girl’s room, however, deploys 
tropes from the Federal period, which would have signaled a more femi-
nine sensibility.64 The emphasis on space defined through gender be-
comes even more apparent if we compare the drawings by W. P. Brigden 
of the “young man’s bedroom” and the “young girl’s bedroom” in greater 
detail (figs. 22 and 23).65 The focus in the young man’s room is on his 
possessions, which reveal his desire for competition and, to use Theodore 
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Figure 22 W. P. Brigden, “A Simple Arrangement for a Young Man’s Bedroom,” Art Amateur  
(February 1899): 68. Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Fine Arts Department.

Roosevelt’s phrase, “the strenuous life.”66 Besides the man-of-war, a gun 
and sword are on the left side of the drawing, and two tennis racquets are 
over the room’s doorway. To stress competitiveness, the only readable 
framed picture in the room represents a battle. The artist constructs the 
girl’s room in an entirely different fashion. The bed, which acts merely as 
negative, foreground space in the young man’s room, is more prominent 
in her room. Furthermore, her interior lacks all signs of war and com-
petition. Her writing table is open, a number of photographs are on the 
bookcase, and the only readable framed image is a tranquil landscape.67 
The design of the young man’s room focuses on the world of belligerence 
outside the home, while the girl’s room contains objects that refer to the 
domestic sphere. The bed is for sleeping, the desk is for writing, and the 
photographs on the bookcase are for looking. The material culture of 
this girl’s room is for in-house use, and the boy’s room becomes a space 
for fantasies about American military triumphs that would take place 
outside the home.68 The boy’s room, especially when compared with the 
girl’s room, is a vivid example of the turn-of-the-century interest in the 
masculine nature of war.69
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The Colonial Revival enabled Americans to utilize material culture to 
construct an imagined sense of nationalism.70 Thus, Art Amateur’s reader-
ship constituted a coterie of those with art-world interests who promoted 
this new nation-based aesthetic. Seeing the magazine in the homes of 
other middle-class design aficionados would have fostered a type of ca-
maraderie among readers of this evolving and popular arts press. In short, 
Art Amateur’s advocacy of the Colonial Revival through its widely dissem-
inated pages helped devise American thinking about its exceptionalism. 
This, in turn, went hand in hand with the revival of a decorative arts style 
that contained narratives about the nation’s shared, yet fantastical, sense 
of the past. In the case of the Colonial Revival, Americans constructed 
their own sense of a superior past through a decorative tribute to a mythic 
conception of American history. The ongoing promotion of this revival 
worked well with narratives about masculinity, militarism, and imperial-
ism that were omnipresent at the end of the nineteenth century.71

Figure 23 W. P. Brigden, “A Simple Arrangement for a Young Girl’s Bedroom,” Art Amateur  
(February 1899): 69. Courtesy of the Boston Public Library, Fine Arts Department.



chapter two

56

Although the Colonial Revival eliminated much of the exoticism of 
the previous decades, the break from Orientalism was far from clean. 
There was ambivalence about décor, or a back-and-forth between the 
austerity of the Colonial Revival and the exoticized abundance found in 
places like Art Amateur. These two opposing discourses needed each other 
to survive. Just as Americans domesticated the cozy corner within the 
parlor, these same Americans often tamed the exoticized interior with the 
countering discourse of the Colonial Revival. Periodicals committed to 
interior design reenacted this spatial conflict through alternating points 
of view. In one article, the Colonial Revival became the focal point; on 
the next page, or issue, the exoticism of the Orient found praise.

Art about War and the Philippines

Later editions of Art Amateur contain reactions to the Spanish-American 
War that move outside the American domestic sphere into the hotly con-
tested colonial zone of the Philippines. In an article from the February 1902 
edition of the magazine titled “Art in the Philippines,” G. D. Rice writes 
about artistic changes in the Philippines since the advent of American 
colonialism. He comments on photography, woodcarving, and lettering. 
During his discussion about photography, Rice notes how “there is a very 
good business being done by the photographers throughout the islands. 
Some of the proprietors of the photographic galleries are Spanish and Fili-
pinos, while one often sees that the proprietor is an American.” American 
“soldiers have in some cases undertaken the business, and they are making  
money at it. I know of a number of ex-soldiers who are deriving good in-
comes from small outfits they put in recently. The natives have a great love 
for photography, and they will pay high prices for two or three inferior 
pictures of themselves in best attire.”72 Soldiers who had invaded the is-
lands four years before, and who probably had engaged in the Philippine- 
American War, were now selling what Rice describes as inferior art for 
a profit. Later in the same essay, he mentions the recent proliferation 
of sign painting in the Philippines. He explores this art in detail and 
includes a drawing of sample letter styles and sign painting equipment. 
Over the course of “the past year a large number of new stores and manu-
facturing places were opened in Manila, Iloilo, and other places on the 
islands, and nearly all of the proprietors required signs of some sort. In 
many cases the owners need two sets of signs, one set in English and the 
other in the local language.”73 Rice promoted the American imperialist 
cause through his commentary about the need for English signs. This 
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influx of English is exemplary of what American imperialism brought to 
the Orient; now even the lingua franca of the Philippines began losing 
its authority.74

Rice’s essay reports on Americans bringing commerce to “native” Fili-
pinos in a way that will increase the colony’s fiscal success. This is not 
Art Amateur’s typical artistic appropriation of a fantastical Asian culture, 
but a type of political journalism that details American entrepreneurial 
accomplishments in the new colony. Rice idealized the American inter-
vention and how the American presence in the Pacific was (when read 
through the experience of the arts) a story about the spread of English, 
and, most importantly, the influence of financial savvy in a part of the 
world that appeared inferior in the pages of the mass media.

In the articles about the two children’s bedrooms, and in Rice’s descrip-
tion of Philippine arts, the Spanish-American War remains subtextual; 
each author elided the actuality of war because of its political implica-
tions. In the October 1899 edition of Art Amateur, however, Charles Nie-
haus wrote specifically about the Spanish-American War and the Dewey 
Arch, which the National Sculpture Society built in New York City to 
commemorate Admiral Dewey’s decisive victory in the Philippines over  
the Spanish in May 1898 (fig. 24). A member of the Sculpture Society who  

Figure 24 The Dewey Triumphal Arch and Colonnade. Image from Moses King, The Dewey  
Reception Committee of New York City (New York: Chasmar-Winchell, 1899), 8. Courtesy of the 
Library of Congress.
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worked on the arch, Niehaus detailed who built the arch and how it ap-
peared.75 On the page after Niehaus’s report, in “The Note-Book” section 
of the magazine, a paragraph described how “the patriotism of the sculp-
tors who volunteered to decorate the Dewey Arch has unfortunately re-
sulted in the death of two of their number, and the prostration, through 
an attack of paralysis, of a third.”76 Art Amateur conflated artistic produc-
tion with death, elevating the status of this sculptural monument beyond 
a mere celebration of military victory. The actual building of the arch rec-
reated the war by representing the artisan as an individual who sacrificed 
his life in a type of artistic battle. In other words, the construction of the 
Dewey Arch replayed the heroic sacrifice of war.

The commentary on the Dewey Arch elucidates how interest in the 
Orient intersected with issues related to American colonialism in the late 
1890s. Narratives of heroism, such as triumphal and tragic stories about 
building enormous works of sculpture, supported imperialist aspirations. 
The Orient had been a distant place that could be bought, displayed, and 
misappropriated in art journals, books, and personal archives, but now it 
was a potential colony. Thus, the collector’s impulse to isolate the Orient 
as a site that could be studied, as if under the lid of a cigar box, was now 
a focal point of American visual and material culture that accompanied 
the mounting concern with overseas interests. There was an increasing 
fascination with Asia as a site that could become an American stronghold 
for colonial activity. This imperial incursion centered on military might, 
commercial success, and the constant refrain of benevolent assimilation 
conducted under the pretext of civilizing missions.

Art Amateur stopped publishing in 1903, and Edward Morse continued 
to publish books about Asia well into the twentieth century.77 However, 
the dissemination of artistic Orientalism throughout the Gilded Age 
by Morse and the magazine’s editors exemplifies their position as early 
agents of American interest in Asia. They asked their readers to purchase 
Oriental objects and place these goods in their artistic homes; they dis-
cussed these exoticized interiors in a manner that employed Oriental fan-
tasies to represent a commodity aesthetic. In short, this process helped to 
introduce many middle-class readers to an ever-growing interest in Asia, 
as exemplified in Art Amateur’s eventual foray into the politics of war and 
empire. Indeed, through the circulation of this expanding Orientalist 
discourse, Art Amateur eventually commented on and approved of the 
American intervention in the Philippines, rendering this distant place 
as a location that could help satiate America’s need for an imperialist 
future.
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T h r e e

Disseminating Empire
Representing the Philippine Colony

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the Orient re-
mained, in part, a phantasmatic site, a place where Western 
imagination continued to envision exoticism and pecu-
liarity. This imagination grew into ideas about how this 
location could be controlled through the machinations of 
empire building. As discussed in the previous chapter, the 
editors of art and décor journals acknowledged this shift 
in American Orientalism by commenting on the American 
presence in the Philippines. In 1902, Brush and Pencil pub-
lished an article “Native Art in the Moro Country,” paying 
tribute to a region of the Philippines the media often de-
scribed as untouched by Western influence. Author George 
Reece explains his journalistic mission: “As your correspon-
dent has been sketching and photographing in the island 
of Mindanao, where white man never trod before, perhaps 
an account of the trip, especially of the methods of Moro 
artists, may be of interest to the magazine’s readers.” Be-
fore looking at Moro art in detail, Reece reports that the 
Moros’ isolation from the rest of the world is a product of 
a “sultan and dattos” who “do not encourage visits from 
foreigners. They prefer to be let alone.” Reece claims that 
the only way to penetrate this “forbidden portion of the 
island” is with the help of “the American column of United 
States soldiers.”1

The Philippine landscape was repeatedly posited as a for-
bidden locale, a place of treachery and fear, as Americans 
began to explore the colony. Reece’s description of Moro 
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art reinforced his account of the Moros’ primitive state. “The native art-
ist depends largely upon what he can collect about him. He does not use 
much pottery or metal wire. He can get a form of dish for mixing pur-
poses by cutting out a section of wood from the nearest bamboo-tree.”2 
Reece commented on other artistic equipment, including “a Moro mallet 
of wood for reducing pieces of mineral stuff,” only to conclude that the 
“Moro artist is of course greatly handicapped in his work. He must not 
only make nearly everything he uses, but he must hustle for supplies.”3 
Since the magazine contained countless articles describing the ease of 
acquiring store-bought art supplies, the notion of hunting for equipment 
in the wild would have been anomalous to Brush and Pencil’s readership. 
The native Filipino artist, according to Reece, has suffered as a result of 
a lack of industrialization. The brushes and pencils that the periodical’s 
audience would have been able to procure would have been unthinkable 
to the Moro artist, whose ability to get supplies was made analogous to 
the prehistoric acts of hunting and gathering.

Reece’s understanding of Moro art encapsulates several of the themes 
that this chapter explores in its assessment of how the media dissemi-
nated American empire through the visual scape of news coverage. In 
Reece’s narrative, the Moro artist becomes a subject that can be fixed, 
represented, and disciplined through the efforts of benevolent assimila-
tion, which was the official American colonial policy formulated to make 
the Filipino people more Occidental and less Oriental. Vicente Rafael has 
interrogated the American colonizers’ notion of paternalistic and civiliz-
ing change by “suggest[ing] that the link between benevolence and dis-
cipline was made possible through representational practices that recast 
Filipino appearances. The re-formation of natives as colonial subjects re-
quired that they become visible and therefore accessible to those charged 
with their supervision.”4 Reece placed the Filipino artist on view and in 
clear sight for the visually mediated experience of American imperialism. 
The savage became a signifier of an earlier period and it is, Reece tacitly 
argued, the responsibility of colonialism to rescue the Moro artist from 
his modern-day anachronistic life.

There are hundreds of magazines and newspapers from this period 
that assess the Philippines as a location for American imperialism. Sev-
eral of these sources take an anti-imperialist stance and maintain that 
the United States had no business abusing the political and economic 
resources of another country. In 1901, for instance, Mark Twain wrote his 
famous essay “To the Person Sitting in Darkness” for the North American 
Review. Twain describes American colonial interests in the Philippines 
as “a pity; it was a great pity, that error; that one grievous error, that ir-
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revocable error.”5 To Twain, getting involved with the Philippines was a 
diplomatic nightmare and a moral blunder. While begun under the guise 
of freedom, colonialism was in reality the unyielding American practice  
of pilfering Philippine land through violence. The overriding sentiment of  
the American press, however, was enthusiasm for war and empire. Even 
when the popular press protested American colonialism, it was often 
done in outrageous ways through racially charged representations of the 
archipelago. This tactic would, ultimately, sell more newsprint. The ex-
citement about war fed the American public’s desire for media coverage 
about those parts of the world understood as exotic. Newspapers such 
as William Randolph Hearst’s Evening Journal and Joseph Pulitzer’s the 
World drove American interests in the international arena through exag-
gerated imagery.6

This chapter looks at this imagery and argues that the visual scape 
of news provided an ideal venue for debates about colonialism during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. In particular, it is the 
images—the photographs and drawings—that promulgated the most ra-
cially loaded representations in the expanding popular press. The mass 
media depicted the Philippines as a visually curious site where civiliza-
tion did not exist and all that could be found was the taint of exoticized 
bodies, odd customs, and contaminated blood. Ironically, the barbaric 
Philippines was also understood as a potential site for commercial activ-
ity, especially after American technology could be deployed to help ease 
the flow of capital. Thus, this chapter concludes with a discussion about 
how the media portrayed the commercial viability of America’s colonial 
outpost.

Ethnographic Curiosity

Hearst’s New York Evening Journal devoted a full page of coverage to the 
1901 capture of Emilio Aguinaldo, the leader of the Philippine insur-
gency movement. After being celebrated by the Americans in the hope 
that he would facilitate the Spanish defeat, Aguinaldo fought against 
the American military forces led by brigadier general Frederick Funston. 
Headlines such as “Prison for Aguinaldo” and “Funston’s Companions” 
are neatly boxed into articles on various parts of the page. Along with 
this serious copy are more facetious headlines, such as “Spank Him” and 
a poem entitled “No Foozle for Funston.” Next to this written text are 
four separate images taken from photographs representing Funston’s 
eyes, Funston’s chin, Aguinaldo’s eyes, and Aguinaldo’s mouth (fig. 25).  
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Each image has a caption about these physiognomic depictions. Under 
the title “Funston’s Typical American Eyes (from a photograph)” is a rect-
angular box with a visual cross-section of Funston’s face. These unusual 
juxtapositions need to be read in conjunction with the passage beneath 
the images: “Funston has the eyes of a woman when he is not stirred 

Figure 25 “Funston’s Nerve Took Wily Filipinos Off Their Guard,” New York Evening Journal, March  
28, 1901. Courtesy of Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin. 
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up.Â€.Â€. . But they are deep set, and the softness changes to sternness when 
he has a difficult job on hand. He is a man absolutely without fear.” 
Across the page are “Aguinaldo’s Remarkable Eyes (from a photograph)” 
with the written text “The captured leader of the Filipinos is said to have 
the most remarkable eyes—almost of hypnotic power and at times savage.  
They are coal black and piercing. He has the power to control men with 
them.”7 The representation of Aguinaldo’s eyes is similar to the facial 
cross-section in Funston’s depiction, but the Filipino’s eyes do not stare 
at the viewer with purpose. It is as if his savage eyes are too powerful to 
allow the reader a full-frontal view of their entrancing depth.

The images of Funston’s chin and Aguinaldo’s mouth are stacked ver-
tically, and Funston’s bearded lower face receives top billing. Under the 
depiction of “Funston’s Strong Chin (from a photograph)” is a physiog-
nomic explanation of his character: “Funston’s mouth and chin denote 
determination. It is strong in every particular. His jaws come together like 
a bulldog’s. A man who knows him well, describing his chin, said—‘God 
almighty knew what he was about when he put that chin on Funston.’â•›” 
Directly below this description is “Aguinaldo’s Savage Mouth (from a pho-
tograph)” and writing that details how “Aguinaldo’s mouth denotes the 
savage. His lips are red and thick. The lower lip hangs down heavily. The 
upper lip turns up coarsely. His brutality is plainly shown.”8 In an increas-
ingly urbanized world, physiognomy, a pseudoscience that connected 
body parts to character analysis, flourished. Physically based tests, given 
in an instant, could reveal the “true nature” of a neighbor or stranger. 
John Kasson notes that much of this physiognomic “science of reading 
temperament and character from the appearance of the body and par-
ticularly the face . . . was a pursuit that thrived in the social conditions of 
the metropolis, which brought a vast array of human types into intimate 
proximity.”9 The media used this “science” in the colonial setting, where 
reading Philippine culture was problematic guesswork. By formulating a 
comparison between American and Filipino physical traits, the Evening 
Journal constructed Funston’s physical appearance using “American” char-
acteristics, such as determination, fearlessness, strength, and an ability to 
show a kind, “feminine” side. Aguinaldo’s mouth and eyes, in contrast, 
“denote” the antithesis and signify the uncivilized state of the Philip-
pines. An American consumer of newspapers could have utilized these 
media portrayals to construct the Philippines as a place that could benefit 
from American colonial control. On the other hand, anti-imperialists  
could have pointed to Aguinaldo’s frightening body as the reason to avoid 
the savagery found on the other side of the Pacific. Ethnographic render-
ings of a putatively uncivilized Filipino culture translated into cultural in-
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feriority, an inadequacy that many claimed should be avoided and others  
thought could be enhanced through benevolent assimilation.

Headlines note that a photographer rendered Aguinaldo’s and Funston’s 
body parts (note the phrase “from a photograph” included above each  
image). This was a meaningful caveat that validated these representations. 
Although these images are not actual photographs (they are engraved 
tracings of photos), the mere mention of the photographic method ex-
plained their portrayal as trustworthy. The editors’ use of close-up and 
cropping techniques, which help make these images readily legible, per-
mitted conclusions based on the biased text found above and below each 
depiction. The newspaper’s readers would have recognized these details 
of Funston’s and Aguinaldo’s bodies, along with the physiognomic com-
ments, as documentary truth.10 The media magnified stereotypes of the 
Orient through the rendering of Oriental and Occidental bodies, and the 
juxtaposition ensured the colony’s subaltern position.

A year after Aguinaldo’s capture, the Americans released him from 
prison with amnesty. By May 1902, the colonization of the Philippines 
putatively appeared complete; although fighting continued, president 
Theodore Roosevelt declared in the summer of 1902 that the islands in 
the Pacific were under American control. Aguinaldo and his body, how-
ever, remained a physiognomic curiosity. In October of the same year, 
the World published a lengthy article and images from a recent American 
media junket to the insurgent leader “on his homestead near Manila since 
he received full amnesty.” The article, written by William Dinwiddie,  
details the living situation of the Filipino leader during his captivity. Din-
widdie reveals that the “more one studies Aguinaldo’s face the greater is 
the impression of general strength. His forehead is high and straight.Â€.Â€.Â€. 
The chin and jaw are strong, far stronger than those of the average rep-
resentative of his race, and the teeth are always closely set together, as is 
the habit of determined men.” These physical descriptions attain more 
authorial validity through photography. “The photograph of Aguinaldo 
and Lieut. Johnson, his last keeper, taken together, gives opportunity 
for comparison of two races, for both have a general similarity of head”  
(fig. 26). The physical likeness between Aguinaldo and his American  
counterpart belie the striking differences the Evening Journal posited be-
tween Aguinaldo and Funston. It was no longer necessary to represent 
Aguinaldo as a barbarian, because he had been caught, and “the closing 
days of . . . [his] long military confinement were rather pathetic, for the 
little man had eaten his heart out in the silent misery of a lost cause.”11 
Aguinaldo, removed from the role of insurgent leader and domesticated 
on a couch, had been defeated.
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The popular press also used markers of physical difference to discern 
tribal affiliations in the Philippines. Before Aguinaldo’s capture in 1901, 
the press assumed that a group of Filipinos, known as the Igorots, had 
killed him in May 1900.12 The year before the release of this Evening Journal 
article about Aguinaldo’s possible death, Harper’s Weekly published “Phil-
ippine Ethnology” by Marion Wilcox, who described the Igorots’ ferocity. 
Wilcox divided native Filipinos into seven distinct tribal groups and wrote 
extensively about the Igorots. Wilcox assessed their physical traits with 
frank precision: “The Igorrotes are tall, robust, and well proportioned, we 
are told. Their skin is brown, their hair is black, straight, and very thick, cut 
short over the forehead, and hanging loose over back and shoulders. They 
have high and vertical foreheads; large, black, expressive eyes (sometimes 
with a slight inward tendency). . . .”13 The article about the rumored death 
of Aguinaldo in the Evening JournalÂ€includes a photograph of an Igorot 
that corresponds with Wilcox’s writing (fig. 27). In this image, “an Igor-
rote Warrior” stands erect with his arms down at his sides. He holds his 
spear upright in his right hand and engages the viewer with a direct stare, 
revealing a readiness for battle. Showing an image of an Igorot allowed the 
American reader to participate in a new form of armchair travel; the primi-
tive fighter could enter the American domestic realm at a safe distance, 
encapsulated and categorized within a photographic representation.14

Journalists described the savage qualities of the Igorot in detail. Wilcox,  
for example, warned that the “Igorrotes are the wildest and most sav-
age of all the . . . island tribes in the archipelago.”15 Indeed, “In time of 
war they paint their bodies and faces. Our North-American Indians so 

Figure 26 “Aguinaldo as a Prisoner at $4 a Day,” World, October 5, 1902. General Research  
Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
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thoroughly interpret to us this type of humanity that we shall presently 
hear of a Pacific discovery of America, and maybe find that some of our 
present hostiles are blood-relations to the poor foes of the Pilgrims and 
Puritans.”16 The Native American had, by this point, established an in-
ferior position in the minds of middle-class American readers. Thus, the 
Filipino could be constructed as a barbaric savage through a comparative 
ethnographic stereotype that purported racial inferiority predicated on 
the possibility of a similar bloodline.

Figure 27 “An Igorrote Warrior,” New York Evening Journal, May 3, 1900. Courtesy of the Harry 
Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin. 
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Other media descriptions portrayed Filipinos as wild and belligerent 
by using familiar tropes related to representations of Native Americans. 
In February 1899, the Evening Journal published a drawing with the cap-
tion “Formidable Knives of Filipino Warriors.” These six knives, lined up 
in a row, all appear threatening, especially the first knife on the right side, 
which has a lock of hair hanging from its handle (fig. 28).17 The ominous 
nature of this weapon goes beyond its sharp and dangerous appearance; 
here a symbolic manifestation of a maimed body—a lock of disembodied  
hair—is present. During the initial days of the American invasion of  
Manila Bay, reporter John Dwyer explained, “They [the Filipino natives] 
have long knives which they use with the utmost proficiency, and which 
are keen enough to cut a man’s head off at a blow.” An American audience 
looking at the drawing of knives might have accepted the idea of Ameri-
can intervention in a location where “heads of . . . victims are spiked as 
landmarks.”18 This visual representation of decapitation, where the only 
indication of the missing head is the synecdoche of hair wrapped around 
the knife’s handle, would have reminded American readers of narratives 
about Native American barbarism. Stories about the Native American 
practice of scalping were quite popular in the nineteenth century, thus 
the press provoked more fear and fascination about the Philippines by 
reporting on these supposed native Philippine practices.19

While fervor for imperialism may be part of the logic behind these im-
ages, an anti-imperialist mind-set can also be attributed to this media dis-
course. Anti-imperialist sentiment spread widely during this period and 
many questioned these representations of Philippine barbarism. Sixto 
Lopez, for instance, a Filipino member of the Boston Anti-Imperialist 
League, took umbrage with the popular notion of Philippine savagery. In 
his essay The “Wild Tribes” and Other Filipinos, published by the league, 
he contends that in “the official census of March 2, 1903, taken under 
the directorship of General I. P. Sanger, the population of the Philippines 
numbered 7,635,426. Of this number 647,740 (including the Moros) are 
classified as ‘wild and uncivilized, though not without some knowledge of 
the domestic arts.’â•›” Lopez notes that these “figures may or may not repre-
sent the actual facts. It depends, not on the accuracy of the count, but on 
whether the line between civilized and wild has been accurately drawn. 
The absence of European clothing, or of a particular form of religion, does 
not in itself furnish evidence of being uncivilized.”20 His understanding 
of cultural relativism was unusual for this period, especially at a moment 
when anthropology, along with its initial commitment to ethnocentric 
points of view, was beginning to take shape as an academic discipline. 
While Lopez would have been upset with depictions of Filipino knives 
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and discussions about decapitation, another mode of anti-imperialism 
can be attributed to these media representations of Philippine savagery. 
Indeed, many would have argued for turning away from a part of the 
world that supposedly engaged in scalping and other questionable prac-
tices. To anti-imperialists, these media representations were exemplary 
of why it was essential to remain out of the international political arena; 
headhunters, death, and an overall predilection for savagery were ex-
actly what many Americans feared. By making these portents of barbarity 
come to life, the media played into the fears of those who advocated an 
isolationist attitude, while concomitantly providing evidence for those 
pro-imperialists who adhered to the government-sanctioned program of 
benevolent assimilation.

The dominant narrative repeated in many of these articles about Fili-
pino natives is that savagery, obsession with revenge, and an overall un-

Figure 28 “Formidable Knives of Filipino Warriors,” New York Evening Journal, February 6, 1899. 
Courtesy of the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin. 
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civilized nature are characteristics flowing through Filipino blood. An 
article in Harper’s Weekly titled “Filipino Characteristics” describes the  
“mixed blood” as “any cross of Malay-Spanish, Malay-Chinese, or Malay- 
English. . . . The Malay-Chinese unquestionably produced the best re-
sults—quick mentally, and honest commercially, in both respects fully 
up to European standard.”21 Another article from Harper’s declares that 
“conceit, which like the spirit of revenge, is one of the dominant char-
acteristics of every human being who has a taint of Malay blood in his 
veins, is somewhat modified in its influence by the councils of a few ex-
perienced and educated Filipinos who have traveled abroad.”22 Harper’s 
furthered the quest for American superiority by adhering to the theory 
that blood infuses racially based characteristics.

Outside of the transmission of racial defects, the popular press also 
imagined blood as the carrier of diseases in the Philippines. In January 
1899, the World published an article called “The Revenge of the Filipino”  
about two men who used a syringe filled with leprosy bacteria to infect an 
American soldier. The article opens with a brief passage from a Rudyard 
Kipling story entitled “The Phantom Rickshaw,” which includes, within 
the context of its Orientalist narrative, details about leprosy.23 The anon-
ymous writer introduces the reader to private William Lapeer, “a returned 
soldier from the Philippines, tossing on a bed of pain in his father’s house 
in Richmond,” who “told The World why he fears that there is in his 
veins a poison subtler and more insidious than that of tropic fever.”24 
The author situates the hyperbole of this article by opening with this 
dramatic point of view and explaining that Lapeer’s experiences will be 
as spellbinding as Kipling’s popular fiction.

Lapeer’s narrative maintains the initial promise of its sensationalist 
tenor. The private explains that he and a few American soldiers got into 
a quarrel with a group of Filipinos that resulted in the Filipinos drugging 
his drink and bringing him back to “a dirty little room.” Lapeer awoke 
from his drug-induced state to a group of Filipinos, one of whom was a 
leper. The soldier relates, “He was the worst-looking leper I’d seen on the 
islands. His fingers had fallen off, his face was covered with white, chalky 
knobs and scales, and his joints were so stiff he could hardly walk.” Then 
the leader of the Filipino group “laughed and said I’d [Lapeer] be like 
that soon. He told me that he and his friend had squirted the leper’s 
blood into me while I lay unconscious.” Lapeer (did the turn-of-the-
century reader get the pun?) describes his emotional state as so precari-
ous since then that before “rotting” to death like the lepers he has seen 
in Manila, he will first “blow [his] brains out.”25 Turn-of-the-century 
Americans would have been very familiar with discussions about racial  
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connections to blood as a result of slavery and its deep commitment to 
bloodlines as an indicator of racial typology. Anxieties about tainted 
blood translated into a growing fear of the developing American colony. 
The idea of being “contaminated” was enough to make many Ameri-
cans terrified about the prospect of being surrounded by Filipinos.26 As  
Warwick Anderson writes, “All the fauna in the archipelago, whether 
human or nonhuman, seemed increasingly duplicitous, ready at any 
moment to come into focus, to sting, to infect, to shoot.”27 This upset  
over what Anderson elucidates as “colonial pathologies” led to the cre-
ation of a colonial medical administration that attempted to sanitize 
the colony to quell the hysteria that accompanied supposed threats to 
white colonists. The perception of the Philippine body as diseased was 
a cornerstone of American colonial policy. In the colonial zone, Ameri-
can officials believed that race and disease were intricately linked; thus, 
specific ailments, such as leprosy, symbolically transmitted the anti- 
imperial fear that some Americans had of Filipinos and the need for 
benevolent assimilation that others advocated.

Images enhanced the horrific quality of the written text from this ar-
ticle (fig. 29). The central drawing represents Lapeer crouched next to the 
wall of a hut examining his arm, which has been injected with leprosy. 
Six Filipinos surround him. The American appears innocent and helpless, 
while the bodies and faces of the Filipinos contort with laughter; they are 
carelessly smoking cigarettes and are boisterous with enthusiasm because 
of their ability to humiliate the American soldier. Above this scene is a 
strip of drawings that represent four different “Types of Native Filipinos” 
and a hut captioned “In such a hut as this the incident happened.” This 
conflation of architectural and facial stereotypes would have accentuated 
the foreign, and therefore frightening, aspects of this scene. It is difficult 
to read these shadowy faces, and the hut would have looked mysterious to 
a turn-of-the-century reader because it was an architectural manifestation 
of an unknown and uncivilized culture. On the right side of the central 
scene, functioning as the newspaper audience’s ethnographic contrast, 
is a full-length portrait of “Private Lapeer From Photo furnished to the 
World by Correspondent Baxter of Sioux City.” Lapeer stands strong and 
proud without the bodily contortions or facial exaggerations found in 
the adjacent images of Filipinos. He stands, in brief, like Kipling’s White 
Man who understands his privileged place within the context of the sav-
age landscape. To ensure our trust in this depiction of Lapeer, the image 
includes the ubiquitous words “From Photo,” the cultural index of truth 
and documentation.28
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The same media sources that attempted to evoke panic in relation 
to unhealthy blood in the colony often treated American military 
atrocities as permissible because the Oriental environment supposedly 
induced mind-altering states. In 1902, McClure’s Magazine included a 
lengthy account of how an American soldier may become savage while 
serving in the Philippines. Dr. Henry Rowland, in his essay “Fight-
ing Life in the Philippines,” addressed rumors about American aggres-
sion against Filipino natives. Rowland assumed that executions had 
been carried out, that torture had been practiced, and that subordinate 
American soldiers had not questioned their superiors who demanded 
these actions. He asserted that American soldiers acted in ways incom-
prehensible to the typical American at home. Instead of apologizing 
for these war crimes, Rowland rendered these actions as acceptable by 
explaining the horrors of what it was like to fight on the other side of 
the Pacific Ocean.29

Figure 29 “The Revenge of the Filipino,” World, January 22, 1899. General Research Division, The 
New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
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In his essay, Rowland, whom McClure’s credits as having treated men-
tally ill soldiers, creates three “typical,” yet fictive, American servicemen 
to explain his premise. He gives them the names Tom, Dick, and Harry and 
provides them with brief biographies that further their characterization 
as normative. For instance, “Harry is a clerk in his uncle’s store, the 
only one in a middle Western village. He has watched the trainloads 
of troops rushing through on their way to the Pacific Coast, and being  
Anglo-Saxon, and therefore adventurous, he has been unable to resist 
the temptation of following them.”30 Rowland portrays Harry as vigorous 
and “high spirited” by describing the Anglo-Saxon race as “adventurous” 
and prepared for battle. Rowland also reveals the unpleasant realities of 
war. He details the mental anguish the American soldier must endure 
because of his distance from home. “Nostalgia,” or homesickness, sets 
in, causing a variety of negative reactions that can remain undetected 
until it “finally bursts into a flame of suicidal, or homicidal, mania.” 
In fact, he continues, homesickness “accounts for more dementia than 
sun or fever.”31 Rowland believes that being on Philippine soil leads to 
pathological behavior.

Eventually, Rowland explains, whether in “bursts” of murderous be-
havior or in the gradual form of psychological deterioration, the soldier 
expresses the malady of homesickness. Part of this melancholia is mani-
fest in the Americans’ disdain for native Filipinos. “They [the Ameri-
can soldiers] have long since ceased to look upon friendly natives with 
a kindly toleration; no longer do they play with the brown babies and 
chat with the soft-eyed mothers in the market-place. They have found 
comrades who had grown to trust these furtive islanders, cold and stark, 
hacked and dismembered in the bananas.”32 The American soldier loses 
his humanitarian interests in the quaint local culture and eventually the 
“sight of a trench full of dead insurgents awakens no more feeling than 
the wreck of a cattle train.”33 Mental anguish, stemming from homesick-
ness and disingenuous natives, leads to an overall disregard for justice. 
Toward the end of his essay, Rowland gives an example of what this 
predicament of distance, coupled with being in the presence of savagery, 
does to soldiers. He describes a battalion that encounters a group of insur-
gents. According to Rowland, these Filipinos have already killed several 
American troops through decapitation. The insurgents are a swarm of 
life, “a foul festering life, such as only a tropic sun can spawn.”34 Once the 
Americans catch these Filipinos, one corporal disembowels a native and 
blows “his heart out.” In short order, the Americans execute the entire 
Filipino group. The narrative builds to this cathartic moment of violence 
when the American soldier can no longer repress his anger and mental 
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angst. But just in case we miss the point, Rowland summarizes the cause 
of the American soldier’s lapse in sanity:

They have seen savage sights; they have eaten the food of the savages; they have 

thought savage thoughts; the cries of the savages are ringing in their brains. In all their 

surroundings there is not one single object to remind them that they belong to an era 

of civilization. Their lust of slaughter is reflected from the faces of those around them. 

They crave slaughter more than food and sleep.

Homesickness and fever, sun and treachery, have broken down their few centuries 

of civilization.35

The Philippine environment and its “savage sites” produced a type of 
behavior that Americans at home could never have comprehended. The 
same nation that the media constructed as a site of disease was also a place 
where maladies inherent to the native population could have infected in-
nocent American soldiers. Savagery, in short, became contagious.

As in the “Revenge of the Filipino” article, there is a narrative about 
the victimization of Americans in Rowland’s “Fighting Life” essay. In 
“Revenge,” American soldiers face the horrors of Filipino savagery di-
rectly, while in “Fighting Life” we read about indirect American victim-
ization that takes place as the result of a diseased and hostile climate. 
Even though the World and McClure’s appear to be reporting on different 
issues, both ethnographically based representations worked because of 
their dual appeal to both imperialists and anti-imperialists. While one 
reader might have looked at the Filipino mind-set and bloodline as a cul-
tural deformity that could be corrected through benevolent assimilation,  
others would have read about this faraway place and shuddered at the 
thought of American intervention. Imperialists projected onto these im-
ages fantasies about changing the Philippines, whereas anti-imperialists 
used this “evidence” to support the notion that the Philippines was too 
savage to think about civilizing under the auspices of colonial rule. The 
overt claim of savagery in the Philippines was not only a call for empire, 
but also a stern warning about where the United States was geographi-
cally expanding its borders through war. Americans became victims who 
could be idealized as martyrs, or victims who others thought should 
avoid further harm at all costs.

The US government did not ignore incidents of American military 
abuse. In April 1902, the Evening Journal reported that President McKinley 
“decided to appoint a commission to investigate the conduct of the war in 
the Philippines, particularly with reference to alleged atrocities inflicted 
by American soldiers upon the natives.”36 Above this article is a drawing 



chapter three

74

with the headline “Water Cure’s Horrors Stir Congressmen to Indigna-
tion.” The “water cure,” as the drawing illustrates, is a form of torture 
where large quantities of water are poured into the mouth and nose of a 
victim. In this image, three American soldiers hold down a Filipino insur-
gent leader, while another pumps water into the Filipino’s mouth (fig. 30). 
In a visual reversal of the Lapeer image, the Filipino becomes the victim. 
What is so striking about this scene is that water, which often connotes 
notions of purity, is the substance forced into the native’s body. One 
soldier testified before a Senate committee that the Filipino was “placed 
under a water tank and water [was] allowed to run into his mouth from a 
faucet to compel him to tell what he knew concerning the insurgents.”37 
The drawing and written text function similarly to Rowland’s description 
in his “Fighting Life” essay. In both cases, the American soldier enters the 
Philippines with a benevolent nature, but the savage landscape squelches 
his humanity; the soldier, according to the popular press, is unable to 
function rationally in diseased surroundings.

At the core of racially motivated discourse is often the cultural fear of 
miscegenation made visible through sexuality. Thus, one of the themes 
often repeated in the popular press was that the American soldier could 
catch the bug of infidelity while in the Philippines. An article in the 
World from 1903, entitled “A ‘Madame Butterfly’ of the Philippines,” re-
ports on a number of American officers who “have deserted their Filipino 
wives.” The author, John Luther Long, who first published the Madame 
Butterfly narrative in 1887 in Century Magazine, asserts that this desertion 
of Philippine women is inconsequential because “in the Philippines and 
in Japan morality is not essential to good repute. What is grossly immoral 
on Broadway is quite correct in Tokio.” The Filipino “girl” knows that her 
American soldier will be lost forever once his ship sets sail and she is not 
ashamed or morally condemned because of her decision to enter into a 
spurious marriage. Long claims that seen “from the moral standards of 
the Occident, this scheme of life is atrocious, barbaric, vile. The Oriental 
sees nothing but good in it. In some other respects the morals at Tokio are 
centuries ahead of New York. Don’t storm; accept the fact.”38 Besides con-
structing the Orient as a geographic whole—the text collapses Japan and 
the Philippines into a monolithic representation of Oriental morality— 
the media forgives the American soldier’s actions in lieu of his presence 
in the East.39

This article was the cover story for the Sunday Magazine, which was a 
weekly supplement to the World, and the cover includes the Madame But-
terfly headline and a large drawing of an American soldier in full uniform 
kissing a native Filipina (fig. 31). In the background is a hut, and we can 
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assume that this interracial couple will retire to this dwelling at the end of 
their intense embrace. Sex, and the possibility of more sex, is blatant. On 
the next page of the article is a Japanese geisha who strums on a stringed 
instrument as she gazes at the reader. These images can be compared to 
the sexually charged Tiffany menu cards and to Charles Longfellow’s 
photographic collection discussed earlier. The imagery bolsters the turn-
of-the-century notion of the Orient as exotic, visually rendering an overt 
form of sexuality that is so alluring that the typical American soldier may 
be unable to avoid its magnetism.

The drawing of the “water cure” and the images found in the Ma-
dame Butterfly article commodify the spectacle of empire. The sight of 
American soldiers administering torture to a helpless Filipino would 
have surprised a reader thumbing through these newspapers and this 
same reader would have been jolted by an image of an American soldier 
kissing a Filipina. Much like the decorative Orientalist interiors found 
in the Art Amateur, these visual scapes were agents in the intertwining 
matrices of consumerism and Orientalism. Readers were more apt to 
buy newspapers that caught their attention, and once the reader saw 
representations of torture, or an interracial kiss, the stage where these 

Figure 30 “Soldiers Trying ‘Water Cure’ on Filipino,” New York Evening Journal, April 15, 1902. 
General Research Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
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acts took place became even more exotic, more foreign, and ultimately, 
more Oriental.

Technology and Infrastructure

A turn-of-the-century novel about the Philippine-American War by the 
prolific Edward Stratemeyer of Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys fame describes 
US government efforts to introduce new technology into the Philippines. 
Stratemeyer’s book, The Campaign of the Jungle; or, Under Lawton through 
Luzon, follows the plight of two brothers, Ben and Larry Russell, through 
their trying years of service in Asia.40 Stratemeyer places his fiction within 
a historical framework by writing about “the Philippine Commission of  
the United States [that] issued a proclamation, translated into the Spanish 
and Tagalog languages, calling upon the insurgents to throw down their 
arms and promising them good local government, the immediate opening  
of schools and courts of law, the building of railroads, and a civil service 
administration in which the native should participate.”41 Stratemeyer 
understood how the commission facilitated and implemented American 

Figure 31 “A ‘Madame Butterfly’ of the Philippines,” World, June 7, 1903. General Research  
Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.
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colonial policy. Building schools, paving roads, and creating rail lines—
the act of redefining Philippine infrastructure—affected the daily lives 
of American troops in the Pacific, and Stratemeyer explains how taxing 
this was for the Russell brothers.42 The effort was intense, and many of 
the grandest plans put forth by the colonial authorities never came to 
fruition.

The policy of restructuring the Philippines through technological ad-
vancement was integral to the American drive for total imperial control. 
Constructing new modes of transportation and other advances, in what 
the media already defined as a savage and diseased nation, helped the 
American public accept imperialism and satisfied the US government’s 
policy of benevolent assimilation. In short, technology eased the coloni-
zation process by changing the Philippine landscape into a site that made 
American colonial officials comfortable. It was no longer necessary to un-
derstand the Philippines as a completely exotic location once engineers 
built railroads and other symbols of American innovation.

The press accused Filipino insurgents of destroying rail lines, roads, 
and other modes of transportation, thus inciting the United States re-
building project. In June 1902, Harper’s Weekly published a two-page 
article called “The United States Engineer Corps at Work in the Philip-
pines.” The brief essay reports how a group of insurgents “destroyed most 
of the bridges in their line of retreat” from American troops and wreaked 
havoc by demolishing rail bridges with dynamite.43 In response to this 
devastation, the American military quickly reconstructed this property. 
Harper’s concludes optimistically, “On looking back over the short time 
since the Americans have been in possession of these islands, it cannot 
be denied that the engineers have done their fair share toward their paci-
fication and rehabilitation. It is a source of satisfaction to know that . . . 
our army . . . has brought order and system out of chaos.”44 A photo-
graphic essay enhances the article with six images illustrating the rebuild-
ing process. Three of the photographs are grouped together and have 
text that explains the damage as a product of insurgent activity (fig. 32). 
All the photographs use very similar captions that adhere to a narrative 
about American improvements versus insurgent destruction. The bottom 
photograph of the three photos included here is particularly cogent and 
reads: “The Railroad Bridge near Naic, which was blown up by Filipinos 
in Retreat. This shows the preliminary and temporary method of our  
engineers in repairing it for pursuit.”45 The photograph depicts the bridge 
being rebuilt. Two men stand on the structure and five other men (two 
of whom have been cropped) prepare the ground for the next section of 
bridge.46 The foliage surrounding the scene is raw and tropical, making 



Figure 32 “The United States Engineer Corps at Work in the Philippines,” Harper’s Weekly,  
June 21, 1902. Courtesy of Vassar College Library.
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technological intrusions seem out of place in the jungle-like environ-
ment. The media’s juxtaposition of the uncivilized Philippine landscape 
with American technology enacts the fantastic project of American co-
lonialism and the belief that the savage nature of this Oriental culture 
can be rebuilt and completely reconstituted with the help of American 
political dominion.

The popular press consistently lauded the technological aspects of 
benevolent assimilation, since it represented success to imperialists 
and a more acceptable form of authority to anti-imperialists. “Filipino 
Fireplaces,” an article published in December 1900 in Harper’s Weekly, 
includes two photographs that represent traditional Filipino cooking. 
William Dinwiddie, the same author who wrote about Aguinaldo for the 
World, writes here that the Spanish are to blame for the lack of cooking 
technology in the Philippines; Dinwiddie even quips with a reference 
to the Spanish-American War, “One does not wonder that the people 
of a so-called civilized nation [Spain] so far behind in modern progres-
sive ideas should have had the stuffing knocked out of them in a naval 
engagement.” He continues lampooning Spain: “Columbus discovered 
America and Magellan discovered the Philippines—for other countries 
to civilize.”47 Dinwiddie concludes with a prediction about what cooking 
might become in the newly Americanized islands. The native popula-
tion may soon be cooking “hot baked biscuits and waffles for breakfast, 
broiled and baked meats for dinner, and a Welsh rarebit after the theatre 
at night.”48 The jocular passage evokes a vision of future Philippine do-
mesticity. Dinwiddie hopes that American technology will soon lead to a 
civilized culture where the comforts of home, enacted in the making of a 
home-cooked Western meal, will soon be readily available.

The Philippine Commission facilitated technological control of the 
colony. The commission was a group sponsored by President McKinley 
to create a government for the colony and facilitate its implementation 
in Congress.49 Part of this planning included the development of gov-
ernment infrastructure, such as city plans, transportation systems, and 
schools. The World described the Philippine Commission as “asking Con-
gress to confer upon it powers such as were never before vested in a body 
of men.” The commission wanted “the exclusive authority to grant street, 
railway, electric light, telephone and other municipal franchises in the 
towns of the island, subject only to the confirmation of the President.”50 
Its technological incursions symbolized colonial authority through be-
nevolent assimilation. Furthermore, infrastructure, put in place at the 
behest of the commission, allowed trade to expand as roads, railroads, 
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and telegraphs permitted the easy flow of capital along systematic lines 
that were becoming the norm in American and European cities. Technol-
ogy assisted in the creation of a colonial marketplace where goods could 
be produced and purchased through trade.

The Colonial Marketplace of Things

Advertisements in the popular American press evoked the conflict in the 
Philippines to sell products. Two days after New York newspapers re-
ported commodore George Dewey’s victory over the Spanish in Manila 
Bay, the World ran a Bloomingdales advertisement for flags (fig. 33). The 
text accompanying a rendering of a woman wearing a soldier’s hat, with 
four American flags covering her body, connects the war effort abroad 
to commercial success at home: “Many retail concerns in and out of this 
city have issued strict orders to their buyers not to buy any merchandise 
during the war. We believe in an opposite policy. We have faith in this 
country and its ultimate triumph. Manila proves this.”51 Another adver-
tisement, for the Mortimer G. Bloom Company, which ran from May to 
October 1898 in McClure’s, sold a “Dewey” chair. A small photograph of 
the chair appears above copy that reads: “The famous Admiral’s favorite 
chair, large, roomy, massive, handsome and comfortable. . . . You, your 
friends, and your purse will like it.”52 The chair’s description reflects the 
ethic of American imperialism, which supported the expansion of US bor-
ders to make the country more “large, roomy, massive, handsome, and 
comfortable.” The war became an advertising tool, and thus commercial 
goods were more desirable if they signified American global power.53

The popular press often praised the colonial incursion because these 
events signaled that American commercial interests were entering global 
markets. Harper’s Weekly, for instance, endorsed the commercial poten-
tial of the Philippines. Three months after the invasion of Manila Bay, 
the magazine published an article giving an overview of “Manila and 
the Philippines.” At the end of this lengthy piece by John Barrett, who 
was the “late United States Minister-Resident to Siam [Thailand],” the 
notion of the Philippines as a permanent colonial possession comes to 
the fore: “Were Manila permanently in our possession, or that of some 
enterprising European power, it could be made one of the most beautiful 
cities of the world, as well as a splendid commercial entrepot and great 
seaport.”54 Barrett, writing for Harper’s Weekly two years after this first 
article, continues his presentation of the Philippines as a site for potential 
economic growth, arguing that “the Philippines, being the geographical 
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and strategical centre by reason of physical location, will become under 
American influence the commercial centre of the transpacific coast, seas, 
and millions of people.”55 To ensure that the reader understood what  
Barrett meant by “commercial centre,” the editors included a “Map of the 
Orient Showing Manila, P.I.” The map depicts the East with three circular 
rings that represent the Philippines as, to use the words above the map’s 
key, “the geographical centre of the Oriental commercial field” (fig. 34).56 

Figure 33 “Greater New York’s Greatest Store,” World, May 3, 1898. General Research Division, 
The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
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Barrett concludes this article by describing the United States as the moral 
center of the globe:

Now that the Philippines are ours and will remain ours it is natural and logical that we 

should bend our energies to develop them commercially and materially as well as po-

litically and morally. Never forgetting that we are a Christian as much as a commercial 

Figure 34 “Map of the Orient Showing Manila, P.I.,” from John Barrett, “Manila and  
the Philippines,” Harper’s Weekly, August 6, 1898,  770. Courtesy of Vassar College Library. 
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nation, we recognize that where moral and material interests labor to mutual advan-

tage without the surrendering of the former to the latter, the greatest good can be 

accomplished. On this platform, it is fitting to study the map and remember what it 

teaches in regard to Manila’s commanding location as the centre of the mighty Asian-

Australian coast-line.57

At first glance, it appears as though Barrett deployed this map as a vi-
sual aide to represent the commercial advantages of colonization, but his 
discussion of empire also supported the popular notion that the United 
States could bring a necessary admixture of Christian values and com-
mercialism to what the mass media depicted as the morally bankrupt 
Orient. Barrett wanted his reader to understand how the relationship 
between religion and capitalism enabled a sense of divine righteousness 
that justified the goals of benevolent assimilation.

Using the moral force of Christianity to extol imperial conquest became 
a heated topic (think back to McKinley’s answered prayers about mapping 
the Philippines), and many took issue with arguments about the religious 
nature of colonial rhetoric. William Jennings Bryan—the frequent presi-
dential candidate—wrote an editorial about the American presence in the 
Philippines in his newspaper the Commoner, in 1904, where he complained, 
“Every individual or group of individuals guilty of forcing any form of 
religion upon non-Christians or upon Christians holding to a different 
creed has done it under the firm conviction that the persons persecuted 
were being benefited.” Bryan noted how this type of moral conversion 
deploys violence to supposedly benefit “the spiritual welfare of the persons 
tortured.” While most Filipinos had already converted to Catholicism as a 
result of Spanish imperialism, many Americans believed they could “beat 
blessings” into those Filipinos who were non-Christians.58

Others critics of American empire, such as the cartoonist Charles 
Nelan, created images lampooning America’s commercial venture in the 
Philippines. In his “William, You’re Too Late,” Nelan depicts the Phil-
ippine shoreline in a way that mocks America’s awkward engagement 
with global trade (fig. 35). In the left foreground, Germany, embodied 
by a comical representation of emperor Wilhelm II, is armed with a 
sword and full military regalia. Behind him floats the bow of a boat with 
a box that reads “made in germany.” Separating Wilhelm and the right 
background is a palm tree with a sign that declares, “philippine islands. 
for privileges see=uncle sam. n.b. no tresspassing.” On the sign hangs Uncle 
Sam’s hat replete with stars denoting the American flag. The Germans 
were, as reported in the popular press, hostile to the American presence 
in the Pacific. Thus, the overtly antagonistic signage would have been 
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well understood. On the right, beyond the palm, Uncle Sam holds up 
a pair of pants for two Filipinos, one of whom wears a palm-leaf skirt. 
Both Filipinos have facial characteristics that have been exaggerated in a 
way that makes them appear like nineteenth-century representations of 
African American Sambo figures. Next to the two Filipinos and the stoop-
ing Uncle Sam is an open crate emblazoned with “american goods,” from 
where, the viewer assumes, other pairs of civilizing dress can be pulled. 
The entire cartoon visually renders the “privileges” associated with colo-
nial trade, specifically referencing who has access—the Americans—and 
who does not—the Germans.

This image comes from Nelan’s anti-imperialist book Cartoons of Our 
War with Spain, published in 1898, where he explains in his brief intro-

Figure 35 “William, You’re Too Late,” from Charles Nelan, Cartoons of Our War with Spain (New 
York: Frederick A. Stokes Company, 1898). Milstein Division of United States History, Local  
History and Genealogy, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.
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duction, “I do not believe in the bitter, stinging cartoon. It’s always best 
to produce a laugh with your argument; people seem to digest it better.”59 
The book contains an array of drawings that poke fun at America’s im-
perial hubris. As in many of the other images discussed in this chapter, 
Nelan stereotypes Filipinos. Here they are unwitting fools whose exag-
gerated features light up with the possibility of gaining access to the civi-
lizing influence of American commercial goods, the ultimate symbol of 
imperial benevolence. However, Nelan’s drawing also provides a sharp 
critique of the United States’ expanding borders. The lone palm tree, 
with its hyperbolic no-trespassing sign, the exaggerated Uncle Sam, and 
the overall absurdity of the vignette belie the colonial effort. America 
is trading its “goods,” but this commercial activity is happening with a 
savage race of men who wear little clothing, carry spears, and are oblivi-
ous—beyond their initial childlike excitement—to the wonders available 
in the box of American merchandise.

The Colonial Marketplace of Bodies

The commercialization of the Philippines for American use was inevi-
table after colonization; however, the commercialization of the Philip-
pine people was also prevalent and far more complex. Five months after 
the invasion of Manila Bay, the World published an article in their Sun-
day Magazine titled “American Women in the Philippines: Picturesque 
Customs and Conditions They Will Meet in Our Probable Rich East.” 
The article describes Filipino servants as one of the treasures Americans 
could find in the Philippines. The author, Grace Corneau, explains that 
“all natives are good servants if trained and looked after. It takes more of 
them to run a house. They are not expensive and attach themselves to 
their masters very much as do the Southern Negroes, ready to lay down 
their lives if necessary to save their master or his property.”60 The native 
Filipino becomes a slave-like commodity in this passage.61 If the actual 
geography of the Philippines could be taken, then the next step could be 
the possession of people, especially if those people were inexpensive and 
could remind their American masters of the past wonders of slavery.

The Evening Journal mentioned the status connected with having an 
“Oriental Servant” four months after Grace Corneau wrote about the 
benefits of the Filipino servant in the World. The headline “Oriental Ser-
vants the Latest Fad of the 400” was the lead story in the February 1, 
1899, edition of the “Household Magazine” section of the newspaper. 
While this article does not mention Filipinos (the article depicts images 
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of Chinese, Indian, Japanese, and other Asian servants), the idea of those 
in the Social Register, referred to as the “400,” owning Oriental servants 
is another instance of the American domestication of Asia. Included are 
drawings that show these Asian servants at work: nursing a baby, dressing 
a woman, making food, and performing as a butler.62 These depictions of 
Asian subservience may have been new to American domestic life, yet the 
idea of commodifying the Oriental body is exactly what the World had 
scripted five months earlier in the context of the Philippines.

The domestic realm became the ideal setting for the enactment of fan-
tasies about empire.63 The carefully constructed world of domesticity was 
integral to American imperialism. Laura Wexler sees imaginings about the 
home as “a potent concatenation of ideas of scientific racism, social Dar-
winism, and economic pragmatism that could be used to orchestrate con-
sent for expansionist practices,” while “in the colonies . . . such ideals of 
domestic life were also disciplinary structures of the state.”64 Domesticity— 
that cocoon of sentimentality that flourished over the course of the  
nineteenth century—was not on the literal frontlines of America’s march 
toward imperial conquest. Yet the home functioned as a powerful sign of 
global politics, where collecting objects that signified the world at large 
became entangled with the cultural logic of empire.

The mass media visually engaged with domesticity and empire in the 
“American Women in the Philippines” article from the World. Not only 
does Grace Corneau’s essay mention Philippine servants, but she also 
gives advice about what clothing women should bring to the Philippines 
(she explains that it should be white in color, of course), what type of 
furniture should be acquired, and how important exercise is while in 
Manila. The imagery that surrounds the written text clarifies Wexler’s 
insightful claim that the domestic sphere of the nineteenth century re-
vealed a type of “tender violence,” where veiled within sentimentality  
was “a compromise with or even a flirtation with the mechanics of racial-
ized terror that kept a firm hold throughout the entire course of theÂ€.Â€. . 
century.”65 Two representations found in the visual tableau that accom-
panies Corneau’s advisory engage in a racially motivated discourse about 
domesticity (fig. 36). In the larger image, a woman in a long, white dress 
holds a fan while wearing a large hat. She sits comfortably in a cart that 
is being held up by a Filipino who looks at the viewer. The servant is only 
wearing pants; his arms relax, but he bears the load of the future weight of 
colonialism, which sits waiting to be taken to the home at the terminat-
ing perspective line created by the street. The Filipino is shown as turning 
the cart, thus posing for what the caption explains is an image derived 
from a photograph. He reveals the rhetoric of colonialism by displaying 
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his own subservience enacted through the physical act of hauling this 
colonial freight. Unlike the attendant image of a Filipino woman holding 
an American child in her arms, which raises the notion of other types of 
domestic servitude found in the potential colony in 1898, the representa-
tion of “women [who] ride in carriages drawn by coolies” renders a not so 
subtle version of Wexler’s concept of “tender violence.” Race, clarified by 
the visual distinction between the woman in white and the brown man 
in very little clothing, adds complexity to the scene of colonial comfort 
that exposes the hypocrisy of benevolent assimilation. The formation of 
the American empire took place as the result of what was akin to slave 
labor furthered by the ideology of racial difference.

Let’s return to the image of Aguinaldo on the couch (fig. 26). Again, as a 
brief reminder, the image of Aguinaldo captured places him in an interior 
space that Americans would have readily identified with. His domesti-
cated and tamed body would have become fodder for imperialists and 
anti-imperialists. Those interested in expansion would have seen the in-
surrection thwarted, and the possibility of what benevolent assimilation 
could accomplish with its civilizing imperative. Anti-imperialists, how-
ever, would have decried the representation of Aguinaldo as exemplary of 
a problematic question endemic to imperial praxis: namely, why embark 
on colonial conquests by using duplicity and bloodshed to claim territory 

Figure 36 Image from Grace Corneau, “American Women in the Philippines,” World, October 23, 
1898. General Research Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Tilden and Lenox Foundations.
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that was not rightfully America’s to claim?66 The popular press, and its 
creation of a mediascape where debates about empire could unfold, sold 
news to a demanding public by playing into that public’s fractured politi-
cal stance on turn-of-the-century American empire.

These popular newspapers and magazines created a catalog of Amer-
ica’s new Oriental possession by inventing what Edward Said describes, 
through the words of André Malraux, as a “museum without walls, where 
everything gathered from huge distances and varieties of Oriental culture 
became categorically Oriental. It would be reconverted, restructured from 
the bundle of fragments brought back piecemeal by [reporters,] explorers, 
expeditions, commissions, armies, and merchants into lexicographical, 
bibliographical, departmentalized, and textualized Orientalist sense.”67 
This ambiguous museum helped familiarize Americans with both the 
complicated machinations of empire and the striking differences that 
beset the archipelago. This mediascape often distorted the realities of 
military encounters, the promises of new technology, and the possi-
bilities of commercialism to convey images of colonialism that were at 
times embraced by imperialists while at other moments lauded by anti-
imperialists. The media reinvented and disseminated information, docu-
menting what became a type of open-ended ethnographic display where 
knowledge about cultural customs and commerce could be deployed to 
sell newsprint through competing ideological tenets about American 
overseas power. This construction of knowledge through visual images 
and written text became the vehicle that helped Americans grapple with 
the idea of colonizing the Philippines.
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F o u r

Mapping Empire
Cartography and American Imperialism in the 

Philippines

President McKinley’s religious conviction about American 
empire in the Philippines putatively came after many nights 
of prayer. When “guidance” finally arrived, he realized that 
America needed “to help” the Filipinos, and his first order 
of business was to direct his head military cartographer “to 
put the Philippines on the map of the United States.”1 After 
McKinley went “down on [his] knees and prayed Almighty 
God for light and guidance,” the mission became obvious 
and the imperative of mapping answered the president’s 
entreaty.2

Maps facilitate the course of empire. By creating imag-
ined landscapes, which, readers believe, arise out of a desire 
to represent the truth, maps epitomize an imperial logic. 
Cartographers distill the excesses of representation by ju-
diciously redacting and making geography legible. Maps 
can be held in the hand, as if the world were available on a 
human scale; maps divide lands into tracts indicating pos-
session, through the double act of naming and placing a 
rational grid of knowledge over the location depicted; maps 
edit out that which interferes with their supposed subject; 
maps enforce an ethos of total and complete perception 
through a visually mediated ideology of what the reader 
conceives of as an axiomatic understanding; and, finally, 
maps, as J. B. Harley has so astutely observed, envisage em-
pire through their formulation of “myths which would as-
sist in the maintenance of the territorial status quo.”3
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The flood of maps available to Americans that attended the impe-
rial project in the Philippines is significant. Those created about the 
Philippines during the early colonial period could be found in popular 
newspapers, magazines, academic journals, government sources, and at-
lases. Historian Susan Schulten explains that the Spanish-American War 
brought “critical changes” to American “cartographic culture.”4 These 
documents appear to be innocent surfaces where the sole purpose is to 
provide the reader with information about the Spanish-American War, 
the Philippine-American War, or other facets of the early colonial period. 
However, by assessing these maps, and the cartographic imperative that 
incited their design and production, we can determine the role these im-
ages played in the creation of American empire. Maps were a cartographic 
scape that helped instigate and further the objectives of American im-
perialism in the Pacific. By analyzing maps found in the popular press, 
maps created by the United States military, and maps of Philippine bod-
ies (done through photography, diagrams, and corporeal measurements) 
this chapter details how the visual power of delineation allowed Ameri-
cans to create a visually based assessment of the Philippine colony.

Philippine Legibility and the American Mass Media

In January 1900 the World ran an advertisement for a new edition of The 
Century Dictionary & Cyclopedia & Atlas (fig. 37). The strength of this new 
reference guide, according to the full-page advertisement, is the volume’s 
war maps. The copy explains how this presentation of battle cartography 
“enable[s] one to trace instantly the movements of every important cam-
paign on land or sea, the routes of invading armies, raids, etc., placing and 
dating on the maps the battles, sieges and blockades not only of ancient 
and medieval times, but also those of the year just ended—and this without 
any complexity in the maps themselves.”5 In case the reader needed to 
be reminded about recent wars, the advertisement has enormous graphic 
representations of “Africa” and the “Philippine Is.”6 Thinking outside 
the traditional borders of American nationhood became a selling point, 
and an atlas—a cartographic guide to other places—became a desirable 
resource; it rendered colonial locales by outlining their boundaries and 
explaining their importance in relation to American empire.

The Century Dictionary & Cyclopedia & Atlas, published in 1899, is a ten-
volume set, and although this advertisement used the Philippines as a 
hook, the enormous project devoted only a few pages to the archipelago. 
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However, the need for atlases after the outbreak of the Spanish-American 
War was enormous, since many Americans finally realized, through the 
popular media, that there was a larger world to explore.7 The oversized 
Century books promised to facilitate this encounter with the globe. Al-
though it was an expensive reference guide, at $120 full price and $60 
discounted at department stores such as Wanamaker’s, the volume was 
advertised as an item for both personal and business use. Large advertise-
ments in places such as the New York Times and the World speak to its 
marketing and availability.8

In volume 9 of the Cyclopedia, which contains The Century Cyclopedia 
of Names, the Philippines is described as “lying between the China Sea  
on the west and the Pacific Ocean on the east. Capital, Manila. It is situ-
ated on the east of the Annam and northeast of Borneo, and is separated 
from the Celebes on the south by the Celebes Sea.” After providing the 
reader with a clear indication of where the islands could be found, the ref-
erence guide notes the “chief products” as “tobacco, hemp, coffee, sugar, 
cocoa, and rice.” Only after establishing its economic viability do we read 
about the history and racial makeup of this contested place:

Figure 37 Advertisement for The Century Dictionary & Cyclopedia & Atlas, from World, January 3, 
1900. General Research Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden  
Foundations.
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The group was ceded by Spain to the United States by the treaty of Paris, Dec. 10, 

1898. The inhabitants are mostly different Malay tribes (Tagals, Visayas, etc.); there are 

also Chinese, Negritos, and mixed races. The nominal religion is Roman Catholic. The 

islands were discovered in 1521 by Magalhaes, who was killed there. Settlement was 

commenced in 1565. A native insurrection against the Spanish rule broke out in 1896, 

was quelled by Jan., 1898, but again broke out under the leadership of Aguinaldo after 

the battle of Manila, in May, 1898. In Feb., 1899, the insurgents turned their arms 

against the United States. Area 114,326 miles. Population, estimated, 7,000,000.9

The Cyclopedia redacts the Philippines into a single and simplified entry, 
giving details to the reader about its political, social, and economic vi-
ability. The Philippines is first given a geographic position, a place on the 
global stage. Next its marketable resources are listed, making its future 
viability come alive through its potential for commerce. Then its posi-
tion within the history of empire is raised, followed by a discussion of 
its racial parameters and current political turmoil. Religion is defined as 
“nominal” in the colony, and “mixed races” and other groups appear to 
be members of a difficult insurgency that menaced Spain and now has 
rebelled against the United States.

Volume 10 of the Cyclopedia is the atlas, and the preface to this section 
introduces the importance of America’s imperial expansion. Here we learn 
how “the results of the recent Spanish-American war have made it desir-
able that The Century Atlas should show with greater detail the regions 
affected by these events.” Thus, the atlas includes a map of Hawaii and 
the Philippines, with additional maps that give details of Puerto Rico, the 
Lesser Antilles, and other recent colonial acquisitions.10 Map number 118 
in this volume is a standard representation of the Philippines from this 
period (fig. 38). It includes a representation of Hawaii and smaller, detailed 
maps of Manila and Honolulu. The overtly jingoistic tenor found in the 
popular press, where the Cyclopedia advertised, does not exist. The map, 
however, acknowledges the military victories that led to American interest 
in this part of the world. The upper-left quadrant contains this short his-
tory: “Note—The Spanish divisions of the Philippine Islands into 4 Govern-
ments, subdivided into 53 Provinces, are shown on this Map. During the  
Spanish-American War the Spanish fleet was destroyed in Manila Bay, May 1,  
1898. The authorities at Manila capitulated to the United States, August 13,  
1898.” The same note further explains, “The Islands were ceded to the 
United States by the treaty at Paris, December 10, 1898.”11 Discussions of 
the Philippines were repeatedly found in the popular media during 1898, 
but not with the type of specificity provided in the Cyclopedia, where the 
editors included hundreds of town names and topographic information on 
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their map of the islands. The new technology of wax engraving allowed 
for details on this map that provided the viewer with astonishing amounts 
of information.12 The Cyclopedia asserted a brief history of the Philippines 
and bolstered this narrative with geographic boundaries and minutia that 
defined this area that had been forfeited to American governance.13

Outside of the large expense of the Century guide, another way to cap-
ture the popular imagination was to create maps of military maneuvers in 
the mass media, where newspapers were inexpensive and plentiful. Dur-
ing 1899, Hearst’s Evening Journal used several maps to depict battles from 
the Philippine-American War. One map from March 16 represents what 
the caption describes as a “Map Showing Scene of To-day’s Battles,” and 
another map from November 18 represents an American victory over the 
insurgent leader Aguinaldo with the caption “Aguinaldo Caught: Waited 
Too Long.” The March map uses simple graphics with large black dots 
signifying battle sites (fig. 39), while the November map groups a circle 
of American flags (signifying American troops) surrounding a Filipino 
flag.14 These maps permit a type of armchair travel that would give the  
reader the illusion of participation in an event that was taking place in 
a far-off locale. These military maps allowed the numerous readers of 

Figure 38 “Philippine Islands,” map no. 118, from The Century Dictionary and Cyclopedia & Atlas 
(New York: Century Company, 1899), call #xspe1625.c4 1899, vol. 10, negative 831037D.  
Collection of the New-York Historical Society. 
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the Evening Journal to be a part of the US colonization of the Philippines. 
Americans at home may not have actually been on the front fighting in-
surgents, but the press made this contested landscape accessible through 
a form of cartography that elided the realities of battle. Comparing these 
military maps with actual government maps from the period, and even 
The Century Cyclopedia’s map of the region, reveals how simplified rep-
resentations of the islands were far more desirable in the pages of the 
popular press, where readers did not want to be taxed with details. Bold 
and crude graphics would have signified the travails of war without the 
burden of overly complex representations.

The press simplified maps of the Philippines, juxtaposed with jingois-
tic rhetoric, to excite the American public. A map from November 1898, 
in the Evening Journal, shows the Philippines with the caption: “The Is-
lands We Demand in the East.”15 Another map, published five days later, 
includes the oceans surrounding the Philippines with the tag line, “Our 
New Sulu Islands.”16 Maps that showed the region beyond the Philippines 
were even more persuasive. In December 1898, the Evening Journal ran a 
small map of the world with circles around Puerto Rico, Hawaii, and the 
Philippines (fig. 40). Here the caption reads: “Map of the Greater United 

Figure 39 “Map Showing Scene of To-day’s Battles,” New York Evening Journal, March 16, 1899.  
Courtesy of Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin. 
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States.”17 In May 1898, a few weeks after Dewey invaded Manila, the 
World published a brief column entitled “Facts about the Philippines,” 
which informed readers about the size of the islands and statistics about 
natural resources. Underneath this article, at the bottom of the page, is a 
drawing of the globe (fig. 41). The words “the sun this day does not set on 
uncle sam’s domain. before his sunset light fails the philippines; maine glories 
in the dawn” follow the curve of the earth’s surface. Portions of the para-
graph below this caption are even more jingoistic:

By a glimpse at the map it is readily seen that when the sun rises at Eastport, Me., it 

has not yet set at the Philippine Islands. And when it rises at the Philippines it has not 

set even on the coast of California. The possession of the great Asiatic group gives 

Uncle Sam his first equatorial territory, and places him in a position to enjoy any kind 

of climate he may desire, and to dwell among the most diverse races. If the climate 

of Washington, Denver, San Francisco or Alaska is not suitable to his state of health, 

he can sail for Manila, where the average native finds it comfortable to dwell the year 

round without clothes.18

The passage uses cartography, as well as an old adage about the British 
Empire, to carry out an imperialist fantasy predicated on the US pres-
ence in the Philippines, a location where the natives’ predilection for 
uncivilized attire becomes an important highlight.19 Images of maps and 

Figure 40 “Map of the Greater United States,” New York Evening Journal, December 5, 1898.  
Courtesy of Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin.  
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written text worked together to draw attention to the possibilities of  
empire.20

Returning to a map discussed in the previous chapter, titled “Map of 
the Orient Showing Manila, P.I.,” (fig. 34) the imperialist ideology found 
in the popular press becomes more apparent. Recall that this map accom-
panied text that commanded the reader to remember America’s primacy 
as a world leader and protector of capitalist virtue and Christian righteous-
ness. This remarkable admixture of religious and financial wherewithal is, 
according to the article’s author, John Barrett, critical in America’s quest 
for the Philippines. Remember, Barrett commands us “to study the map 
and remember what it teaches in regard to Manila’s commanding location 
as the centre of the mighty Asian-Australian coast-line.” Heeding his call, 
we observe the concentric circles marking distances “from Manila.” Each 
circle inscribes one thousand miles from the Philippine capital. As our eyes 
move outward, it becomes evident that to hold the Philippines was to pos-
sess an important part of Asia, and thus become a viable member of an elite 
group of nations that held colonies in this region, including, according to 
the map, the French, the Dutch, and, of course, the British. Each ring, with 
its mile marker, visually renders the critical importance of the Philippines 
as a geographic centerpiece of American hegemony in the Orient.

These maps from the popular press were guides to colonialism. After 
seeing a map of the Philippines and reading a caption that explained that 
this Oriental site was now in the protective hands of the United States, 
the reader would confidently assume a fund of knowledge. Seeing be-
came believing, and this same ethos can be found in military maps from 
this period. Although more mission-oriented than the images found in 
the mainstream press, the military’s maps also helped Americans visually 
navigate the colonial terrain.

Figure 41 “The Sun This Day Does Not Set on Uncle Sam’s Domain,” World, May 15, 1898.  
General Research Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.
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Mapping Leyte

While the mass media disseminated maps to influence their enormous 
readership, the US military and government used cartography to facili-
tate colonial rule. These military maps of the Philippines do not overtly 
adhere to the jingoistic tenor of the popular maps from the period, but 
instead transform the Philippine landscape into a legible territory that 
could be readily controlled. These documents contain valuable informa-
tion that helps us understand the extent to which visuality played a key 
role in establishing empire. Looking closely at a few of these government-
sponsored cartographic exercises that focus on the Philippine province of 
Leyte makes it evident that the military and the colonial administration 
required maps to maintain the early colonial project.

The popular press commented on the government’s interest in map-
ping America’s new acquisition. A 1902 Harper’s Weekly article relates, 
“With every expedition of any importance an officer of engineers, or 
another officer acting in his place, was sent, in compliance with existing 
orders, to map the country traversed, and other maps were made from 
time to time as the country became more pacified, covering the roads and 
principal trails.” Cartography does not occur without training and so, 
“Engineer soldiers are given instructions in mapping-work, first in draw-
ing conventional signs, then in making scales for plotting-work, and then 
in making reconnaissance sketches, first on foot and then mounted.”21

These government-sponsored maps of the Philippines, created by 
groups such as the Engineer Corps, fit into three categories. First, there 
are reconnaissance maps that detail the Philippine landscape for military 
operations. Trails, densely overgrown fields, bridges, and other specifics 
fill the keys of these maps that provide the easiest and safest route from 
one location to the next. Many of these carefully drawn maps note that 
they were completed through observation and with reference to existing 
Spanish maps. Second, there are maps that provide details about war-
fare. Unlike the reconnaissance maps, which were carefully rendered on 
blueprint paper to allow for easy reproduction, these improvised maps 
are hand-drawn on paper and rendered in pencil. They are often signed 
by a witnessing officer and combine both typical cartographic markings 
and handwritten notations. Maps in these first two categories were, in 
the words of Warren Du Pré Smith, an early twentieth-century geogra-
pher, done by “primarily soldiers and professional topographers” and 
were “not so accurate” when compared to mapping done by American 
cartographers working outside the military. Regardless, during the early 
colonial period, the military mapped “an immense area throughout the 
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islands” and were very “active” in the Visyan Islands, which are south 
of the capital island of Luzon and include the island of Leyte.22 Finally, 
there are also government maps that detail American building projects 
in the Philippines. These efforts, which I will focus on in chapter 6, were 
not as numerous, but they were often completed with great care to show 
colonial officials projections of America’s future in the colony.23

“Road Sketch from Tacloban to Carigara, Leyte, PI” is a typical blue-
print military map of the Philippines from the first decade of the Ameri-
can occupation (fig. 42). The map is done in three sheets, and each is 
large, approximately twenty-four by thirty-four inches, to allow for ease 
of visibility and use. All three sheets include details of what Americans 
might find along the road in Leyte. The map’s generous scale of three 
inches equaling each mile allows for details such as types of crops grown 
along the trail (hemp, coconuts, and rice) and whether or not bridges that 
cross streams and rivers are “safe” or “unsafe.”24 This oversized map could 
be copied multiple times, thanks to blueprint technology, and opened by 
infantries as they moved from Tacloban to Carigara. The map evokes a 
sense of clarity and order. The line of progress from Tacloban to Carigara 
is marked, and the intent here is to make certain that military units did 
not lose their way because of the hazardous diversions that dot the map’s 
surface.

Other American cartographic endeavors from this period include co-
pious notes about specific Philippine towns. In late 1902, second lieu-
tenant Joseph Kay issued a lengthy description of Baybay, which is also 
in the province of Leyte. Kay starts with several typed pages that detail 
Baybay, including information about roads, houses, and churches. On 
the third page of the report, after he estimates the population of Baybay 
at twenty thousand, Kay claims that the town’s “inhabitants are very 
untrustworthy and during insurrectionary times were fairly respectful to 
Americans, But are now very indifferent.” This group is so devious they 
“seem to enjoy any trouble or misfortune which comes to an American.” 
They also take advantage of their position economically and sell goods 
“at exorbitant prices” when they can. Finally, he notes, “They are very 
lazy and unfriendly.”25 Kay’s qualifying language about the people of 
Baybay was typical. Stereotypes about Philippine behavior became an-
other factor in the larger configuration of the landscape that Kay wanted 
his superiors to keep in mind while they were in Leyte. Not only does the 
unknown landscape need to be carefully described, but the people in that 
landscape also must be mapped in a way that explicates their faults and 
potential menace.26
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Kay includes two small maps in his report. One details a river (maybe 
the Tigbauan) crossing from Baybay to Tigbauau (fig. 43) and the other 
shows a crossing from Baybay to St. Augustin (fig. 44). The first map repre-
sents a river where there is a “ford for ponies, but very difficult for Ameri-
can horses.” The other map includes a notation about how “native boats 
(canoes) are easily obtained[.] Only adaptable for light load, seldom hav-
ing ferrying capacity beyond 600 lbs.” Earlier in the report Kay also claims, 
“Native boats can be procured without difficulty.” For all their supposed 
lazy and troubling behavior, it is peculiar to encounter ways in which 
the local population can be helpful, especially when it comes to moving 
American troops through a route that Kay describes as being “very poor.”

Kay’s commentary brings together the cartographic and the ethno-
graphic into an official account. He maps the region of Baybay by deploy-
ing the charged Orientalist language that repeatedly surfaced during the 
American colonization of the Philippines. Kay’s discourse follows a well-
trodden strategy where the landscape and the people of the Philippines 
need to be mapped and analyzed to ensure American mastery over their 
new colony. In fact, given the December 1902 date of this report, Kay’s 

Figure 42 “Road Sketch from Tacloban to Carigara, Leyte, PI,” 1904. Cartographic and  
Architectural Records, Record Group 395, National Archives II, College Park, Maryland.
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thoroughness—his obsessive documentation of what he visualizes—is 
not surprising. Recall that in July 1902, President Roosevelt claimed the 
Philippine-American War complete, but the conflict continued regardless 
of this presidential pronouncement.

A hand-drawn map submitted to the American military command in 
the Philippines, from 1906, reveals the protracted nature of the colo-
nial conflict. Underneath the map’s key we read that this is the “Route 

Figure 43 Joseph Kay, “BayBay to Tigbauau,” December 3, 1902. Cartographic and Architectural 
Records, Record Group 395, National Archives II, College Park, Maryland. 
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of expedition from Abuyog leaving Nov. 7th 1906.” Additionally, the 
“arrow[s] indicate route of troops by 1st Leiut R.G. Rutherford Jr. 24th 
U.S. Infantry” (fig. 45). Rutherford’s handwriting is different from the 
cartographer’s, but his signature shows that this was seen as an official 
document meant to serve as evidence of a series of skirmishes. The map 
is approximately twenty-four by twenty-seven inches, and it represents a 
rough outline of the area near Abuyog, which like Baybay, Tacloban, and 

Figure 44 Joseph Kay, “BayBay to St. Augustin,” November 1, 1902. Cartographic and  
Architectural Records, Record Group 395, National Archives II, College Park, Maryland. 
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Carigara is in Leyte. Trails, rivers, route arrows, and what may be lakes 
are the only clear markings on the map. In the lower-left quadrant the 
trail is drawn in thicker ink and the arrows are more numerous, indicat-
ing a high level of activity. In the angle vector created by two diverging 
trails is text: 

Pulajane Camp and Outposts.

Struck by troops under Lt. Rutherford

Pulajanes hit three times

Figure 45 “Route of Expedition from Abuyog Leaving Nov. 7th 1906.” By R. G. Rutherford. 
Cartographic and Architectural Records, Record Group 395, National Archives II, College Park, 
Maryland. 
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One 1 killed 5 wounded, later

Report of Volunteer States Pablo Vsodo was killed here.27

The Pulajanes were a supposedly insurgent tribe on Leyte.28 The map 
details an attack that happened to the 24th Infantry, but Rutherford and 
his men struck back and were victorious. There is no mention of Ameri-
can deaths, and the military must have wanted Vsodo dead, since his full 
name is included.

Each of these maps suppresses the conflict of war through a dramatic 
exercise in visual editing. These mapping efforts highlight what the mili-
tary deemed as necessary information, such as facts about the terrain, 
quick judgments about Filipino character, and details about insurgent 
deaths. One of the most dramatic aspects of these maps is the empty 
space that dominates these documents. Were people living in these un-
filled areas? Was it simply vegetation? What was there? Additionally, 
unlike the maps found in the popular media, these examples focus on 
a very specific region of the Philippines that most Americans from this 
period would not have been aware of. Some ethnographic accounts of the 
colony mention Leyte, but it is not given the attention that Luzon (the 
capital island) receives. In short, these maps outline what the military 
might find on Leyte and the events that transpired while US troops were 
there. Once the military began the process of charting the colonial land-
scape, these records provided a type of comfort couched in visuality, or 
the ability to discern America’s new colony. An important part of these 
possessions, of course, included the people of the Philippines who were 
now under American dominion. Thus, the final section of this chapter 
turns to American interest in mapping Philippine bodies, a project initi-
ated during the early colonial period.

Mapping the Philippine Body

On April 5, 1909, the physician and anthropologist Robert Bennett Bean 
ordered that a Kodak Brownie camera be used to capture a remarkable 
sight at his medical clinic in the town of Taytay in the Philippines. Bean 
explained that a man entered the dispensary and “was treated for sexual 
neurasthenia. The man disappeared as quietly as he came, and I was un-
able to find him again.” The man, according to Bean’s physical assess-
ment, resembled nothing less than a Neanderthal, an earlier form of 
man long thought connected to modern man by a chain of evolutionary 
change. To document the case, Bean “endeavored to obtain a photograph, 
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but unfortunately the Government photographer was absent that day, 
and the only camera available was a No. 2 A Brownie pocket Kodak. This 
was utilized, and the resulting photographs are reproduced here for the 
first time.”29 We can imagine Bean, or perhaps one of his Filipino workers,  
rushing to get the camera out to snap the images that would provide 
visual evidence of the “missing link.”

Bean’s main purpose in the Philippines was to map the bodies of dif-
ferent types of Filipinos and group their forms into racial categories. As 
he declares in the preface to his book The Racial Anatomy of the Philippine 
Islanders, “This book . . . represents a new departure in anthropology, and 
the term racial anatomy of the living is not inappropriate as a title.”30 Us-
ing a variety of measurement techniques, Bean offered clear delineations 
between Filipino types. Head sizes, limb measurements, and assessment 
of stature led him to conclusions about Filipinos and their place within 
the evolutionary hierarchy that was popular within anthropology in the 
early years of the twentieth century. Bean mapped the Philippine body 
as an exercise in colonial knowledge that could help his American reader-
ship better understand the physical attributes of their new subjects.

Bean must have seen detailed maps of the Philippine landscape in the 
popular press, and, perhaps, in the more rarified context of government 
publications that he would have been privy to as an American work-
ing in the new colony. He took the idea of mapping to its next logical 
conclusion: if the landscape could be surveyed and redacted into the 
form of a map, then certainly the Philippine body—the corporeal enigma  
encountered in the colonial zone—could also be surveyed, represented, and  
visually mapped for an American audience. In a scientifically motivated 
act similar to Charley Longfellow’s amateur quest for visual souvenirs of 
Asia, Bean investigated the body of the Other to explicate and catalog the 
people of the Philippines.

Bean came to this work because of his background as an anthropolo-
gist and physician. Born in Virginia in 1874, Bean received his under-
graduate degree from Virginia Polytechnic Institute (now called Virginia 
Tech) and then went on to receive his MD from Johns Hopkins University 
in 1904. In 1907, he went to the Philippines to work in anatomy at the 
Philippines Medical School. It was undoubtedly his interest in mapping 
the human system that fostered his obsession with measuring and detail-
ing specific differences between Philippine racial types.31

To accomplish his task of understanding the “racial anatomy” of Filipi-
nos, Bean compared several groups of Filipinos with racial types from the 
United States. He explained that he “measured a few negroes in Baltimore 
at the Anatomical Laboratory of the Johns Hopkins University.” To make 
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the study as exhaustive as possible he also “added the measurements of 
about 100 negroes in the Free Dispensary” at Hopkins and “more than 
1,000 students at the University of Michigan, and the measurements of 
1,500 school children of Ann Arbor, Michigan, in 1905–07.” He com-
pared this American cohort to about “800 students of the Trade and Nor-
mal Schools of Manila, more than 100 Igorots, 500 individuals of Taytay 
and Cainta, and about 200 subjects of Malecon Morgue.”32 Although his 
measuring criteria were inconsistent throughout the book, Bean assessed 
these groups based on head measurements (what he refers to as the Ce-
phalic Index), stature (height), eye color, limb measurements, and even 
ear dimensions. In the first chapter of The Racial Anatomy of the Philippine 
Islanders, which focuses on Filipino students, Bean described how racial 
characteristics can be imparted through generations. In fact, he made 
specific references to Mendelism and revealed that like the characteristics 
of plants in Gregor Mendel’s experiments, Filipino racial categories get 
passed down through generations of offspring.33

To highlight these differences in racial typology, Bean includes visual 
charts that map the bodies of Filipinos and their Euro-American counter-
parts. He provides clear diagrams that demarcate bodies using lines. For 
instance, one diagram has dotted lines on the right side that represent 
the “average Taytayan” and on the left side a solid line that represents 
the “average European” (fig. 46). In this image the Taytayan is shorter in 
stature than the European and Bean indicates exactly how this difference 
in body height measures along the entire length of both bodies. The dia-
gram combines the Philippine and the European statures into one whole, 
abstracting the form of legs, torso, and head. The melding of corporeality 
into one single form—a body that is part Filipino and part European—is 
precisely Bean’s point. His study often references connections between  
racial groups whose geographic point of origin are disparate. For instance, 
in his discussion of the Igorots, who were, as discussed in the previous 
chapter, a major focal point for ethnographic studies of the Philippines, 
Bean claims that “in a few individuals a tinge of red may be seen, or the face 
appears bronzed, some Igorots strikingly resembling the North American 
Indian.”34 There are also numerous places where Bean describes how mi-
gration patterns led to new racial types “as the recent infusion of Spanish 
in the Filipino during the past few hundred years may be suggested” as an 
important development.35 Thus, visual schematics that diagrammed the 
divide between the East and the West with a single body visually render 
Bean’s contention about the range of racial types living in the colony.

The graphic representation of the Taytayan man is similar to the geo-
graphic maps of the Philippines that filled the pages of the popular press 
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and the folders of American military commanders. Bean redacted the 
body into straight lines that abstract human form, allowing his audience 
to project fantasies about the physicality of this Taytayan onto the draw-
ing. Arms, legs, torso, and head are marked to provide a sense of stature, 
but the Taytayan’s particular physical features are absent. In a rendering 
that imitates the manner in which cartography reduces the landscape to 
a set of mere lines, Bean’s drawing permits the viewer to imagine this Fil-
ipino’s attributes. This lack of characteristics is further heightened since 
straight lines signify the European’s stature, while dotted lines, which 
have a greater sense of absence because of gaps and periodic spaces, sig-
nify the Filipino. Thus, the myriad readings that turn-of-the-century 
Americans would bring to this seemingly underdetermined Taytayan 
man are significant. Bean utilized photography in other sections of his 
book, but, in this instance, the simplicity of the dotted line renders a 
man whose mapped body manifests Bean’s racialized understanding of 
the archipelago.

The single-body forms depicted in these line diagrams, which unite 
Filipino, Western, and Southern-hemisphere types, also suggest a history 
of racial progress, an anthropological obsession from the turn of the cen-
tury that connected notions of racial hierarchy with a survey of races from 

Figure 46 Diagram from Robert Bennett Bean, The Racial Anatomy of the Philippine Islanders  
(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1910), 113.
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around the world. “The three types represent the three fundamental units 
of mankind, the Iberian being the fundamental European type, the Prim-
itive being the type of the Orient, and the Australoid the primary Negroid 
element.” Bean continues, “The other types, such as the Cro-Magnon, 
Alpine and B.B.B., are modifications and combinations of the three fun-
damental types.”36 Bean concludes by revealing that the Philippines has 
people “derived principally from East Indian sources, the southern Pacific 
Islands, China, and Japan, and Europe.”37

One of Bean’s important contributions to early twentieth-century an-
thropology was, as one contemporary reviewer of his book explained, 
that he “invented in this work a racial anatomy of the living.”38 Rather 
than rely on cadavers, Bean took his work into the field and measured live 
humans to assess the racial makeup of America’s new colony. Given the 
ongoing media attention that the Philippines received during this era, 
the notion of getting a better understanding of the colony through a care-
ful study of live “specimens” is not surprising. Bean divulged informa-
tion about the island nation that would have been seen by his academic 
audience as current and fresh. His diagrams and photographs would have 
been understood as documentary evidence that presented not a dated 
representation of the empire, but a place filled with living potentialities.

Let us return to Bean’s use of the Brownie camera that he mentions in 
his book’s appendix. Included in this final chapter, which declares that 
earlier forms of man exist in the Philippines, are photographs supposedly 
taken with the Brownie. As the title of the appendix notes, Bean calls this 
man “Paleolithic Man in the Philippines: Homo Philippinensis.” Opposite 
the first page of this chapter is the man standing barefoot in front of a 
thatched hut. He wears light-colored pants and a collarless tunic type 
of shirt over his very thin body, where the bones of his ribcage create 
ridges in the shirt’s opening (fig. 47). The “Homo Philippinensis. A Hillman 
from near Taytay of the Australoid Type,” as the caption posits, stares at 
us with his right hand behind his back and his left hand at his side. A 
set of four photographs of the same man appears on a plate three pages 
later (fig. 48). Here the photographer who manned the Brownie took two 
images straight on, and two images that depict the man’s profile. Remi-
niscent of other photographs in Bean’s text, these images represent the 
man from different angles to ease the process of identification. The man, 
whose name, Alejandro Mesa, is at the top of a chart that details his spe-
cific body measurements from his lip width to the distance from his chin 
to nose, is shown from a variety of angles to reveal Bean’s estimation that 
this is “the primordial form of man. Europeans are modified products of 
various forms that have evolved from the primordial. It is conceivable 
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that a form similar to this primordial type produced Homo Philippinen-
sis.”39 Bean claims that this earlier version of man, the Neanderthal type, 
perhaps left Europe during the ice age in the hopes of finding a better 
climate, hence creating a geographic distinction between the disparate 
races of man.

In all the photographs that Bean includes, Homo philippinensis stares at 
the camera in a manner reminiscent of a police mug shot. The intent here 
is to create a sense of scientific accuracy—a map of the human form—so 
the camera depicts the “Philippine Man” from multiple angles: head-on, 

Figure 47 Photograph from Robert Bennett Bean, The Racial Anatomy of the Philippine Islanders  
(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1910).
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left profile, and right profile. In fact, two of the images appear to be the 
same (figures 22 and 25 in Bean), but the first image, on the upper left 
(22), gives us a close-up to make certain we can assess the man’s Nean-
derthal traits; additionally, Bean may have altered this photo with a pen 
or pencil to make Homo philippinensis’s features more pronounced. Bean 
notes, “The features of this man are large and heavy, the lower jaw is 
heavy, long, square, narrow. . . . The brow ridges protrude, the cheeks are 
large and prominent, the nose is massive, wide, straight, and depressed 
at the nasion, and the lips are full and thick.”40 The photos function as a 
form of Foucauldian power, where the body is on display for the viewer’s 
surveillance. John Tagg describes a group of nineteenth-century identi-
fication photos where there is “a repetitive pattern: the body isolated; 

Figure 48 Photographs from Robert Bennett Bean, The Racial Anatomy of the Philippine Islanders  
(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1910).
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the narrow space; the subjection to an unreturnable gaze; the scrutiny 
of gestures, faces and features; the clarity of illumination and sharpness 
of focus; the names and number boards.”41 In Bean’s plates the focus  
is not there, after all a Brownie camera had been grabbed to capture 
this man’s unique physical presence, but, otherwise, there are “traces of 
power” within the visual field. The photos of the Philippine Neanderthal 
type manifest the American colonial policy. Indeed, they represent the 
diminished evolutionary state of America’s new geographic possession. 
The man looks at the camera and clearly, but unwittingly, calls out for 
benevolent assimilation.42

Like many of his colleagues in anthropology, Bean understood Eu-
ropeans as having progressed from primordial man.43 However, Homo 
philippinensis is a form stuck in time, a leftover specimen that signifies 
an earlier type of man. Bean describes recent discoveries in places such 
as Heidelberg and La Chapelle-aux-Saints, the original locations where 
Neanderthals were found, to the measurements of several men he has 
seen in the Philippines. “In the Philippines to-day men of similar form 
[to the Neanderthal] may be seen, rarely, it is true, but the close observer 
who lives among the people of different parts of the archipelago for years 
can hardly fail to notice such types.”44 Enmeshed in Philippine culture 
and able to observe individuals at close range, Bean identified a new clas-
sification of human that the camera documents as conclusively linked 
to an earlier period, a time when man’s physical form was nascent and 
not evolved.

Since its discovery in the mid-nineteenth century, the idea of a Nean-
derthal has been a contested topic in anthropology. In the early twenti-
eth century it was seen as axiomatic that the Neanderthal was an early 
form of man descended from simians. Anthropologists spent ample time 
mapping the geographic regions and “races” that descended from Nean-
derthals, arguing how different continents could be linked to variations  
of early man. For instance, John Gray created a speculative diagram trac-
ing the Neanderthal, which eventually arrived in Europe and evolved 
into modern man (fig. 49).45 One of the racially charged visual clues that 
Gray included in his chart of arrows is that while the Neanderthal crossed 
with Chimpansoids, and closely followed the path of Gorilloids, its line 
of evolutionary ascent went directly to Europe in an upward motion away 
from Africa. However, the chimp and gorilla family continued downward 
toward Africa, marking the ancestry of the Southern hemisphere as sim-
ian and distinctly separate from the European past. On the other hand, 
anthropologist Gustaf Retzius explained to his readers in 1909 “that there 
does not exist anything like enough material for definite conclusions 
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to be drawn concerning” the Neanderthal.46 Regardless of the myriad 
theories that filled the pages of anthropological journals during the early 
years of the twentieth century, well-regarded scholars accepted that there 
were early forms of man who were considered less evolved and inferior 
to modern man.

Erik Trinkaus and Pat Shiplan have traced the nineteenth- and  
twentieth-century academic approaches to the study of the Neanderthal. 
They reveal how the Neanderthal was thought to be a missing link to 
man’s current state and how it was understood as uncivilized, devoid 
of modern man’s refined sensibilities.47 One theme that recurs in early 
twentieth-century descriptions of Neanderthals was their supposed can-
nibalistic practices. Because of nineteenth-century claims that surfaced 
shortly after the first discovery of Neanderthal bones, it became accepted 
that Neanderthals practiced cannibalism. Trinkaus and Shipman note 
that this practice “is one of the most universal taboos, one of the most 
repellent and uncivilized behaviors.”48 Since many writers in anthropo-
logical journals stressed the connection between Neanderthals and the 
continued existence of primitive man throughout the world, especially in 
those regions understood as in need of colonial intervention, it became 
de rigueur to mention this distressing ritual as a way of separating modern 
man—Western man—from the abhorrent custom of cannibalism.49 And, 
of course, scholars often singled out the Philippines as a site where can-
nibalistic practices could be found. While speaking to the American Geo-
graphic Society in 1901, George Becker claimed the Manobos, a Philippine 

Figure 49 Chart from John Gray, “The Differences and Affinities of Paleolithic Man and the Anthro-
poid Ape,” Man 11 (1911): 120.
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tribe that could be found in Mindanao, “practice ceremonial cannibal-
ism and offer to their gods human sacrifices.”50 Granted, Bean did not 
suggest that Homo philippinensis engaged in anthropophagous behavior, 
but these types of sensational characteristics about Neanderthals and Fili-
pinos were prevalent. Bean’s subject must have been frightening to an 
American audience, since Homo philippinensis qualified as both a savage 
Filipino and a modern-day Neanderthal.

Bean’s photographic plates, his desire to use a camera, and his obses-
sive physical mapping of Philippine bodies reveal a quest to label the 
Philippines as uncivilized for his American audience. His work, and other 
scientific inquiries into the archipelago described in the previous chapter, 
purported stereotyped mythologies about the Philippines that adhered 
to the colonial rhetoric of the early twentieth century. Bean’s theory that 
the Neanderthal still existed in all its physical glory supported both his 
own belief in the notion of early forms of man, and his and the wider 
colonial project’s contention that the Philippines was the home of a less 
evolved human form. Ultimately, Bean’s desire to map the corporeality 
of the Philippine citizenry was not unique, and many other Americans 
looked at the Philippines as a place where reading the colonized—the 
sizes, shapes, and dimensions of Filipinos—could lead to knowledge, al-
though dubious, about America’s subjects.

These cartographic conceptions of bodies and places fostered Amer-
ican visions of empire. While the intrigues of empire often remained 
distant and physically removed from the everyday, these maps and pho-
tographs authorized Americans to create a “place-image” that would ad-
here to turn-of-the-century fantasies about imperial conquest.51 These 
representations established a duality of both distance and proximity in 
relation to the colonial zone. On the one hand, the armchair traveler, 
the soldier, and the ethnographer could have the sense that the Philip-
pines was a knowable terrain, a cartographic scape where the movement 
of empire could be delineated and understood. On the other hand, these 
maps—both in their corporeal and geographic manifestation—allowed 
for a type of distancing where the colony could be magnified and easily  
seen, but from the safety of a detached position. Even in the case of 
the soldier, who would have utilized the hand-drawn maps while in the 
colony and in the heat of battle, the rendering of the landscape permitted 
a type of disassociation from the actual bloodshed and complexities of 
war. The place-image formed by these maps facilitated empire through 
a visually mediated cartographic scape where the agents of empire—the 
popular press, the military, and the anthropologist—defined boundaries 
of meaning that established the American colony in the Philippines.
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Celebrating Empire
New York City’s Victory Party for Naval Hero 

George Dewey

In September 1899 an advertisement for Pears’ Soap ap-
peared in Harper’s Weekly that depicted admiral George 
Dewey washing his hands at a small sink aboard his famous 
ship, the Olympia (fig. 50). Because this is an advertisement 
for soap, it is not surprising that Dewey wears all white and 
seems intent on getting his hands clean. His dress enhances 
the power of the image, as the uniform pays tribute to naval 
pride and the importance of presenting one’s honor while 
“wearing whites.” The oval-shaped portrait imitates the 
form of the ship’s porthole that is open in front of the naval 
hero, and surrounding the central drawing are four smaller 
vignettes. On the upper left and right are representations 
of ships at sea; in the lower-left quadrant, boxes of Pears’ 
Soap are being loaded off a ship; and at the lower right, in 
the most charged representation of the four, a white man 
offers Pears’ Soap to a supplicating native. The text beneath 
these images explains how “the first step towards lightening 
The White Man’s Burden is through teaching the virtues 
of cleanliness.” The pedantic tenor of the copy continues, 
“Pears’ Soap is a potent factor in brightening the dark cor-
ners of the earth as civilization advances.”1 Pears’ promotes 
its soap as the agent that will clean up those parts of the 
world shrouded in savagery.

The year before this advertisement appeared in Harper’s, 
Dewey led the American navy to a swift defeat over the Span-
ish in Manila Bay; thus his appearance would have alerted 



Figure 50 Pears’ Soap advertisement featuring Admiral Dewey, Harper’s Weekly, September 30, 
1899. Courtesy of Vassar College Library.
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the turn-of-the-century reader to the issue of colonialism. Indeed, it was 
the admiral’s actions that enabled Americans to think about the poten-
tial of building an empire. The representations of colonial subjugation 
and commerce further enhance the imperial context of the Pears’ image. 
The title of Rudyard Kipling’s famous poem “The White Man’s Burden,” 
which first appeared in McClure’s Magazine, declares in this advertise-
ment the magnitude of the American colonial project.2 In this poem, 
Kipling deems civilization’s most important function—its “burden”—as 
the delivery of culture to those “savage” parts of the globe that need to 
be cleansed.

Why would a product made for the American home use the politically 
charged issue of empire to promote sales? As we have seen, Americans 
often brought violence into their homes through surprisingly subtle cul-
tural machinations. Rather than an isolated domestic sphere, which we 
usually associate with the nineteenth century, the turn-of-the-century 
home was the stage on which acts of connoted violence took place.3 The 
Pears’ ad does not make an overt reference to the violence that attended 
the American colonial project, but it overtly signifies imperialism. Harper’s  
readers could bring empire into their homes via the associations with 
imperialism that the soap company explicitly rendered in this striking 
advertisement.4

The year this ad appeared, images and writing about the recently pro-
moted Admiral Dewey flooded the New York press on the days preced-
ing his famous homecoming in New York City. Articles in enormously 
popular newspapers, such as the World and the Evening Journal, focused 
on everything from Dewey’s physiognomy to his recent naval victory 
over the Spanish in the Philippines. Dewey’s humility in the face of cel-
ebratory fervor is the ongoing refrain in these hagiographic puff pieces, 
where he explains his victory with a modest tone that seems to ignore 
the building tension around the party that was soon to commence in his 
honor. Two days before his official return to New York, the World quoted 
the admiral at length about his experiences in Asia. Even though Dewey 
was hypervigilant about not sounding too haughty in this interview, he 
was more than willing to share his opinions about American colonial-
ism. Dewey explained, “The Filipinos are not fit for self-government just 
now. They are a queer people—much mixed. But I think they can be 
capable of self-government in time.”5 By calling attention to the peculiar-
ity of the racially hybridic Filipinos, Dewey cast doubt on their ability to 
govern based on stereotypes. His explication of racial queerness was no 
doubt even more believable to readers who had learned about Dewey’s 
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reportedly unpretentious character. For instance, the article suggests that 
Dewey was unwilling to accept calls for his presidential run because he 
insisted, “I am not a Politician, but a Sailor.” However, the “sailor’s” will-
ingness to talk about the Philippines and the potential role for outside 
governance in the island nation speaks to a not-so-subtle recognition of 
what Dewey must have been experiencing as the United States embraced 
his quick victory over the Spanish in Manila Bay.

To glorify the US presence on the other side of the Pacific Ocean, 
and proffer support for the Philippine-American War that followed the 
Spanish-American conflict, turn-of-the-century Americans created public 
spectacles in support of empire. By the latter part of 1898 it was a well-
recognized fact that Dewey’s orchestration of the naval defeat over the 
Spanish helped the US military set up a colonial stronghold in the Philip-
pines. Citizens of the United States immediately grasped the significance 
of Dewey’s military action and began to canonize him as a heroic figure. 
It was with a desire to play a part in the creation of a new national hero 
that New York City sponsored a celebration held in Dewey’s honor on 
September 29 and 30, 1899. This event included a naval parade, a land pa-
rade, fireworks, street decorations, swarms of visitors, the construction of 
the monumental Dewey Arch, and a range of other cultural productions 
designed to praise America’s naval idol. The centerpiece of the celebra-
tion was the enormous Dewey Arch. According to Kirk Savage, monu-
mental works of sculpture from the nineteenth century represented “not 
just a rhetorical space where people debated image and symbol, but . . . a 
real physical space where publics could gather and define themselves at 
ceremonies and rallies.”6 The Dewey festivities were a mass celebration 
devised to define American empire.

Since the advent of the Spanish-American War, the media had con-
structed the Philippines as an “Oriental” site, a visual scape that could 
be understood, categorized, and possessed, given the right combination 
of intellectual knowledge and military power. This chapter reads the 
Dewey festivities in New York as a visual scape mediated through the 
complex machinations of a public spectacle attended by militarism and 
a hyperbolic form of masculinity. These festivities did not exoticize the 
Orient like the material in the previous four chapters, but the parade and 
public spectacles examined here enacted the obsession with empire that 
swelled the jingoistic rhetoric found in the United States in the months 
proceeding the Spanish-American War. The visual discourse that en-
abled these outrageous events fostered enthusiasm toward Dewey’s naval  
triumph and, ultimately, helped Americans decipher the state of late 
nineteenth-century American empire. The Dewey phenomenon reveals 
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that the cultural logic of empire does not always occur in the colony, 
away from the metropole. In this instance, events that transpired in New 
York shaped American perceptions about empire building in a distant 
location, a site where wild speculation and fantastic conjecture incited 
the public’s imaginings.

Preshow Hype

The immense scale of the Dewey festivities required marketing. Selling 
the idea of the celebration would accomplish two goals, satisfying both 
corporate and government interests: first, celebrating Dewey meant an in-
crease in commerce through sales of everything from newspapers, which 
would construct Dewey’s celebrity, to hotel rooms, which would house 
New York’s visitors; second, promoting Dewey also meant acclimating 
Americans to their new imperialist venture. Imperialism was more dif-
ficult to define than Dewey’s biography as a military hero, but it was a 
narrative that ran throughout this advance publicity. Celebrating Dewey 
became another way of creating interest for the potential of American 
colonialism.

Before the Dewey celebration could become a possibility, its financing 
had to be approved by New York’s city government. In early June 1899, 
the World reported that “four members of the Board of Aldermen and 
one member of the council opposed the appropriation of $150,000 for 
the Dewey celebration at the meeting of the Municipal Assembly yester-
day. . . . The appropriation finally was passed.” Several members of the 
Board of Aldermen could not justify spending money on an ephemeral 
moment. Alderman Okie, for example, “wanted the $150,000 spent for 
a Dewey School in New York.”7 Even after granting this initial sum, the 
Board of Aldermen refused to listen to Okie’s complaints and made room 
for further financial liabilities.8

Aside from the fiscal logistics of planning these festivities, other types 
of pre-event narratives, such as the cottage industry of creating a Dewey 
hagiography, promoted the growing mania. To construct Dewey as a per-
fect, deserving, and masculine hero, he first had to be described as modest 
in character. The World quoted the admiral: “I do not desire fetes or dem-
onstrations at home. It is enough for me that my country knows I did my 
duty as a soldier.”9 Other newspaper articles and period books reported 
on Dewey’s past and represented his military character as overtly mascu-
line, which appeased the turn-of-the-century American public. An article 
titled “Dewey the Boy,” from the World, details the admiral’s training at 
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the Naval Academy in Annapolis and proclaims, “His characteristics as 
a student, as shown by his final examinations, were proficiency in Span-
ish, in steam, in the practice of gunnery and in navigation. These by a 
curious coincidence were the very things of which he required the most 
expert knowledge at Manila.”10 The same article describes a fight at the 
Naval Academy where Dewey gave his opponent “a swinging right-hand 
blow on the chest that spun him around, and then instantly kicked him 
into the Severn River.”11 Immediately following this story about Dewey’s 
strength is a physical description that further inscribes his masculinity: 
“Dewey was registered as sixteen years and eleven months old when he 
entered the Naval Academy. He wore a heavy beard and mustache and 
looked much older than he was. Nearly all of his classmates were beard-
less youths.”12

A children’s book from 1899, titled The Story of George Dewey for Young 
Readers, continues this masculinist narrative by describing Dewey as a 
physically imposing youth. Mabel Beebe writes that when Dewey entered 
the academy he “was a strong, active boy, and fond of outdoor sports. He 
was also a lad with whom no one could trifle.”13 This heroizing of Dewey 
through the assistance of a hypermasculine chronicle is similar to the 
biographic style deployed in the World.14 In fact, Beebe writes about a fight 
Dewey allegedly engaged in while at the academy, where he gave his class-
mate a “thrashing.” Various manifestations of popular culture repeatedly 
describe Dewey as a capable military man whose experiences as a youth 
edified his masculine and militaristic character. Whether fact or pure fic-
tion, the accounts’ enthusiastic tenor enhanced their subject’s bravado.

In addition to celebrating Dewey’s physical strength and masculine 
features, the press linked his other corporeal attributes to this heroic 
characterization. The World, the day before the Dewey festivities began, 
assessed the admiral’s physiognomy. Along with close-ups of Dewey’s 
right hand, eyes, nose, ear, chin, and mustache (fig. 51) is text that gives 
“minute” details about each aspect of his physical appearance. Dewey’s 
hands, according to the article, “show the Admiral’s high-strung spirited 
nature best of all. They move constantly; but they are not the gestures 
of an excitable nature. They are not dramatic; they are serious and em-
phatic.” The article describes Dewey’s face as inherited from a cultured, 
or “Civilized” and “Western,” past: “His face might be called classical. It 
is just a trifle too heavy, perhaps, for an Apollo Belvedere, but it would 
be a mighty good face to trust.”15 Dramatic close-ups of Dewey’s body, 
along with descriptive words such as “classical,” would have helped an 
American audience construct Dewey as a hero who naturally carried the 
“white man’s burden” of racial superiority.
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On September 27, in an editorial in the New York Evening Journal, Wil-
liam Randolph Hearst, the newspaper’s famous owner and editor, fur-
thered this theory about Dewey’s racial excellence. Hearst wrote that 
Dewey embodied “the highest physical and moral expression of the 
characteristic, kindly, frank, vigorous type of American manhood. He 

Figure 51 “George Dewey, the Man, at Close Range; Minutely Described by World Reporter,” 
World, September 28, 1899. General Research Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox 
and Tilden Foundations.
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simply shines with the graceful, hearty qualities that we like to associate 
with the gentlemen of our race and our nation.”16 Hearst predicated his 
praise on his characterization of Dewey as a racially advanced man who 
manifested the turn-of-the-century masculinist virtues of the superior 
American race. Selling the notion of American imperialist control over 
the inferior Philippines became easier while lauding Dewey with the help 
of social Darwinism. Hearst’s understanding of Dewey as racially excep-
tional incited him to conclude, “The only thing which could prevent 
the Admiral from becoming President of the United States is his absolute 
refusal to be a candidate.”17

Praise for Dewey became so prevalent that the press compared him 
with George Washington, America’s favorite presidential hero. In Sep-
tember, a front-page political cartoon from the World (fig. 52) depicted 
a woman hanging a portrait of Dewey next to an image of Washington 
with the caption “Dame Democracy—‘A Second George.’” The Dewey 
portrait is smaller in size than the Washington image and does not in-
clude the celebratory inscription of “First in war, first in peace, and first 
in the hearts of his countrymen,” which is part of the lower portion of 
the Washington frame. Furthermore, Dame Democracy has removed 
her democratic bonnet, which hangs on the wall below both frames. In 
place of the bonnet, she wears what may be a Spanish hairpiece; perhaps 
this is a signal that America’s democratic ideals are being ignored, as the 
nation embraces the perils of empire signified through her donning the 
garb of the defeated Spanish empire. Placing Dewey, a minor figure as 
implied by the scale of his portrait, next to the larger anticolonial Wash-
ington, Dame Democracy questions the hazards of empire that may lie 
ahead.18 Thus, the implications behind Dame Democracy’s actions are 
not so apparent: a new American hero is being cultivated, and the iconic 
Washington may soon have a partner within the pantheon of American 
history, but the consequences of including this new hero are uncertain. 
Both imperialists and anti-imperialists could have attached their own 
set of meanings to this image. Moreover, the rendering of this cartoon 
of Dame Democracy in a domestic environment would have impacted 
a range of readers. As insinuated in the Pears’ Soap ad, Dewey becomes 
part of the domestic realm in this fictitious parlor. Constructing Dewey 
as a heroic figure was becoming such a dominant cultural obsession 
that articulating his popularity within the confines of the American 
home—the material space that staged a carefully contrived notion of 
domesticity—became a way to make the admiral more universal and 
familiar. He was a hero for all spheres, not “separate spheres.”19 By en-
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visioning Dewey in the mythic parlor of American heroes, newspaper 
readers could bring the imperial project into their own homes through 
an imaginary framework of domesticity that obfuscated the militaristic 
realities of colonialism while both celebrating and questioning its sup-
posed success.

The popular press frequently depicted Dewey in domestic settings. In 
August 1899, the World published an image titled “Dewey Playing with 
His Pet Dog Bob” (fig. 53).20 Here Dewey, dressed in white, reaches out 
to pet his dog. Dewey is not in a militaristic venue in this scene “taken 
at Miramar, near Triest, Austria”; instead he is at ease with his pet. The 
inclusion of Dewey’s dog could have incited imaginings about Dewey 
in a domestic context. This representation would have led the World’s 

Figure 52 “Dame Democracy—‘A Second George,’” World, September 18, 1899. General  
Research Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
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audience to believe that they had personal knowledge of Dewey’s every-
day experiences outside the navy. This familiarity, although based on 
the media’s careful construction of a biographic narrative, would have 
helped the American public create a fantasy about an accessible and do-
mesticated hero. This familiarity would have also aroused a fictional un-
derstanding of empire, as imperialism could be brought into the home 
through the safety of a domestic vignette.

Dewey’s “progress” away from Asia and toward the United States also 
became a popular subject in newspaper imagery. A small drawing of the 

Figure 53 “Dewey Playing with His Pet Dog Bob,” World, August 21, 1899. General Research  
Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.



Celebrating Empire

123

world with a line charting Dewey’s route from the Philippines to New 
York exemplifies this obsession with his geographic location during the 
month preceding the New York celebration (fig. 54). Above this map 
from the Evening Journal are lines marking chronological time and a small 
ship representing Dewey’s current location. The geographic form of the 
world demarcates Africa, Europe, and Asia, and New York is a skyline 
with fireworks exploding overhead. The excitement over Dewey’s im-
minent arrival is vivid in this small cartographic rendering that permits 
the newspaper reader to become more familiar with Dewey in the con-
text of the miniaturized world of news, a microcosm of knowledge held 
in the reader’s hands. In fact, this mapping of Dewey’s progress depicts 
the world as a negotiable territory navigated with ease. What more could 
the armchair traveler have wanted, within the confines of his or her own 
domestic safety, than visual reassurance that places like the Philippines 
could be mapped and understood? The Philippines was so accessible in 
these small maps that now the enterprise of American colonialism would 
have appeared even more viable.21

Why is the cartographic outline of New York replaced with a skyline en-
gulfed in a pyrotechnic display? Part of the preparatory excitement about  
the Dewey celebration focused on fantasies of what the spectacle would 
look like, and the use of fireworks was one way to promote the upcoming 
events. The New York City Board of Aldermen praised this fascination 
with illuminating the city sky in honor of Dewey. Minutes from their 
September 5 meeting conflate pyrotechnic displays with jingoistic can-
dor: “Resolved, that the ordinance relating to the discharge of fireworks 

Figure 54 “Dewey’s Homebound Pennant Flies,” New York Evening Journal, September 11, 1899.  
Courtesy of Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin. 
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in The City of New York be, and the same is hereby suspended from 
September 25 to October 1, 1899, in order that our citizens and residents 
may, by displays, add their share to the splendid arrangements being 
made officially in the name of our City to welcome home the hero of our 
Navy, Admiral George Dewey.”22 The brief suspension of law promoted 
excitement, asked for citizen involvement, and permitted the Board of 
Aldermen to record their own patriotism.

The city government and the popular press generated a tremendous 
level of support for Dewey’s homecoming. By late July, the Dewey Re-
ception Committee predicted that a million out-of-town visitors would 
descend on the city in the admiral’s honor. That estimate would rise as 
expectations of the spectacle became increasingly hyperbolic.23

Entering the Public Spectacle

The efficacy of a parade is dependent on giving the public a vantage point  
from where they can watch proceedings without visual obstruction. In 
early September 1899, the Board of Aldermen voted to allow “citizens 
and residents of the City of New York, to place trucks and wagons, along 
the curblines of streets intersecting and adjacent to the line of march of 
the parade in honor of Admiral George Dewey . . . for the one and only 
purpose of affording people opportunity to witness said parade.”24 This 
resolution formulated the Dewey celebration as a parade through its call 
for spatial order. One can imagine a row of small trucks lining the streets 
of New York with parade witnesses standing both on and in their vehicles 
to get a glimpse of the Dewey-inspired festivities. The very language of the 
government’s decree, however, demonstrates that citizens could act in a 
manner that would be reprimanded under everyday circumstances. For a 
brief period of time, the law could be broken without consequence.25

The celebration for Dewey took place on the last two days of Sep-
tember in 1899. The water parade, starting at a point north of Manhat-
tan proceeding down the East River, occurred on Friday, September 29, 
and a land parade, beginning on the Upper West Side moving down 
to Washington Square, followed on Saturday, September 30. Three days  
before the official start of the events, the media met Dewey’s Septem- 
ber 26 arrival in New York City with a call for further viewer participation. 
A map of greater New York printed in the September 26 edition of the 
Evening Journal points to the specific geographic location of Dewey with 
the phrase “Olympia [Dewey’s ship] at Anchor.” The caption “You Can 
Go See Dewey” above the map explains the purpose of this cartographic 
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depiction. Since his arrival in New York, Dewey had been anchored at a 
predetermined site, which was “one and a half miles from the Govern-
ment pier at Sandy Hook, four miles northeast of Atlantic Highlands and 
eighteen miles from the Battery.” Following this detailed explanation of 
Dewey’s location, the text concludes, “You can get there by tug, yacht, 
sloop, rowboat, or any old boat.”26 Dewey and his ship may have been 
cordoned off to allow viewing from a distance, but the press told citizens 
that they could become active participants in these events by searching 
for Dewey’s naval entourage.

While Dewey revelers could participate, the Official Programme of the 
Dewey celebration and published maps of the processional route separate 
the viewer and the viewed through regulatory language. Under the head-
ing of twelve noon for the September 29 naval parade, the program guide 
states, “Naval parade starts up North River from Government anchorage 
off Tompkinsville. The Olympia will be in the lead, followed by the squad-
ron, in the following order: Armored cruiser New York, Rear-Admiral  
Sampson’s flagship, Capt. Chadwick commanding; armored cruiser 
Brooklyn, Capt. Jewell.”27 The notations about the Saturday land parade 
use similar language, and the final page of this official pamphlet is titled 
“Detailed order of march: The Programme for the big land parade.” A 
street map representing the “Official Route of the Dewey Land Parade,” 
found in the World, also conveys a message of processional rigor. The text 
beneath the rectangular sketch of the parade path describes this render-
ing as the official “route of the land parade on Saturday Sept. 30, as finally 
fixed by the Dewey Plan and Scope Committee.”28 Words such as “fixed,” 
“detailed,” and “order” all programmed the event as a closed narrative 
that would not permit disorder within its boundaries.

A book of photographs compiled by Moses King depicts the land pa-
rade. King captions one image the “New England Women’s Grand Stand, 
Sixty-first Street and Central Park West, Northern Part of Durland’s Rid-
ing Academy” (fig. 55). In this photograph, rows of viewers line the curb 
and a few policemen stand in the street containing the crowd. This well-
dressed and orderly group of bystanders exhibits the ideal characteristics 
that constitute the model parade: order, symmetry, and discipline.29 The 
architecture behind the curb continues this display of pride in Dewey’s 
honor. Decorations (note the image of Dewey on the right side of the 
structure) and viewers on the roof, in the windows, and flowing out from 
risers highlight the celebratory atmosphere.30

The photograph of “The New England Women’s Grand Stand” an-
swers a list of gender-related questions from the August 30 edition of the 
Evening Journal:
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How are the women going to celebrate Dewey’s return?

What preparations have the wives and sweethearts of the men who fought under 

Admiral Dewey made to welcome him home?

Are they not to be included in the general thanksgiving for the return of Admiral 

Dewey? Is the hour of celebration to be solely a man’s hour?31

The presence of women fostered the leitmotif of masculinity that domi-
nated Dewey’s return, while concomitantly negating the role of the New 
Woman. During the late nineteenth century, the New Woman had be-
come a contested source of cultural anxiety. Carroll Smith-Rosenberg 
has identified this group as those educated, middle-class women who 
“sought to use male myths to repudiate male power—to turn the male 
world upside down.”32 Suffrage, the right to education, and freer sexual-
ity were issues this group brought to the attention of turn-of-the-century 
Americans. Constructing Dewey as a cultural hero who would stop these 
and other transgressions against gender identity required the production 
of an overtly gender-prejudiced biography, which included, for instance, 
moments from Dewey’s childhood that accentuated his masculine char-
acter.33 Fireworks, military ships, men in uniform parading in synchronic 
fashion, and the celebration of brute militaristic force facilitated the pro-
duction of this masculine narrative.

The inclusion of women bolstered the event’s masculine bias. TheÂ€arÂ�
ticle in the Evening Journal, which offers queries about women’s partici-
pation, gives several examples of how this issue surfaced. In fact, one 
section declares that “Dewey’s namesakes will parade before him,” and 
a small image of a child in a carriage illustrates the article’s claim that 

Figure 55 “New England Women’s Grand Stand, Sixty-First Street and Central Park West,  
Northern part of Durland’s Riding Academy,” from Moses King, The Dewey Reception: New York 
(New York: Chasmar-Winchell, 1899). Courtesy of the Library of Congress. 
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“every mother with a son named Dewey will carry or wheel in his carriage 
the fortunate youth, beside others of equal good luck.”34 Here the media 
predicates the inclusion of women on the understanding that women 
are only to be given visibility if their presence reinforces the masculin-
ity that enveloped Dewey’s heroic return. After all, what could be more 
stereotypically masculine than the fantasy of excessive procreation rep-
resented by a vast number of children bearing Dewey’s name? A fantasy 
of studlike reproduction enhanced Dewey’s masculine character through 
this parade of children.

The water parade, on Friday, September 29, received some media at-
tention, but the press saved most of its coverage for the land spectacle. 
The front page of the World, on the day of the land parade, represented 
the visual spectacle that attended these events. The headline exclaims: 
“New York a Volcano of Fire for Dewey; 5,000,000 Will See To-Day’s Pa-
rade.” Below this headline appear Dewey’s remarkable comments: “I feel 
as if it were a dream, that I am spectator, not the object of this ovation. 
How the people exaggerate what I have done! The scene to-day was tre-
mendous.” Dewey’s own visually determined object-spectator confusion 
becomes understandable after looking at the image that frames the article 
at the center of the front page. Fireworks explode in the sky, beacons of 
light crisscross, and a “Welcome Dewey” sign is on the left horizon line. 
As all this activity takes place, the recently erected head of the Statue of 
Liberty looks over the scene in the right foreground (fig. 56).35 This visual  
conflagration teems with conflicting spectacles vying for the viewer’s  
attention.

The press focused on events beyond the gloss of the illuminated cityÂ�
scape. An abundance of Dewey-inspired consumer activity took place on 
the city’s streets. The Evening Journal from September 25 reiterates the 
trope of firelike imagery of other articles with the headline “City Ablaze 
with Flags to Welcome Admiral Dewey.” Several of the subheadings  
beneath this headline examine the Dewey craze in relation to conspicu-
ous consumption. One subsection, for instance, uses both sketches and 
text to describe a “Harvest for Street Fakirs [vendors].”36 According to the 
article, “There are armies of them [â•›fakirs] all over the city, and they are 
doing a rushing business selling all sorts of souvenirs for Dewey day. The 
stock on hand includes everything from buttons to alleged oil paintings, 
and the visitors from out of town are large purchasers.”37 Three small 
sketches of men selling their Dewey wares accompany this article, and an 
awkward map depicting the “line of march of fakirs” is included.

Department stores also sold Dewey decorations to fill the urbanÂ€landÂ�
scape. Wanamaker’s ran an advertisement for Dewey paraphernalia 
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framed by an arch constructed with two Corinthian columns and a ribbon 
of flag (fig. 57). The columns are wrapped in cloth printed with the names 
of the ships Dewey successfully navigated in Manila Bay, and perched on 
the columns and over the center medallion, which announces Dewey’s 
name, are three eagles. Anchors, stars, and the inclusion of the Vermont 
(Dewey’s birthplace) and New York state insignia all add to the jingoistic 
aesthetic. The notice mentions that “Decorations and Attractions” can 
be found at the store to enhance the celebration.38 Other advertisements 
(think back to the Pears’ ad and the Dewey chair from chapter 3) used 
Dewey’s fame to attract business. The Siegel Cooper Company included 
fireworks imagery in its large advertisement for the “Dewey Dollar Din-
ner”; Hunter Baltimore Rye mentioned that its beverage should be en-
joyed while welcoming home the “Conquering Hero”; and the George 
Childs Cigar Company depicted Dewey’s face as a way to offer “cheers” 
for the admiral in the hope that New Yorkers and New York’s visitors 
would buy its cigars.39 All these companies used the excitement of Dew-
ey’s return to promote business.40 In September 1899, the media asked an 
entire city and its visitors to join in the festivities and bring Dewey into 
their lives through consumerism.

Figure 56 “New York a Volcano of Fire for Dewey,” World, September 30, 1899. General Research  
Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
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The utilization of the arch in the Wanamaker advertisement held spe-
cial meaning for those involved with the Dewey homecoming. The first 
line of the ad’s small text hints at the genesis of this arch form: “The 
Sculptors have given our Public large, artistic and pleasing private decora-
tions for the Dewey Occasion.”41 The mention of sculptors and artwork is 
a direct reference to the National Sculpture Society, whose members were 
busy finishing the Dewey Arch, a sculptural group built in New York City 
in honor of the hero’s return. The debate about the construction of the 
arch, the structure itself, and how revelers construed the arch during the 
Dewey celebration and in its aftermath reinforced several of the preva-
lent themes that surrounded Dewey’s return. The arch was a material  

Figure 57 Advertisement for Wanamaker’s department store, from World, September 28, 1899. 
General Research Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.
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manifestation of America’s newfound interest in displaying the vast pos-
sibilities of empire.

Building a Centerpiece

The Dewey Arch was a symbol of triumph and heroism. Recall that the 
Art Amateur reported on the death of two workers who were construct-
ing the arch in September 1899. The magazine noted “the patriotism of 
the sculptors who volunteered to decorate the Dewey Arch has unfortu-
nately resulted in the death of two of their number, and the prostration, 
through an attack of paralysis, of a third.”42 The terrible accident must 
have created quite a spectacle of horror on the streets of New York. As the 
monument continued to rise, even in the wake of this incident, the fallen 
bodies of artisans who were busy finishing the arch would have been a 
shock. Like the soldiers’ deaths that continued to accompany America’s 
new war venture, this incident would have reminded onlookers that 
even the business of celebrating empire could become tinged with death. 
Thus, the arch symbolized the possibility of America’s expansion, but 
also connoted the violence of war.

The Dewey Arch became the centerpiece of the land parade and func-
tioned as a static contrast to the animated revelers (fig. 24). In August 
1899, the editors of Harper’s Weekly declared:

Silence is often as eloquent as words. While thousands of citizens along the line of the 

Dewey parade will be roaring themselves hoarse in welcome to the Admiral and in ex-

cess of patriotism, there will be a number of figures in Madison Square, standing singly 

and in groups, with dumb mouths, motionless. Yet they will be no less eloquent. I speak 

of the statuary which will adorn the triumphal arch and its approaches.

It is not only that the individual figures represent famous seamen of the past, 

men whose names conjure up a host of patriotic memories and recall the great crises 

through which the republic has passed; not only that the groups portray symbolically 

such stirring episodes . . . but behind all these are the patriotism and civic pride of the 

sculptors who planned them.43

“Silence” becomes the ironic noun that explains the significance of both 
the arch and the artists who built this monument. The arch spoke to New 
Yorkers at the turn of the century by signifying the public’s experience 
with the possibilities of imperialism.44 The silence of the arch offered a 
powerful utterance of jingoistic pride and was, moreover, a symbol of 
imperialism that could be traced to the glory of Rome. In short, it pro-
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vided the Dewey festivities with a focal point that framed the parade’s  
fervor.

Charles Lamb, the architect, suggested the idea for a naval arch at 
a special meeting of the National Sculpture Society. As Michele Bogart 
points out, the society was founded in the late nineteenth century as a 
way to create a professional guild for sculptors. The society was part of a 
larger turn-of-the-century movement to create organizations that would 
validate various fields of work as viable professions.45 Lamb related in 
his scrapbook that the “suggestion [to his fellow sculptors] was received 
with great enthusiasm, and a committee appointed to discuss the matter 
with the city authorities—The first informal meetings of this commit-
tee were held on the Veranda of ‘Falcon Lodge’ on the Palisades in early 
summer of 1899.”46 By late July, the press began to cover the progress and 
planning of the arch. The World reported in July 1899 that the National 
Sculpture Society had submitted a plan for the arch before the Committee 
on Plan and Scope of the Dewey Celebration and approximated the arch’s 
cost at $10,000. The committee “referred the design back to the sculptors 
for further consideration” because of this high price.47

Work on the arch began on July 29.48 Seven days later the New York 
Journal noted that “the Dewey celebration . . . is likely to prove a fizzle un-
less the force of public opinion can be brought to bear upon the Board of 
Aldermen” to spend more money.49 On August 9, the Board of Aldermen 
received a letter from Randolph Guggenheimer, the mayor of New York, 
who pleaded with the municipal government to allocate funds for the 
arch.50 By late August, the city and private donors provided money, and 
work on the arch was moving forward. The National Sculpture Society 
promised to donate its members’ time and charge the city only for the 
cost of building materials to stop the aldermen’s financial balking.51

The sculptors’ patriotic act of work, mourned in the pages of Art Am-
ateur, became a source of entertainment and civic pride in other pub-
lications. Numerous images represented the glorification of the artists’ 
labor. In mid-September, the Evening Journal published an engraving  
from a photograph titled “Progress of the Dewey Arch.” According to the 
engraving’s caption, “The work on the magnificent arch is being pushed 
rapidly.” Indeed, “Many workmen are busy on the arch this morning, 
the sculptors being hidden by big curtains from the curious crowd.”52 
The performance of patriotic work became such a crowd pleaser that a 
few days before the land parade an article in the Evening Journal declared, 
“The crowds about it [the arch] all the time are tremendous, and it seems 
to be the magnet which draws all strangers as soon as they reach New  
York.”53
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Part of the struggle the National Sculpture Society confronted was 
the fight for artistic originality. An unusual article entitled “New York’s 
Stolen Arch” revealed that “Chicago architects claim to have discovered 
an artistic steal in the design for a ‘Dewey arch’ made by the New York 
Sculpture Society. . . . It is said that the design has been copied from the 
arch of Titus at Rome, some figures being added to symbolize Dewey’s 
victory at Manila.”54 If the arch was built to glorify American imperial-
ism, why did the young empire need to borrow an architectural template 
from another culture?

The press raised questions about the ingenuity of the sculptors, yet 
most newspapers posited the connection between the Dewey Arch and 
the Arch of Titus as a patriotic pairing that made the arch a Beaux-Arts 
success rendered “invincingly pure.”55 A September 24 drawing published 
in the World,Â€with the caption “The Great Dewey Arch, the Most Artistic 
Structure Ever Reared to Welcome a Hero—And Other Striking Features of 
the Celebration” (fig. 58), exemplifies the media’s praise for the arch. This 
representation is pure fantasy; none of the events pictured had trans-
pired. Here images of the future parade, its viewers, and, of course, the 

Figure 58 “The Great Dewey Arch, the Most Artistic Structure Ever Reared to Welcome a Hero—
And Other Striking Features of the Celebration,” World, September 24, 1899. General Research 
Division, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
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ubiquitous fireworks going off overhead surround the arch. Although 
the arch was still in the final stages of construction on September 24, it 
had become a target for projected fantasies about the way the city would 
soon be visually transformed in honor of Dewey’s victory. The media’s 
fantastic conjectures about the arch, however, eventually came to an 
end. One day before the land parade, on September 29, “There was a yell  
of triumph from 25,000 throats in Madison Sq at 5 pm today, when the 
last plank of scaffolding fell to the ground and exposed to view for the 
first time the Dewey arch in all its white, imposing beauty.”56 This audi-
ence size is probably exaggerated, yet there were undoubtedly a number 
of people present for the dramatic unveiling. Questions about what these 
bystanders saw on September 29 still remain. What, in short, was beneath 
the scaffolding?

The National Sculpture Society built the Dewey Arch in Madison 
Square along an axis on Twenty-fourth Street at Fifth Avenue. The soci-
ety decided to cast the monument out of staff, the impermanent building 
material first used at the World’s Columbian Exposition in 1893.57 The 
artists hoped that the public, after seeing the beauty of the arch, would 
demand it be rebuilt as a permanent fixture. The arch was “seventy feet 
long, thirty feet wide, and eighty-five feet high.” It opened onto Fifth Av-
enue at the intersection of Broadway. Bogart notes that the arch was “the 
focal point of a vista that extended from several radiating avenues, it was 
visible from Washington Square to Central Park on Fifth Avenue, from 
Herald Square to 10th Street on Broadway, and from the East River to the 
Hudson on 24th Street.”58 The Dewey Arch commanded a prime piece of 
real estate in the midst of Manhattan’s commercial activity. Moving away 
from the arch, a sculptural group consisting of a procession of double 
columns on plinths, except for the end units, which were made up of four 
grouped columns on plinths, stretched northward to Twenty-sixth Street 
and southward to Twenty-third Street. Artists decorated the end members 
of the group and adorned the other double columns with winged victo-
ries, a motif that appeared throughout the sculptural project.

Both sides of the arch extolled American expansionism by depicting 
what the National Sculpture Society described as the four patriotic steps. 
Bogart relates, “To the northeast stood The Call to Arms (Patriotism) by 
Philip Martiny; at the southeast was The Combat (War) by Karl Bitter; at 
the southwest was The Victors ReturningÂ€(Triumph) [also referred to as The 
Triumphal Return] by Charles Niehaus; and at the northwest The War-
riors Resuming Their Occupations (Peace) by Daniel Chester French.”59 The 
entire surface of the arch continued this decorative schema of praising 
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American imperialism with imagery relating to both US naval history 
and the importance of America’s new role in international politics. By 
looking closely at two specific sculptural groups from photographs, it 
is possible to explain how the monument represented the nation’s new 
imperialist mind-set.

Against the southwest pier of the arch was Charles Niehaus’s work cel-
ebrating the return of the American military (fig. 59). Niehaus centered 
this group of modeled figures with a statue of winged victory, who tow-
ers over the crowded ensemble holding a sword in her right hand and a 
wreath, representing peace, in her left hand. The most classicizing aspect 
of Niehaus’s work is Victory’s enormous wings, a clear reference to the  

Figure 59 Dewey Arch, southwest pier. Image from Art Amateur (October 1899): 91. 



Celebrating Empire

135

Hellenistic work of Greek sculpture Nike of Samothrace (190 BCE). A group 
of soldiers surrounds Victory and marches toward the homecoming fes-
tivities, while families greet the two soldiers in the foreground. Admi-
ral Dewey stands at the center, stepping out of the sculptural space and 
saluting the crowds who would walk by the arch. In Niehaus’s work, 
Dewey embodies victory coupled with the promise of a domestic home-
coming. Contemporary discussions about this sculptural group placed 
Niehaus’s depiction in a liminal state between masculine victory and 
domestic peace. The famous critic Charles Caffin explained, “We are not 
a nation of fighters, but men who can fight. When the occasion arises and 
the summons comes, American manhood springs forward to the call, is 
eager to reach the fighting line, but just as eager for return to home and 
civil life.”60 Niehaus captured the challenge of manhood followed by the 
glory of return.

On the west face of the arch was Johannes Gelert’s low relief represent-
ing Progress of Civilization (fig. 60). Here two figures sit in the bow of a 
boat, while a woman stands beneath the furled sail of the vessel. Gelert 
depicts these figures moving forward carrying pride and progress with 
their travels; this is a representation of empire expanding. There is no 
fighting in Gelert’s work and all signs of military life are absent. “Prog-
ress” takes place without bloodshed. This sculptor shows the underlining 
confidence and assumptions that provoke imperialism, or what he terms 
the “Progress of Civilization.”

The logic of this narrative repeated the cultural understanding held by 
many turn-of-the-century Americans. The popular media reported that 
Dewey brought American dominion into the Orient, but that dominion 
was culturally understood as an effortless act requiring little more than 
the mind-set of “progress.” Again, the notion that the United States was 
“not a nation of fighters, but of men who can fight” articulated what the 
National Sculpture Society wanted the public to believe after seeing the 
arch. The sculptors needed to depict success, but their representations 
obfuscated militarism. Showing progress without violence mitigated the 
experience of visually encountering the realities that attended manifest 
destiny. The project of colonialism would be more readily accepted if it 
could transpire without the loss of American lives.

The sculptural group became an architectural hub for the processional 
march on September 30, providing a gateway through which military 
units passed on their way to the parade’s endpoint at Washington Square. 
Photographs and film, taken to document the patriotism of the parade, 
show regiments marching through the colonnade and arch on their way 
downtown.61 The press reported that Dewey reviewed the parade at the 
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arch but, much to the dismay of the National Sculpture Society, he never 
actually passed through the structure.62

Soon after the Dewey celebration ended, the arch began to lose its cul-
tural appeal. A private group of citizens became alarmed over the arch’s 
fate and tried to raise money to build a permanent structure. This proj-
ect never came to fruition, however, because Dewey decided to run for 
president in 1900, which meant that building a permanent arch would 
become too overtly politicized. Part of this disregard for the arch can 
be traced to the rise of an anti-imperialist sentiment.63 Voices of dissent 
against empire did not favor a monument advocating American expan-
sionist activity.

Before the city government dismantled the arch, the press reported a 
strange series of incidents: citizens began hacking away at the once cel-
ebrated work of art. Were these acts of destruction undertaken by vandals 
who had no regard for Dewey as a heroic figure? Or, could those who 

Figure 60 Johannes Gelert’s low relief representing Progress of Civilization. Image from Charles 
Schenk, The Dewey Arch and Its Details (New York: P. Wenzel, 1899), 8. Courtesy of Art and  
Architecture Collection, Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs,  
The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations. 
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“ruined” the arch be described as radical anti-imperialists who wanted to 
destroy any signs of American pro-imperialist sentiment? These explana-
tions seem unlikely. This vandalism did not surface because of a lack of 
respect for the Dewey celebration, but was instead a desire to domesticate 
and take home souvenirs of the monument that materially displayed zeal 
for empire.

The popular press called those who destroyed the arch vandals, but 
vandals who wanted reminders of Dewey. Two days after the land pa-
rade, the WorldÂ€declared that “in their mad desire to get Dewey souve-
nirs yesterday hundreds of people hacked at the columns along Fifth 
avenue and even at the figures in the triumphal arch itself. They would 
have ruined it had not the police interfered. . . . Women helped small 
boys to climb onto the pedestals of the statues and help in the work 
of destruction.”64 Other reports in the press continued to posit those 
who were ruining the arch as hounds engaged in a pursuit of souve-
nirs. The New York Telegraph noted that soon fragments from the arch 
would appear “on the whatnots [nineteenth-century display cabinets] of  
Oshkosh, Kalamazoo and other rural villages along with the plush album 
and the bullets from Gettysburg.”65 Mentioning the possibility that this 
sculptural debris would soon be honored next to Civil War memorabilia 
and the all-important photographic album clarified the significance of 
these remarkable keepsakes.66

Souvenirs help us formulate narratives of events in place of the ac-
tual happenstances of an event. They allow us to fabricate and recreate 
experiences.67 Breaking pieces off a work of art that showcased American 
imperialism allowed Dewey revelers to take a piece of the action home. 
One could have left the two-day Dewey affair with a reminder, an artifact 
that activated the memory of the Dewey mania that had enveloped New 
York. Additionally, these remnants could have triggered a more signifi-
cant memory that the Dewey phenomenon often elided, the culturally 
inculcated memory of America’s first experience with overseas imperial-
ism. For these relic gatherers, the narrative of imperialism could be dis-
tilled into a scrap of sculptural trash.

Part of the narrative of imperialism inscribed on the work of pilfered art 
was related to violence. W. J. T. Mitchell insightfully reveals that “public 
art has served as a kind of monumentalizing of violence and never more 
powerfully than when it presents the conqueror as a man of peace impos-
ing a Napoleonic Code or a pax Romana on the world.”68 The Dewey Arch 
played an active role in the narrative creation of a type of artistic violence 
predicated on colonial policy, which became obvious with each mark of 
the sculptors’ tools. While the National Sculpture Society tried to obscure 
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these matters using a classically inspired veneer of peace, the imperial 
mind-set that incited the construction of the arch was obvious. Thus, the 
act of gathering and collecting pieces of the monument can also be read 
as a type of participatory violence. By tearing off portions of the National 
Sculpture Society’s work in staff, and bringing these remnants into their 
homes, parade participants were displaying fragmented representations 
of the violence that attended the creation of empire.

A small souvenir booklet about the Dewey Arch evokes the manner in 
which New Yorkers became enraptured with the Dewey craze in 1899. 
The anonymous author writes:

i n  t h e  t r i u m p h al   a r c h erected in honor of Admiral Dewey, New York has achieved a 

triumph as complete and remarkable in its way as the brilliant victory is meant to com-

memorate. This imposing and stately structure not only expresses the admiration of the 

people for the bravery and genius of the great Admiral, but also marks what has been 

aptly termed the beginning of time.69

A new era had commenced, and its genesis could be traced to the Ameri-
can invasion of the Philippine Islands. Accordingly, imperialism needed 
to be lauded because it marked the inception of a new epoch. The last 
two days of September in 1899 inscribed this “beginning of time” in a 
grand manner. Millions of participants celebrated the military prowess 
of Admiral Dewey, whose success on the other side of the Pacific set a 
precedent for the future of American colonialism.

The Dewey festivities became a way for New Yorkers to celebrate em-
pire through the visual scape of a public spectacle. Before Dewey landed 
in the Philippines, America did not possess a colony, and by 1899 a three-
year war to ensure the future of an American presence in the Pacific was 
well under way. Thus, the celebration for Dewey distilled the cultural 
imperatives that formulated America’s ongoing colonial effort in Asia. 
For instance, arguments about how much to pay for the Dewey affair 
were similar to the political fighting over money to support the war effort 
in the Philippines. And the importance of masculinity in the descriptions 
of Dewey was never absent from discussions about American troops in 
the colonial zone.70 Finally, the idea of using art and design to mark the 
landscape in honor of imperialism became an important part of the larger 
American effort to transform the Philippines, an idea the next chapter 
will explore.

The Dewey homecoming may have taken place over a short period 
of time, but this moment encapsulated the powerful fantasy of a last-
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ing commitment to American imperialism through the experience of a 
wildly popular visual spectacle. Citizens of New York could not stop their 
frenzy for embracing this initial foray into colonialism. For over a cen-
tury, Americans had watched Europeans pursue their colonial projects, 
and Dewey’s success represented America’s chance to further its position 
on the world stage, where imperialist adventures were always popular 
attractions. These events on the last days of September in 1899 were less 
about Dewey’s naval ability and more about a new phase of America’s on-
going presence on the proscenium of empire. There were debates about 
America’s overseas conquest—remember that Dame Democracy removes 
her “democratic” bonnet, relinquishing America’s own historic affilia-
tion to anti-imperialism—but the fervor that animated the streets and 
waterways of New York in September 1899 was overwhelmingly in favor 
of colonialism. Once the experience of colonialism had been discussed, 
analyzed, represented, and, in the case of Dewey, feted, America turned 
its attention to altering the Philippine landscape.
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Building Empire
Architecture and American Imperialism in the 

Philippines

Throughout the Spanish-American and Philippine-American 
Wars, the US government and the American media used ar-
chitecture to inscribe the Philippines as a geographic locale 
where the primitive population could not be trusted. An 
1899 article from the World, for example, titled “The Re-
venge of the Filipino,” reports on the unfortunate American 
soldier injected with leprosy by a group of Filipino insur-
gents (fig. 29). The illustration that shows where the Ameri-
can soldier, Private Lapeer, became infected with leprosy 
has the following caption: “In such a hut as this the incident 
happened.”1 The tradition of using a hut to mark the sav-
agery of its inhabitants was not lost on those trying to ad-
vance American empire; thus another image of huts (fig. 61), 
this one taken from a jingoistic book published in 1898 
titled History of the Spanish-American War, is on the page 
before an anthropologic claim that the “fiercest and most 
primitive savages inhabit the scattered [Philippine] islands, 
sometimes two or more antipathetic races occupying the 
same island and ceaselessly waging war against each other 
and the government alike.”2 The primitive dwellings, like 
the hut in the World article, provide a visual depiction 
enhancing ethnographic language about the uncivilized  
Philippines.

Two years after the United States claimed victory over 
the Philippines, the government hired Daniel Burnham, the 
famous architect who orchestrated the layout of the 1893  



Building Empire

141

World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago and who played an integral 
role in the development of the tall building, to redesign Manila as the 
capital city of its new geographic possession and to plan a summer capital 
in a rural area called Baguio. Although Burnham was in the Philippines 
for only a brief period in 1904 and 1905, his plans set a precedent for  
future colonial construction. Burnham’s vision was part of a larger turn-
of-the-century project of conceptualizing the Philippine landscape as 
a place without a history, a savage nation devoid of civilization. Ad-
ditionally, Burnham’s plans for taking Western city planning abroad 
manifested the American project of bringing Occidental fantasies about 
design appropriateness into the Orient. Burnham and his fellow design-
ers hoped to navigate the conflicting forces between what Amy Kaplan 
describes as the desire for American empire with the reality of imperial-
ism taking place in locations perceived of as foreign and threatening.3 
Thus, at the turn of the century, the visual scape of the built environ-
ment played a significant role in the expression of Orientalist discourse 
and the defense of imperialist action.

This discourse about the design deficiencies found in the Philippines 
could be found in two world’s fairs before the government sent Burnham 
into the colonial zone. Both the 1901 Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo 
and the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis contained Fili-
pino villages that staged Philippine culture for millions of visitors. I will 
focus on the 1904 fair, which had a village of forty-seven acres compared 

Figure 61 Photograph from Henry Watterson, History of the Spanish-American War (New York: 
Western W. Wilson, 1898). 
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to the eleven acres found at the 1901 exposition. By 1904, the fair’s or-
ganizers had more of a vested interest in expanding their representation 
of the Philippines by encompassing a greater landmass, since the Philip-
pines was now an official American colony.

At the Fairgrounds

The 1904 fairgrounds in St. Louis covered a twelve-hundred-acre ex-
panse, nearly doubling the landmass of the 1893 fair in Chicago. The 
fair’s theme was the Louisiana Purchase, hence it explicitly celebrated 
the expansion of America’s borders. The grounds resembled a rectangle of 
two miles by one mile. Most of the large exhibit buildings could be found 
in an area named Forest Park, where structures such as the Art Palace, the 
Horticultural Building, and the Festival Hall formed the central element 
of the fairgrounds in the shape of a fan. These buildings were ivory white 
with dashes of color accenting their roofs. They were mostly Classical 
Revival buildings that highlighted how the progress of Western design 
had helped create an unprecedented civilization on American soil. Archi-
tects from all over the country came to St. Louis to design these edifices, 
including Cass Gilbert, John Carrère, and Thomas Hastings.4

West of Forest Park was an area referred to as the Skinner Tract where, 
like the Midway at the 1893 Chicago fair, non-Western cultures were 
the focal point. Out of the 422 acres forming the Skinner Tract, 47 acres 
became the Philippine Exposition. Next to the Philippine Exposition was 
the Native American exhibit. One book, declaring itself The Official His-
tory of the Fair, notes that the “red man of America and the brown man of 
Oceanica, both races the ward of Uncle Sam, both including many tribes, 
were almost side by side, each on a forty-acre tract. One pathetic differ-
ence between the red man and the brown was brought out at this twin ex-
hibition, and that is the Indian is a disappearing race, while the Filipino 
appears to be just on the eve of a substantial and lasting development.”5 
Although there are debates about how effective the Philippine exhibit 
was in convincing the fair’s visitors of the efficacy of American colonial 
policy, there is little doubt that the $1 million exhibition space—funded  
by the Bureau of Insular Affairs, the Philippine Commission, and the 
World’s Fair management—projected the central tenet behind Ameri-
can colonial policy in the Far East.6 After all, 1904 was two years after 
America declared victory in the Philippine-American War, and this was 
also a period when anti-imperialist sentiment swept the political land-
scape. The Philippine Exposition would, it was expected, provide the 
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proper message about the importance of the American presence on the 
other side of the Pacific Ocean to Filipinos, Americans, and the rest of the  
world.

A visitor entered the Philippine Reservation through a model of the 
Spanish walls that could be found in Manila. Inside this walled-in area 
was an exhibit displaying war relics procured by the US military during 
its engagement in the Philippines. Passing through the walled section 
of the exposition, one encountered over a dozen buildings and several 
native villages. This part of the reservation held three separate spheres of 
culture: one focused on the Spanish influence found in the Philippines, 
one centered on the current ethnographic state of the Philippines, and 
one detailed how US imperialism could further the cause of civilizing 
Filipinos.7

The fair’s organizers brought approximately twelve hundred Filipinos 
to participate in the exhibits; some of these men and women performed 
cultural activities in the supposedly indigenous villages, others attended 
a “typical” Filipino school, and many took part in the construction of 
native architecture. One exposition guidebook relates that beginning “in 
October, 1903, the first Filipino carpenters and builders began to arrive, 
and commenced the work of building their native houses and camps.”8 
Images found in Jackson’s Famous Photographs of the Louisiana Purchase 
Exposition explicate the importance of architecture in this artificially 
constructed colonial tableau. Photographs show a group of Igorot tribe 
members “constructing their dwellings in the Philippine Reservation.”9 
In these representations, a group of native Filipinos wears very little 
clothing while using antiquated tools to build. The entire scene of con-
struction is overly staged; these are not candid shots capturing craftsman-
ship, but posed photographs. In one image, two Igorots move a handsaw 
back and forth on a piece of timber (fig. 62). The two workers and two of 
their fellow tribesmen wear only loincloths. Their upper bodies and feet 
are bare. Other pieces of sewn timber lay next to their unprotected feet, 
and their hair is long, straight, and pulled back in ponytails. The cap-
tion beneath the image notes that these workers are building a dwelling, 
but the written paragraph that follows the main caption explains that 
the fair’s management insisted that the Filipinos wear more complete 
clothing and that the state of undress captured on film was no longer an 
acceptable practice.10 In short, there was the promise of more generous 
apparel if the armchair tourist traveled to the fair after viewing Jackson’s 
risqué—yet compelling—images.11

The US government, along with the fair’s organizers, hoped that the 
Philippine Reservation would incite Americans to, and I quote from  
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Rudyard Kipling, whose words act as an epigraph in one of the guide book-
letsto the Philippine Exposition, “Take up the White Man’s Burden.”12 
Jackson’s photographs depict this imperialist mind-set by creating visual 
evidence of the Westerner’s “unique claim to civilization.”13 Further-
more, the expectation of architecturally altering the Philippine landscape 
became a cornerstone of the American colonial project in Asia, and his 
images reveal native Filipino architectural traditions as uncivilized. These 
photographs do not represent white men wearing work clothes laboring 
away at Classical Revival structures that were the cultural rage at the 
time of the fair, but here we witness, through the putative confirmation 
of photography, scantily clothed, dark-skinned natives working on huts. 
The thatched roofs, the native bodies, and the primitive tools enhanced 
the popular notion that the Philippines was a savage state in need of a 
civilizing force. The architectural performance, put on by the natives at 
the fair’s organizers’ behest, staged the imperative of modifying the Phil-
ippine landscape with Western architecture. Indeed, fair visitors could 
marvel at the wonders of Forest Park and visually compare the design  

Figure 62 Image from C. S. Jackson and Charles Walter Brown, Jackson’s Famous Photographs of the 
Louisiana Purchase Exposition, 1904. Warshaw Collection, Archives Center, National Museum of 
American History, Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C.
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deficits staged on the Philippine Reservation with the spectacle of the 
fair’s classical centerpiece.

The popular US sentiment at the turn of the century was one of fear 
toward the Philippines. This anxious trepidation could be found in both 
imperialist and anti-imperialist arguments. Proponents of imperialism 
wanted to quell their fear with military action that would help pacify the 
savagery they found in the Pacific, and those against imperialism often 
contended that Americans would not be safe in the colony. Think back 
to Private Lapeer and his distressing, yet fictive, encounter with leprosy 
in the primitive hut (fig. 29). In this drawing the fear is palpable. Lapeer 
crouches on the ground, a desperate victim of tainted blood and the ter-
rors associated with what Americans repeatedly described as a dreadful 
place. Thus, projects such as the one staged in 1904 in St. Louis were at-
tempts at a solution to the Philippine problem. Many Americans believed 
that the primitive culture found in the colonial zone was inferior and in 
need of a civilizing influence. The US government wanted to change the 
Philippines through a kind and helpful hand, which could counter the 
colony’s savagery.14 Architecture, a visual scape of design that fostered 
fantasies of economic growth and civilizing influence, became an im-
portant component of benevolent assimilation. Philippine attempts at 
design represented a cultural shortcoming that needed (in the eyes of the 
American colonial administration) to be fixed with Western ingenuity.

Several souvenir books from the 1904 fair share this interest in native 
Filipino architecture. One “official publication” from the fair, titled The 
Universal Exposition Beautifully Illustrated by Robert Reid, notes that Filipi-
nos “have no fixed habitation but wander around at their pleasure, erect-
ing small huts where they tarry. Intellectually they are a feeble people, and  
possessed of the full share of savage vanity.”15 The hut, once again, be-
comes the cultural marker of the primitive. The sentence on architec-
ture precedes the sentence on intellectual capacity and demonstrates, 
through the presence of huts, the Filipinos’ “full share of savage vanity.” 
Nothing could be more egregious and in need of repair to the colonizer’s 
eye than an infantile approach to life that manifests as wandering the 
landscape with a vane sense of self-worth, a seemingly empty existence 
where Western conceptions about permanence are nonexistent. The Of-
ficial History of the Fair: St. Louis, 1904 also devotes several pages to the 
primitive Philippine architecture found on the fairgrounds. The book’s 
author, John Wesley Hanson, writes that the houses in the village “were 
built by Filipinos, of native materials, bamboo, nipa and other island 
products.”16 Later Hanson explains that it was quite a “sight to witness 
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the savage islanders constructing their huts upon their arrival at the fair. 
The Igorrote band worked faithfully—faithfully for Igorrotes—and com-
pleted two grass-roofed huts, a big one and a little one, in as many days.” 
To ensure that the reader understands who is doing all this construction, 
he continues, “All the work on each was done by the savages. Woodwork 
for all the huts had been brought along, but parts had been lost on the 
way, and it was necessary to hew timbers anew.”17 Hanson calls attention 
to the Filipino act of construction. The work of sawing, framing, and 
raising these native homes becomes a spectacular sight for the American 
audience. Even in moments of escaping work through the act of song, 
these Filipino craftsmen perform as a spectacle of curiosity. Hanson re-
ports that close to “the entrance to the stockade the women were reveling 
in a great mound of native grass, tieing it into wisps and chanting wierd  
[sic] songs as they worked.”18 The racist notion of happy Filipinos “chant-
ing” as they work is striking in this descriptive sentence that posits a link 
between the author’s ears tuned to native song while his sight focuses on 
the framing of a hut.

Ironically, the exposition ended in failure. As a result of tension be-
tween the fair’s conflicting motives, advocating education and uplift for 
Filipinos while at the same time creating a racially based spectacle of 
hyperbolic stereotype, the message of the 1904 fair became a morass of 
conflict. While the events in St. Louis expose an important historic mo-
ment related to American empire, the fair was a chaotic enterprise that 
led to colossal expenses and unrealized expectations.19 Regardless of these 
difficulties, the colonial administration continued to plan other ventures 
that would improve America’s imperial position. Indeed, later in 1904 
the architect Daniel Burnham would be sent to the Philippines to begin 
the massive project of refashioning the landscape into a Western image. 
Burnham’s work, like the 1904 fair, did not have the effect the colo-
nial administration desired. The fantasy behind his architectural vision 
clearly found its impetus in previously staged cultural venues, such as 
the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, but many of his dreams never came 
to fruition. Burnham’s architectural plans were an attempt at finding a 
design panacea to the Filipino dilemma.

The Plans

Daniel Burnham’s selection as the official colonial architect in theÂ€Phil-
ippines was contingent on his reputation as a city planner and his 
previously established relationship with the head of the Philippine Com-
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mission, William Cameron Forbes. In an April 1904 letter to Forbes, Burn-
ham relates that this type of work “is the sort of thing a man might well 
make personal sacrifice for, because it surely will offer an opportunity to 
do work of great beauty and consequently of great interest. If I could see 
my way to general charge of it I would jump at the opportunity.” Burn-
ham becomes so fervent in this letter that at one point he adds “there 
can be no monetary profit in this work but it would be a door to happi-
ness to men who care to improve opportunity for the sake of the poetic 
thing itself.”20 This notion of self-sacrifice and the need to bring a type 
of architectural poetry into the new colony exemplifies Burnham’s belief 
in his own work, his sense of a great architectural opportunity, and his  
conviction about imperialist activity. Burnham wrote Forbes a follow-up 
letter nine days later and reaffirmed that the “Luzon [the island where 
Manila and Baguio are located] work should have a man’s whole heart. 
Dreams will not come for pay. Whoever does this should go in because 
he can’t keep out.”21

Burnham was not the Philippine Commission’s first choice for redevel-
oping Manila as a colonial capital. In October 1903, the Municipal Board 
of the City of Manila issued a statement explaining “that an effort should 
be made to secure the services of Mr. [Frederick Law] Olmsted [â†œæ¸€å±®Jr.] or a 
man of the same class, with the idea of having an expert come to Manila 
for six or eight months, or a year, if necessary, for the purpose of mak-
ing a thorough study of the best disposition of [the existing city] . . . and 
prepare plans for a system of parks and boulevards and recommending 
the location and varieties of shade trees.”22 The US government did not 
want to hire one of its military engineers for this position, so Olmsted Jr. 
was the obvious choice because he was the child of the most famous land-
scape architect in nineteenth-century America, Frederick Law Olmsted 
Senior. Frederick Sr. educated his son in an apprenticeship that ended 
when his health began to fail rapidly.23 In late March 1904, Olmsted Jr. 
sent his regrets to secretary of war William Howard Taft explaining that 
he would not be able to help with the American colonial project because 
of previous commitments. The tenor of his letter is unusual in that it goes 
beyond a mere apology; Olmsted appears mournful: “but turn which way 
I will, I cannot see my way open to go.”24 The next day Forbes wrote to 
Taft that he would work with Olmsted to find another capable architect.25 
After some deliberation with Taft, Forbes asked his old friend Burnham if 
he had any interest in working for the US government.26

Burnham and Forbes’s writing from this period reveals how eager they 
were to alter the colonial landscape, a visual scape seen as lacking civili-
zation. Writing to his wife Margaret on his first day in the island nation, 
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Burnham connects the Philippines to American naval might and notes 
that Manila “is against the sea; we can look out over the grounds where 
Dewey fought. . . . I am in white, as everyone else is, and am attended by 
lots of silent Chinese servants.”27 Burnham’s enthusiasm during his trip 
continues throughout his journal entries, which are brief, yet filled with 
curious anecdotes. He especially admired Baguio, where he “saw far away 
over the mountains the langayen Gulf out at sea, a most magnificent 
sight.”28 Forbes wrote more than Burnham, and his extensive comments 
help us understand how “it is new, strange, and delightful, this laying 
out a city [Baguio] on this rolling land. We [Forbes and Burnham] have 
about thirty things to provide sites for and we want to distribute them 
beautifully, conveniently and expediently.”29 Forbes clarifies the types 
of infrastructure he and Burnham are planning by noting the soon to be 
built “hotels, official buildings, official residences, court house, schools, 
colleges, sanitariums, playgrounds, railroad terminals, business section, 
markets, churches, residence section, country club, etc. The problems are 
great fun.”30

Burnham left the Philippines on January 16, 1905, forty days after his 
arrival, but his writing about American imperialism became even more 
pointed after his departure. Perhaps the most extraordinary example of 
Burnham’s post-trip enthusiasm can be found in a letter from March 1905 
to his friend and future biographer Charles Moore. Burnham confesses:

The dive into the Orient has been like a dream. The lands, the people, and their cus-

toms are all very strange and of absorbing interest. It surprises me to find how much 

this trip has modified my views, not only regarding the extreme East, but regarding 

ourselves and all our European precedents. It will take time to get a true perspective 

of it all in my mind.

[ . . . ]

The Manila scheme is very good. The Baguio scheme is emerging and begins to 

warrant hope of something unusual among cities.31

Burnham’s experiences had, he believed, changed his preconceptions. 
But how were these perceptions altered? How did Burnham’s official 
plans for Manila and Baguio manifest these changed insights about the 
Orient? Or, did Burnham’s short trip to the Philippines simply further 
established notions about the uncivilized colony?

To promote his colonial vision to a wider audience, Burnham asked 
his partner Peirce Anderson to present their plans for Manila and Baguio 
before the annual convention of the American Institute of Architects  
held in January 1906 in Washington D.C. Burnham also submitted an 
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abstract of this presentation to the Western Architect, an important pro-
fessional journal, to further explain the Philippine project. His article 
focused on the urban changes these plans devise. Burnham opened his 
discussion by summarizing his imperialist convictions, contending that 
Manila, under the Spanish, “was an old walled city, situated on the shores 
of Manila Bay at the mouth of the Pasig River. There was no plan by 
which the city was built and as a result, the place was ill suited for the 
abode of white men. The plans for the development of the city should 
make it, not only healthful but beautiful as well.”32

Burnham understood his work in the Philippines as a type of architec-
ture that would improve the built environment for colonists, and this, in 
turn, would provide the landscape with a history, a newly conceptualized 
colonial sense of place. His plans illustrate an imperialist desire to make 
the Philippines into a colony where white Americans can feel at home. 
He took an active role in what geographer David Lowenthal describes 
as “seeing the past in our own terms.” Lowenthal asserts that Western 
cultures posit their own constructed sense of the past onto landscapes in 
order to “reshape artifacts and memories accordingly.”33 Since Spanish 
colonial architecture was insufficient in supplying the instant gratifica-
tion of an established American colonial present—a form of faux history 
that would find credence in previous building ventures—an American 
colonial architecture had to be devised. Not only was Spanish precedent 
unacceptable, but the landscape of the Philippines had been deemed 
anachronistic and lacking civility. The American colonizers viewed the 
Philippines as, it is critical to remember, savage, primitive, and in dire 
need of change. The discourse of architecture furthered this imperialist 
mind-set.

Burnham’s “Report on Proposed Improvements at Manila,” submitted 
to Taft in June 1905, uses both word and image to detail the history of 
imperialism in the Philippines. After critiquing the presence of Spanish 
architecture in Manila, Burnham notes that this Spanish influence “could 
be profitable taken as examples of future structures.”34 However, Burnham 
found problems with the state of urban design in Manila after he consid-
ered that the city’s population would grow rapidly due “to the probable 
active development of industry and agriculture in the near future.”35

Burnham’s plan conflates colonial expansion with the City Beautiful 
methodology of urban design that he began experimenting with at the 
World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 in Chicago. Parks, symmetrical 
pathways for traversing the city, and the importance of classical motifs 
are all integral to the total experience of the City Beautiful.36 After the 
Chicago fair, Burnham brought the City Beautiful to other locations, 



chapter s ix

150

including Washington, D.C., Cleveland, and San Francisco. Burnham’s 
notion of changing the urban landscape by including design elements 
that would quell fears about the expanding city, through the presence of 
parkland and motifs from the history of architecture, became the focus 
of his driving ambition.

Burnham’s street system for Manila exemplifies his reliance on the 
City Beautiful. He started with the streets at the center of Manila, which 
he insisted should be left unchanged because of their Spanish design. 
Except in areas where traffic was so congested that “new street lines” 
could be established without affecting present property lines, Burnham 
believed that the city’s kinship to its imperial history should be unal-
tered. In dire cases where property had to be destroyed to help further his 
plans, it could occur slowly over time “as is done in Paris.”37 He felt that 
the outer districts, however, where no street system had been approved, 
should receive different treatment. There he proposed that new buildings 
should all be oriented in the same direction, streets should radiate out-
ward from a central point in the shape of a fan, and diagonal boulevards 
should permit direct movement between each city district.38

In Burnham’s plan, waterways, like streets, would facilitate transpor-
tation. He approached these waterways in a hybridic manner, as in his 
work with Manila’s street system. He contended that certain elements of 
the waterways, which were a product of Manila’s history, should be left 
intact, but other aspects of the waterway system should be expanded. 
For example, Burnham noted that a system of existing narrow canals, 
called esteros, unified the city and was a viable way to transport goods. He 
admitted that these canals might not be aesthetically pleasing, but an es-
tero, “it should be remembered, is not only an economical vehicle for the 
transaction of public business; it can become as in Venice, an element of 
beauty. Both beauty and convenience dictate a very liberal policy toward 
the development of these valuable waterways.”39

Burnham’s discussion of the esteros in relation to US commercial in-
terests reveals his desire to bring the City Beautiful to Manila under the 
auspices of American imperial expansion. In fact, Burnham addresses 
these commercial issues as part of a larger capitalist enterprise. “Large 
manufacturing houses,” he notes, “can serve their own interests without 
inconvenience to the public by building river slips or branches of the 
estero system on their own ground.”40 The visual plans Burnham sub-
mitted along with his written plan accentuate the connection between 
commerce and water transportation in Manila. They depict the city di-
vided into a grid of individually numbered plots (fig. 63). Burnham’s 
cartographic rendering also shows the orientation of existing and future 
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buildings and the location of waterways. Manila Bay, as these plans de-
tail, would include several boat slips built into the shoreline. Near these 
slips and the shore of the Pasig River, Burnham marked one structure as a  
customhouse and another as the chamber of commerce. The short dis-
tance between the customhouse and the quay would have facilitated the 
clearing of goods imported from other countries, while the proximity of 
water to the chamber of commerce exemplified the architect’s commit-
ment to improving Manila’s commercial interests via waterways.

A separate plan submitted to the Philippine Commission in September 
1906 details Burnham’s vision for a vast transportation system in Ma-
nila that would support commerce. In his “Report on Proposed Passenger 
Station and Track Connections at Manila, P.I.,” he proposes that a rail 
system be linked with Manila’s waterways to further mercantile success. 
He contends that the “section north of the Pasig [River], stretching from 
Santa Cruz, Binondo and San Nicholas northward to the Vitas Channel 
could be converted into a splendid machine for handling freight and 
doing business on a large scale with the most modern methods.”41 Burn-
ham asserts the need to use waterways and railways in the context of one 
transportation system. Furthermore, and analogically striking, he posits 
the city of Manila as a machine, a type of urban engine, which, through 
good planning, can cope with the business of America’s newfound com-
mercial entrepôt.

Figure 63 Manila, P.I., Plan of Proposed Improvements, Daniel Burnham and Peirce Anderson.  
Courtesy of Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.
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In October 1905, Burnham submitted his “Report on the Proposed 
Plan of the City of Baguio Province of Benguet, P.I.” While the visual 
plan for Baguio does not contain the divided map of landownership that 
dominates the Manila map, city blocks with two central streetways dis-
secting the town cordon off the “future community” of Baguio in a grid-
like fashion (fig. 64).42 Burnham stressed that Baguio was nothing more 
than “abrupt and hilly country” when the Philippine Commission de-
cided to build there, so the rural landscape provided the perfect space for 
the enactment of imperialist building on an anachronistic stage; it was a 
new city completely unencumbered by an imperial past.43

The first portion of the Baguio plan addresses the street system. How 
these streets would work in such a hilly environment concerned Burn-
ham, so he used Western examples to explain that unconventional land 
can be molded into functional terrain. To Burnham, of course, “one of 
the most notable examples of this admirable system of street planning 
is the Capital [sic] at Washington as approached from Pennsylvania  
Avenue, Maryland Avenue, and the Mall.” He noted that the “steep grade 
at Washington prevent[s] the carrying of these streets directly up to the 
Capital, but . . . the line of vision is kept open permitting the buildings 
to command the vista down these streets.”44 Burnham had completed 
plans to redesign the nation’s capital in 1902 and here the City Beautiful  
schema for Washington served as a template for what could be accom-
plished in Baguio.45 He assured his bureaucratic audience that he would 
use the same problem-solving techniques in Baguio that Americans 
found in Washington.

Burnham discusses the health of Baguio’s future residents by exploring 
the directional orientation of streets. He contends that all future homes 
can receive direct sunlight on each of their four sides if streets are not 
placed in north-south or east-west configurations. According to Burnham, 
this residential positioning facilitates “a condition of very great value in 
the point of view of ventilation and sanitation.”46 Here Burnham indi-
cates how the progressive reform architecture of the turn of the century 
informed his planning ethos. During this period, architects used the 
built environment as a way to regulate what they perceived as a danger-
ous housing situation in sections of cities, specifically those geographic 
regions of the city housing immigrants or colonists. Reformers wanted 
to improve sanitation, ventilation, lighting, and a wide range of other 
urban ills by passing laws that would normalize those areas that strayed 
from culturally perceived ideals.47 In short, Burnham’s concerns in the 
colonial setting were the concerns of an entire generation of architects 
who defined themselves as urban activists.48 In Burnham’s economy of 
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imperialist architecture, the Philippines was an Oriental site that, like 
the immigrant-filled cities in the United States, needed safe airflow and 
sanitary conditions.

Colonial officials understood Baguio’s location as a site where health 
could flourish away from the heat, humidity, and oppressive weather 
found in Manila. Secretary of War Taft, in 1908, commented in an of-
ficial report to president Theodore Roosevelt how Baguio is “within easy 
distance of Manila” and offers “an opportunity where the same kind of 
revitalizing atmosphere may be found as in a temperate climate.”49 There  
was a widely held belief that Americans in the Philippines were suscepÂ�
tible to a variety of ailments because of the intemperate landscape. Baguio 
was ideal, since temperatures did not soar to the far reaches of the ther-
mometer, as they did in Manila and other places in the archipelago. Thus, 
Baguio became an outpost that served as not only the summer capital, 
but also a place where recreation and rest could become a curative to the 
maladies that purportedly thrived in the tropical Philippines.50 In fact, 
the belief that Baguio’s climate could help restore the health of Western 
colonials was also integral during Spanish colonialism. An area called 
La Trinidad, near the future American outpost in Baguio, was home to 
sanitariums where members of the Spanish army and Filipino elites could 
recuperate.51 The American extension of this initial colonial use for the 

Figure 64 City of Baguio, Preliminary Plan for Proposed Town, Daniel Burnham and Peirce  
Anderson. Courtesy of Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.
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northern island of Luzon could be found in the United States’ investment 
in sanitariums, military camps, and country club–like venues brought to 
the area after portions of Burnham’s plan became reality. As Taft related, 
“With the construction of a railroad, transportation to Baguio may be 
made exceedingly reasonable and sanitariums built which will furnish 
for very moderate cost a healthful regimen and diet.” He concluded, the 
area is integral to “the system of government sanitation.”52

A Manila Times article headlined “Fence Thrown Round Baguio” re-
ported in late 1904 that soon land would be sold in this cordoned-off 
area. This article from the American press in Manila continued by ex-
plaining that there would be a limit on the sale of lots and “not more 
than two business and two private lots . . . [would] be sold to any person” 
in the ten-square-mile zone.53 In a letter to Burnham from 1905, Forbes 
writes, “The first sale of lots in Baguio took place. I succeeded in buying 
the hill which I have named ‘Topside,’ that . . . I chose for my future 
Baguio home. . . . The sale was a tremendous success, Americans, EnÂ�
glishmen, Spaniards and Filipinos all united in buying and 89 lots in all 
were disposed of for residence purposes.”54 That Forbes was going to build 
his own summer home in Baguio is indicative of the status connected 
with this new resort city. The lots were sold only to wealthy individuals 
who held political power, financial security, and a clear position of status 
within the American colonial milieu.55

Burnham’s plans created a model of imperial design that others could 
follow. He marked his fantastical visual scape with everything from gov-
ernment infrastructure to entertainment venues, giving colonial admin-
istrators a clearly designed template of the built environment that would 
solidify and further the goals of the American imperial project. However, 
like the hopes that attended the construction of the 1904 fair in St. Louis, 
many of Burnham’s intentions never came to fruition. Although Baguio 
was built, and large tracts of Manila underwent enormous change, there 
were other parts of his proposals that were left untouched. The fiscal and 
historical realities of running a colonial outpost ensured that many of 
Burnham’s loftiest plans would remain unrealized fantasies, relegated to 
the frustrating confines of paper architecture.

Realizing Burnham’s Architectural Fantasy

Burnham helped hire the architect who would carry out his work in the 
Philippines. After interviewing several candidates, he eventually selected 
William Parsons, a Yale BA, Columbia MS in architecture, and École des 
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Beaux-Arts graduate committed to the vision proposed in the Manila 
and Baguio plans.56 In a letter to Parsons from October 1905, Forbes 
summarizes the new consulting architect’s duties in the Philippines by  
explaining “our intention is to compel the construction of buildings of a 
design to be approved by you whenever a semi-public building is contem-
plated or one which would have intimate relation through the scheme 
of beautifying the city and which has been laid out by Mr. Burnham.”57 
The other members of the Philippine Commission realized the impor-
tance of passing an ordinance to enforce the powers given to Parsons. Act 
1495, voted into law by the commission in May 1906, dictated that the  
consulting architect would advise the American colonial government in 
the Philippines “on all matters pertaining to the architectural features of  
construction, repair, or alteration of a material nature of public buildings.” 
Section 4 of this law asserted that Burnham’s plans were “hereby adopted  
as bases for the future development of the said places [Manila and Ba-
guio].”58 Parsons now had his own responsibilities, but these obligations 
were contingent on the sovereignty of Burnham’s vision; the primacy of 
Burnham’s plans was law.

Parsons’s work immediately pleased Forbes. In a journal entry from 
March 1906, Forbes claims that “Parsons is a real artist. . . . Parsons con-
siders this job an ‘architect’s dream’ and is enthusiastic over some of the 
old buildings, the Burnham plan, and Baguio.”59 A letter to Burnham a 
month later continues the narrative of Forbes’s praise for the new consult-
ing architect. Parsons, Forbes contends, “has proved an excellent choice. 
He is quiet, tactful and apparently very efficient and practical.”60 Burn-
ham, impressed by this acclamation for Parsons, wrote to his protégé: “If 
you have the time I should be very glad to receive a general outline of the 
Philippine work as you see it.”61 In late August 1906, Burnham received 
Parsons’s first annual report as consulting architect. Burnham felt that 
Parsons had “done a great deal already—more than expected—and I con-
gratulate you upon the work. I am very glad indeed that the government 
has your services and I hope they will continue.”62

Parsons’s first annual report indicates how he perceived his post and 
became committed to specific building materials while in the Philippines. 
The report covers the period from November 1905 to June 1906. He opens 
by quoting from Act 1495, suggesting to Forbes, whom Parsons addressed 
the report to, the importance of the consulting architect. Parsons then 
continues by citing specific examples of buildings where he served as the 
principal in the colony. He also mentions his connection to the Burn-
ham plans with a caveat by explaining that Burnham’s “plan should be 
accepted as offering suggestions, rather than as showing exact locations,  
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since in many cases a close study of conditions on accurate maps shows 
that deviations from his plan are not only advisable but necessary.”63  
After revealing that Burnham’s plans cannot always be taken as axiomatic,  
Parsons discusses specific issues in reference to supervising colonial con-
struction. First, he addresses the topic of native architecture and claims 
that if structures do not require massive funding, then local authorities 
can oversee their design. Second, Parsons consults with his reader on 
the ramifications of different types of building materials. He asserts that 
native timber is sufficient for small structures, but “a construction of 
masonry or reinforced concrete is urged for buildings containing govern-
ment offices, where valuable records are liable to destruction by fire.” Par-
sons concludes, “A higher standard of design and construction in public 
buildings is not only essential to the dignity and permanency of their 
purpose,” but using high-quality building techniques also “may tend  
to elevate the standard in private constructions.”64 Public architecture 
became a way to preserve the colonial infrastructure through the use of 
concrete that would also establish a didactic model for vernacular build-
ing throughout the archipelago.

The use of concrete in the Philippines emphasized the importance of 
sanitary conditions in the colonial setting.65 An article from the Archi-
tectural Record, written by A. N. Rebori, details how Parsons and his staff 
utilized concrete as an easily cleaned and supposedly germ-free building 
material. While discussing the construction of markets throughout the 
Philippines, Rebori notes that Americans made the floors of these mar-
kets out of concrete “so that the place may be washed down with a hose 
daily, allowing no food waste to remain over night to rot.”66 Remember 
that popular American conceptions of the Philippines often represented 
the new colony as a disease-laden site. Imagery related to tainted blood—
think back to Private Lapeer, for instance—appeared frequently in the 
American press. Thus, deploying concrete as a hygienic way to build in 
the “contaminated” colony became an architectural imperative.

The peculiar conflict between creating infrastructure that would  
promote visions of sanitary colonial living and anxieties about the con-
taminated colony further incited political discourse about health.67 In 
his official 1908 report to President Roosevelt, Taft connected the impor-
tance of sanitation with the design of infrastructure. After describing the 
prevalence of a variety of diseases in the colony, Taft notes that dysentery 
is “spread” because Filipinos are imbibing “impure water.” “With a view 
to the removal of this difficulty, new waterworks are in the process of 
building at a cost to the city of Manila of about two millions of dollars.”68 
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The search to thwart the potential pitfalls of empire was ongoing, and 
infrastructure could help quell this phobia about unsanitary conditions.

Even with the political and fiscal attention that the Philippines re-
ceived after its annexation, Parsons had very little opportunity to build 
Burnham’s imaginary grid of architectural power in Manila. One of the 
few areas of the Burnham plan that Parsons executed in Manila was for 
a district called the “New Luneta.” Burnham positioned this parkland 
on Manila Bay with a casino on one side and a hotel on the opposite 
end; this, along with the construction of a new port, a grade school, a 
university, and a hospital, was one of the few sections of Manila that the 
American government physically altered.

An assessment of the Manila Hotel, a specific project completed by 
Parsons on the transformed space of the New Luneta, provides a better 
understanding of his role and American architecture in the colony. The 
Manila Times reported that a local official set the cornerstone for the Ma-
nila Hotel in August 1910 and that this construction project would allow 
“residents of the Philippines as well as tourists from the United States and 
the China Coast . . . [to] have every convenience which a modern hotel 
in any part of the world affords.”69 The following day, the Manila Times 
commented that the hotel “will serve as a striking introduction to Ma-
nila for all incoming tourists.”70 Parsons finished the hotel in 1912. Still 
standing, the structure is five stories high flanked by two wings. While 
the ground floor is made up of an arcade of arched windows and Doric 
columns, the other floors have a horizontal line of windows that do not 
continue the Classical Revival motif found in the arcade. The upper floors 
of the hotel appear boxy with flattened-out surfaces accentuating the 
building’s horizontality (fig. 65). Floor plans depict guestrooms facing  
the bay only in the central part of the hotel and in the smaller wing,  
yet the larger wing has rooms extending all the way around its periÂ�mÂ�
eter.71Â€The larger wing of the lobby contained a gift shop, a ladies’ parlor,  
and toilet rooms. The smaller wing, or east wing, housed the men’s smok-
ing room, a men’s clothing shop, and a grill room. To the back of this  
gender-divided lobby was the main dining room, which Parsons designed 
in the shape of a semicircle to provide spectacular views of Manila Bay.72 
Parsons designed the entire structure with concerns about ventilation, 
resulting in large windows, placement of rooms in relation to sea breezes, 
and open verandas circulating air through the extravagant lobby.73 He 
and his staff included Western luxuries that the American visitor wanted 
while in the Philippines. Ample space, Western food, clothing, and pub-
lic areas for social smoking made tourists feel at home.
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Parsons’s work in Baguio was similar to his efforts in Manila, but in 
Baguio the transformation was more dramatic. Baguio was not a metro-
politan center like Manila, and it lacked connections to Spanish imperial-
ism. Thus, the city today looks a great deal like Burnham’s preliminary 
design. The streets adhere to his regulated grid and a park space (called 
Burnham Park) is at the center of the city. One of the structures Parsons  
built in Baguio is the Brent School, which he completed in 1909. Even 
though Parsons’s efforts in Manila stressed classicized forms molded in 
concrete, such as running arcades and pilasters, this school building is 
simple and made of wood. It deploys classicized elements using local ma-
terials. A Classical Revival back porch, for instance, with Doric columns 
carved out of wood, leads students in and out of what is called Ogilby 
Hall (fig. 66). Other sites, like the now rebuilt Mansion House, which Par-
sons designed in 1908 for the governor-general of Baguio, utilize concrete 
and have the same flat facade with arcading effects found in his Manila 
projects.74

Although the US colonial government executed very little of the Burn-
ham plans outside of Baguio and a small area of Manila, the fantasy of 
colonial architecture continued to resonate well after the turn of the cen-
tury. In 1919, Ralph Doane, a consulting architect who worked for the 
Philippine Commission after Parsons’s departure, posited that Philippine 
architectural history lacked a distinctive style. In an essay from the Ar-

Figure 65 Manila Hotel, 1912. Photo by author.
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chitectural Review, Doane claims that this dearth of a “characteristically 
Philippine architecture is not necessarily a reflection upon the Filipinos.” 
He notes, “There are many critics who contend, with some degree of 
justification, that America has no distinct architecture and who accuse 
American architects of plagiarizing the ancient Greek and Roman and 
Renaissance architectural forms.”75 Doane further relates that it is the 
“duty” of the Philippine government to recognize the value of bringing 
fine art to the people, because a nation that does not genuflect to the 
power of fine art “is no true democracy.”76 His musings on Philippine 
architectural history, or what he constructs as a lack of that history, were 
typical for an American colonial official who supported the mantra of be-
nevolent assimilation. Like education, architecture could be introduced 
as a civilizing influence that would bolster the Philippine Commission’s 
projected goals about how to improve the colony. Doane renders West-
ern culture as a necessity that introduces art into a cultural void.

Doane’s plea for classical art could be understood as an argument that 
merely attempts to delineate a distinction between classically built forms 
and a vernacular style, but later in this same article his language becomes 
racially charged while he examines the indigenous culture of the Philip-
pines. Doane insists, “Filipino artistic attainments are most unsatisfying. 
They are insubstantial and, in short, amount to little more than tinseled 
clap-trap. The quality of permanency, while a strong element in the great 
arts of the world, receives little consideration in Filipino art which is 

Figure 66 Ogilby Hall, at the Brent School, Baguio, Philippines, 1909. Photo by author.
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absolutely devoid of the element of substantiality.”77 Doane does not 
discuss specific Philippine buildings, but his notion about Filipino art 
and its lack of “permanency” supports his contention that Filipinos have 
no distinct architectural style. Like many of his fellow critics, Doane be-
lieved that a nation possesses no stylistic uniqueness when its attempts 
at artistic competence are ephemeral. Since Doane and others saw Fili-
pino architecture as impermanent, it could only be described as inferior, 
primitive, and ahistoric.

Anne McClintock comments on the Western practice of excising his-
tory from colonial subjects. McClintock examines the colonizer’s erasure 
of the colonial subject’s past through a discussion about “anachronistic 
space.” “According to the colonial version of this trope, imperial progress 
across the space of empire is figured as a journey backward in time to 
an anachronistic moment of prehistory. By extension, the return jour-
ney to Europe is seen as rehearsing the evolutionary logic of historical 
progress, forward and upward to the apogee of the Enlightenment in 
the European metropolis.”78 McClintock’s subject is the British Empire, 
but the movement she identifies between the colonized site as a location 
of “prehistory” and the imperialist nation as a location of “enlighten-
ment” is the narrative thrust that unfolds in Doane’s article. In fact, this 
same narrative was an implicit part of the American building project in 
the Philippines. Doane contends that the Philippines has no “distinct” 
architectural history, and then he supports his theory by claiming that 
virtuous architecture can be developed only under the auspices of a West-
ern economy of fine art. Again, he notes that America lacked a true archi-
tectural history, yet through the use of classical forms the United States 
developed a style, a history, and, ultimately, an enlightened relationship 
with architecture. Conceptualizing the Philippines as an “anachronis-
tic space,” a geographic locale without the benefits of a civilized past, 
was a theme American colonialism continuously secured and reinvented 
through the construction and planning of an artificial scape of architec-
tural design.

Burnham never returned to the Philippines after his initial trip, and he 
died in 1912. The following year Parsons left the colony. Before leaving, 
Parsons wanted to construct a memorial in Burnham’s honor, and in a 
letter to Forbes from February 1913 Parsons explained his idea of placing 
a flag mast on a marble base at the center of the New Luneta (the area of 
the Manila plan that saw the most dramatic transformation as a result of 
Burnham’s plans). The base would measure “nine feet across taking the 
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form of a low seat, then there might be a second marble base about four 
or five feet across bearing the appropriate inscription.” Parsons claimed 
that the New Luneta would be the ideal location for the monument be-
cause it “was the first definite step taken in carrying out the Burnham 
plan, and this [the flag mast] would come nearly at the exact center.”79

Two weeks after Parsons proposed this design for the New Luneta, 
Forbes wrote to anthropologist Edward Ayer in Chicago about how “Ba-
guio has taken action and named a boulevard after Mr. Burnham right in 
the center of the main axis of his plan.”80 Although there is no indication 
that the Burnham monument in Manila ever existed, or that a Burnham 
Boulevard ever traversed Baguio, there is a large park in the center of 
contemporary Baguio called Burnham Park. The location of this green 
space is in keeping with the esplanade as marked on Burnham’s original 
plans for the summer capital. The park has a small pond at its center, and 
regimented rows of grass and sidewalks accentuate the small-scale, City 
Beautiful–influenced design of this heavily used public space.

An enormous bust of Burnham sits at the top of a row of steps at the 
west end of Burnham Park (fig. 67). The inscription on the plaque below 
the sculpture reads:

i n  r e s p e c t

The message of Love, Amity, and Mutual respect was the touchstone in the construc-

tion of this memorial marker as a lasting tribute to Daniel Hudson Burnham. A world 

renowned American architect from Chicago, United States of America who at the turn 

of the nineteenth century designed the land use patterns of the city of Baguio, specifi-

cally the city’s main park which bears his name Burnham Park. His vision, dedication 

and industry helped build the reputation of this mountain resort [as] a lasting premier 

travel destination in the country, a significant episode in the passage of an act by the 

Philippine Commission which established the City of Baguio as the “Summer Capital of 

the Philippines.” The construction of this memorabilium was initiated and coordinated 

by the National Correspondents club of Baguio (NCCB), for and in behalf of the people 

of the city with the invaluable cooperation and support of the people of the Depart-

ment of Tourism (DOT), the Philippine Tourism Authority (PTA) and the National Parks 

Development Committee (NPDC) and other friends of the NCCB media aggrupation.

Inaugurated December 27, 1992

This inscription mitigates a tumultuous history that included the blood-
shed, loss, and cultural trauma that accompanied the Philippine-American  
War and other events that characterized American influence in the is-
land nation. Here the Philippine government and local authorities laud  
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Burnham for making their city into a site of touristic pleasure that con-
tinues to thrive.81 Indeed, Burnham’s giant head, which sits above these 
words, has a symbolic view of the park that has been named in his honor; 
his stone eyes gaze upon the landscape that he helped devise. The place-
ment of the monument permits the continuation of a colonial gaze in a 
postcolonial setting as Burnham’s specter watches over the built environ-
ment in the Philippines.

This colonial gaze furthered the hubris associated with redesigning 
the Philippines so that the colony’s physical scape could reflect American 
ingenuity. Represented at American world’s fairs as a landscape devoid of 
civilization, the Philippines required an intervention. Thus, Burnham’s 
vision promised change on a massive scale where the City Beautiful could 

Figure 67 Burnham Memorial, Baguio, Philippines, 1992. Photo by Virgilio C. Fuerte.



Building Empire

163

help develop an American colonial outpost. Here trade could flourish and 
subjects would follow American law while having to contend with the 
gridlike rigidity demanded by the reconfiguration of Manila and Baguio. 
Although Burnham’s full intentions never completely materialized, his 
fantastical ambition promoted the conceit of empire.
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C o n c l u s i o n

Taft Decorates the  
White House

One of the chief characteristics of the Orientals—indeed, one of the chief charac-

teristics of all nations that are ignorant—is suspicion and distrust, and the primary 

rule of policy in dealing with them is absolute honesty and straightforwardness.

W i l l i a m  H o w a r d  T a f t ,  1 9 0 5 1

In 1900, president William McKinley appointed William 
Howard Taft as the head of the Philippine Commission. Taft 
arrived to a tumultuous scene. The three-year Philippine- 
American War was already under way, and Taft’s first pri-
ority was quelling insurgent activity. A year later, Taft be-
came the civil governor of the Philippines. After his initial 
involvement with America’s new colony, Taft became presi-
dent Theodore Roosevelt’s secretary of war. One of Taft’s 
accomplishments as a member of Roosevelt’s cabinet was 
hiring Daniel Burnham to redesign the landscape in Manila 
and Baguio. Taft’s commitment to the Philippines was evi-
dent. Indeed, he ascended through the ranks of government 
by way of his direct experience with American empire. He 
was the personality that ran American colonial policy in 
the Pacific, and he consistently encouraged the future of 
Philippine-American relations through military action and 
economic expansion.2 After Taft became president in 1909, 
the Philippines was still a pressing concern, but other mat-
ters, such as the political struggles between government and 
American corporations, became more urgent to his belea-
guered one-term administration.



Taft Decorates the White  House

165

As secretary of war, Taft repeatedly insisted that colonization would 
make life better for Filipinos. This was, he contended, the ultimate aim 
of US policy in the archipelago. The American presence in the Pacific was 
not a selfish act, but, according to Taft’s well-documented logic, a way of 
bringing the Philippines into the civilized world through political, medi-
cal, infrastructural, and commercial aid. The soon-to-be-elected presi-
dent focused his reasoned argument about the Philippines on several key 
themes that have surfaced throughout my book, premises that directed 
American colonial policy at the turn of the century.

First, Taft followed President McKinley’s edict for benevolent assimi-
lation. The claim that America was in the Philippines for the benefit of 
Filipinos was a narrative that Taft frequently gestured toward in his sup-
port of American colonial efforts. In his 1908 Special Report of William 
Howard Taft Secretary of War to the President on the Philippines, he frames 
the American presence in the Philippines as a kind act, set up to help with 
the “development of the lower classes and preservation of their rights.”3 
He claims that it is for the safety of Filipinos that America controls the 
islands. Taft hypothetically relates:

If the American government can only remain in the islands long enough to educate the 

entire people, to give them a language which enables them to come into contact with 

modern civilization, and to extend to them from time to time additional political rights 

so that by the exercise of them they shall learn the use and responsibilities necessary to 

their proper exercise, independence can be granted with entire safety to the people.4

The Philippines, according to Taft, cannot determine what is best for 
its own well-being; thus the United States must provide guidance in the 
form of colonial rule that will assimilate its colonial subjects into a civi-
lized existence that purportedly extols liberty.

A large portion of the “for their own good” edict that fell under the 
heading of benevolent assimilation could be traced to the American 
claim that diseases ravaged the Philippines and spread thanks to unsani-
tary conditions. A lack of health led to what colonial officials construed 
as an absence of sound government that could provide adequate over-
sight. Taft, in his 1908 report, noted that too many critics had derided the 
colony because of its deficient sanitation and, in fact, “the Philippines is 
exceptionally comfortable and healthful.”5 Regardless of this disclaimer, 
Taft described the numbers of deaths that occurred in the Philippines as 
a result of tropical diseases. The refrain of diseased blood and infectious 
potentiality was rampant in the popular press (recall the image of Private 
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Lapeer crouched down in horror after being injected with leprosy, fig. 
29). According to Taft, the numbers of deaths in the islands from various 
diseases had dropped precipitously as a result of American intervention. 
He contended that Spanish imperialism only made matters worse, but 
that since “the decade of our stay in the islands, the conditions of life for 
Americans have steadily bettered.” Furthermore, the reported incidents 
of diseases, such as leprosy and malaria, had decreased in number. From 
1905 to 1907 the “number of known lepers in the archipelago” declined 
from 3,580 to 2,826.6 Taft fostered the larger cultural fears that inscribed 
the Philippines as a diseased location in need of either American assis-
tance (a refrain repeated by imperialists) or evasion (a theme that anti-
imperialists stressed).

Not only was the corporeality of the Filipino seen as in need of atten-
tion, but the physical infrastructure of the colony was also understood 
as suffering and requiring aid. As witnessed in everything from Burn-
ham’s plans (chapter 6) to the American army’s focus on bridge building 
(chapter 3), the importance of creating networks of communication and 
transportation was critical to the larger colonial project. Indeed, the ob-
session with mapping the colony, as related in chapter 4, was also part 
of this impulse to gain insight into what colonial officials understood as 
the threatening Philippine landscape. Taft recognized the imperative for 
infrastructure and understood that more work had to be done to improve 
the colony. In a turn of phrase that linked the immaturity of the people 
with transportation systems, he predicted, “The truth is that good roads 
will develop as the people develop, because the people can keep up the 
roads if they will, and it is not until they have a large sense of political 
responsibility that they are likely to sacrifice much to maintain them.”7

Taft was also very enthusiastic about the economics of American co-
lonial policy. He encouraged mining, even though he understood its 
speculative nature, and even went so far as to request that the Philippine 
Commission allow corporations to hold larger tracts of land to increase 
the potential for profits from mining. Taft’s report provided the president 
with specifics about trade, and although many American farmers pro-
tested against the importation of Philippine crops, for their own protec-
tive interests, Taft was “still strongly of the opinion that justice requires 
that the United States should open her sugar and tobacco markets to 
the Philippines.”8 He believed that trade could become a very beneficial 
product of empire.

Taft’s ultimate quest for the Philippines was order. In a published 
speech he gave before the Chamber of Commerce in New York, in 1904, 



Taft Decorates the White  House

167

he explained, “The Object of War has been accomplished. Tranquility  
and good order prevail in the Islands.” He continued, “The number of 
white troops in the Islands has been reduced from 75,000 to 15,000 
men.”9 Later in the same speech, Taft returned to the theme of order and 
declared, “The first requisite of prosperity in the Philippine Islands is 
tranquility, and this should be evidenced by a well ordered government. 
The Filipinos must be taught the advantages of such a government.”10 To 
Taft, order was the consequence of lessons, and the central goal of the 
United States in the Philippines should be to confer didactically upon 
our “little brown brothers” the importance of order by imparting this 
instruction. This paternalistic quest for order in the Philippines would 
continue after Taft became the president of the United States.11 Indeed, it 
was within the interior design of the White House that Taft’s acquisition 
of specific pieces of Filipino furniture exposed his desire to display and ar-
range the colony within the framework of the most famous of American 
domestic spaces.

Furnishing Order

A photograph of the Yellow Oval Room in the White House, taken dur-
ing Taft’s presidency (1909–1913), reveals a number of items one would 
expect: two Federal-period chairs (one on a rocker) are on the right side 
of the image, another rocking chair is in the left foreground, and a classi-
cally inspired fireplace framed with paneling is at the back wall (fig. 68).12 

The Colonial Revival’s prescription for revitalizing the American past 
would have dictated the inclusion of this predictable décor during the 
early years of the twentieth century. Scattered throughout the Yellow 
Oval Room are a surprising number of Filipino objects. Note the drap-
eries around the window, the embroidery covering the round table in 
the middle of the room, the wall hanging to the right of the back door, 
and the matching chair (on the right edge of the image) and side table 
beneath the wall hanging. All these furnishings are from the Philippines; 
they are objects the Tafts procured during their time in Asia.13

Other rooms in the Taft White House contained decorative references 
to the American colony. During his first year in office, Taft orchestrated 
the expansion of the White House’s executive offices. The new suite of 
rooms was described as “convenient and comfortable,” while not overly 
ostentatious. One of the more impressive features, included in what we 
now refer to as the Oval Office, was a floor made of indigenous wood 
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from the Philippines. The New York Times reported that “visitors to the 
President’s private office” would be “sure to have their attention arrested 
by the handsome floor of Philippine wood.”14 Another article from Taft’s 
first year as president mentions other signs of Filipino décor. After ex-
plaining how the cabinet room “makes impossible any sentimental 
suggestion,” the author reveals how “Mr. Taft’s long service in the Phil-
ippines is symbolized in the coverings of carabao [sic] skin—the white 
buffalo of the archipelago.” The article’s author explicitly links Taft’s sen-
timent to the Philippine furnishings used in this interior. These rooms 
may have been almost void of the president’s feelings and emotions, 
but the caribou covering was there to connote a distinctly tender con-
nection.15 We can imagine Taft walking on his floor, a type of symbolic 
allusion to the imperial landscape that was underfoot and now under 
American imperial control, and thinking about how other types of raw 
material could be removed from the colony. Then while contemplating 
this potential economic boondoggle, he would have looked at his Philip-
pine décor with a sense of longing and admiration toward the American 
colony. In short, Taft inscribed his imperialist sensibilities onto the newly 
renovated White House.

Figure 68 Yellow Oval Room of the White House during the Taft administration. Courtesy of the 
Library of Congress: 8759.
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The President’s Nostalgia

Taft’s souvenirs from the Philippines manifest the results of an aggressive 
nation taking its military competence abroad, finding another nation to 
control through both commercial and political means, and removing 
resources. The drapery, wall panel, embroidery work, chair, side table, 
caribou skin, and flooring functioned as a miniaturized museum; these 
objects were a small collection that signified the colonial experience. 
Much like Charles Longfellow’s obsession with gathering material cul-
ture related to his time in Asia, Taft also wanted to bring together various 
objects that would reflect his experiences in the Philippines. To many 
unknowing people who walked through these rooms during Taft’s presi-
dency, these objects probably meant nothing. But to those who knew 
about the complex history and provenance of these furnishings, here 
was verification that America had colonized the Orient and begun the 
process of replacing disorder with the harmonious promise of benevolent 
assimilation.

While serving as governor in the Philippines, Taft completed a census 
of the colony. Predicated on Western notions of race, the 1903 census, as 
Vicente Rafael describes it, was a panoptic counting system that helped 
the American government manage its new acquisition. The lengthy text 
divides the Philippine population into categories based on racial typolo-
gies. Nevertheless, numbers and typology were not enough, so Taft in-
cluded his own description of Filipino characteristics in the introductory 
section: “Like all Orientals, [Filipinos] are a suspicious people, but when 
their confidence is won, they follow with a trust that is complete.”16 How, 
Taft implicitly asked, do you order a “suspicious” people who for three 
years led a war against American empire? His remarks are not only de-
scriptive, but also prescriptive, replete with details about how to get Ori-
ental subjects to accept the American colonial project.

One way to allay fears about the Other was to place objects produced 
by that group within the confines of a space clearly marked Western. The 
West relentlessly tried to define the East through curatorial efforts that 
classified the Orient by cataloging it, making artistic judgments about 
it, and situating its artifacts throughout the domestic realm. Moreover, 
no space could be more culturally sanctified for this type of exhibition 
than the ceremonial confines of the White House. Thus, Taft’s decorating 
schema was analogous to what readers of Art Amateur did to their homes. 
As my second chapter detailed, during the nineteenth century the Ameri-
can home became a place where household décor reflected the status and 



conclusion

170

values of middle-class families. Art Amateur reported that many of the 
items that filled a typical middle-class home should be Oriental in nature. 
Japanese screens, Chinese vases, and other items from the East acclimated 
Americans to the idea of gaining cultural knowledge about the Orient. 
Taft’s placement of Filipino items in the White House was also unlike 
what the pages of Art Amateur prescribed. Remember that the consum-
ers of Oriental culture twenty years before Taft entered the White House 
collected Asian goods without knowledge of the impending expansion 
of America’s political domain, while Taft was acutely aware of the recent 
US incursion into the Philippines. The inclusion of Filipino furniture 
created a space within the White House that could function as a type of 
trophy for Taft. He could enter this room, see these Filipino objects, and 
be reminded that he had helped America become what he defined as a 
well-ordered global empire. Reminiscent of the revelers who looked at the 
Dewey Arch as a centerpiece to their celebration of conquest, Taft turned 
to the visually mediated power of objects to commemorate empire.

Taft’s Filipino furniture also evokes what anthropologist Renato Ro-
saldo refers to as “imperialist nostalgia.” This form of nostalgia occurs 
when “agents of colonialism,” such as Taft, “display nostalgia for the 
colonized culture as it was ‘traditionally’ (that is, when they first en-
countered it).”17 Reviewing the American colonization of the Philippines, 
Rosaldo shows how anthropologists, military personnel, and others often 
return to the scene of colonization and experience a type of melancholia 
at the loss of native culture. “When the so-called civilizing process desta-
bilizes forms of life, the agents of change experience transformations of 
other cultures as if they were personal losses.”18 These emotional states 
allow the colonizer to obscure the fact that he has created these changes. 
In the case of Taft, his Philippine décor made his yearning for indigenous 
Filipino culture apparent.

Was Taft having second thoughts about the changes he and others 
brought to the Philippines during the early years of the American colonial 
period? By placing these objects in the White House, Taft elevated their 
status while suggesting both his longing for his colonial post and, ironi-
cally, his lament for a disappearing culture that he himself had altered. 
Taft had been in the Philippines at the height of the Philippine-American 
War in 1900. By 1909, when he became president, the American coloni-
zation of the Philippines was well under way. Recall, as he described in 
his official statements from the period, that schools had been built, forms 
of commerce had been established, and the physical landscape had been 
refashioned to accommodate American needs; benevolent assimilation 
had had a dramatic influence on Philippine culture. Taft’s collection of 
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native Philippine material culture brought the colony into ethnographic 
focus. These furnishings made that “native” ethnicity come to life and 
permitted Taft, at a very safe and comfortable distance, to yearn for rem-
nants of an unadulterated Filipino past.

This craving for the purity of the Philippines was not an ideal fit with 
Taft’s quest for order. Remember, Taft and others had spent years trying 
to argue that the Philippines had to be remolded into a type of facsimile 
of the United States that would permit the Pacific nation to thrive. Thus, 
the ambiguity between American order and an untainted Philippine past 
must not have been easy for Taft to negotiate as he deployed the vi-
sual scape of the White House interior to enact a miniaturized vignette 
displaying American colonialism. This uncertainty, which harkens back 
to the friction between the Colonial Revival and the exoticism of the 
nineteenth century we witnessed in the pages of Art Amateur, reveals  
the continuing tensions that would plague American empire well into 
the twentieth century and beyond.
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