The Face of a Founder:
How Houdon Captured
George Washington

In 1785, French sculptor Jean-Antoine Houdon
undertook a remarkable artistic mission: to capture the
true likeness of George Washington. Traveling to
Mount Vernon, Houdon spent time closely observing
the general, determined to create the most accurate
representation possible. His approach was both
innovative and intimate—he produced a plaster cast
directly from Washington'’s face, a work now known as
the Morgan life mask.

This life mask became the foundation for Houdon'’s clay
bust of Washington, which he completed on-site before
returning to Paris. There, using the mask as his guide,
Houdon sculpted the final marble statue that still stands
in the Virginia State Capitol in Richmond.
Commissioned by the Virginia legislature, the statue
was unveiled in 1796, the same year Washington
delivered his farewell address after two presidential
terms.

What makes the Morgan life mask so extraordinary is its
authenticity. Unlike painted portraits or stylized
sculptures, it preserves the exact contours of
Washington's face, making it one of the most accurate
likenesses of America’s first president. The mask
eventually came into the possession of financier
Pierpont Morgan, who is believed to have acquired it in
Rome from the son of sculptor William Wetmore Story.
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The process of creating the life mask was as meticulous
as it was uncomfortable. Washington lay still while
Houdon coated his face in grease to protect his skin.
His eyes were covered, and wet plaster was carefully
applied across his features. To ensure he could breathe,
straws were inserted into his nostrils. Once the plaster
hardened, Houdon removed the mold and filled it with
plaster to create a positive cast—destroying the original
mold in the process. Because Washington's eyes were
closed during the procedure, Houdon later sculpted
them open using precise measurements. Minor
imperfections, such as air bubbles in the cheeks and
adjustments to the nostrils, reveal the challenges of the
technique.

Centuries later, this same life mask has taken on new
significance. Forensic anthropologists at Mount Vernon
have used it as a reference point to reconstruct
Washington's appearance at different stages of his life.
By analyzing the cast-made when Washington was fifty-
three—scientists projected how his features would have
changed over time.

The result is a trio of lifelike representations: a young
nineteen-year-old surveyor beginning his career in
Virginia, a forty-five-year-old commander leading
troops during the Revolutionary War, and a fifty-seven-
year-old statesman taking the oath of office at his first
inauguration in 1789. Each reconstruction brings us
closer to understanding not just the legend, but the
man himself.

From an 18th-century plaster cast to 21st-century
forensic science, the Morgan life mask continues to
bridge past and present—offering a rare, humanizing
glimpse of one of history’s most iconic figures.
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