
Great Seals of Iowa
O n N ovem ber 22, 1838, the Council of the F irst 

Legislative A ssem bly of the T errito ry  of Iow a 
passed a resolution requesting  the S ecretary  of the 
T e rrito ry  to transm it to the Council “ the G rea t 
Seal of this T errito ry , w ith its im pression, for in 
spection .“ W illiam  B. C onw ay, the S ecre tary  of 
the T errito ry , complied on the following day, sub
m itting the seal together w ith some im pressions on 
w ax  and  paper. H is letter of transm ittal described 
the seal as a device “believed to be sim ple” and 
“perfectly  expressive of a d istinct idea, intim ately 
associated  w ith the h istory  of the delightful 
country  w hich w e have the happiness to inhabit.” 
T h e  eagle, he explained, w as “ the proud and ap 
propriate  emblem of our national pow er,” while 
the Indian arrow  held in its beak and the unstrung 
bow  clutched in its talons depicted an idea “well 
calculated to m ake the eye glisten w ith patriotic 
pride, and  cause the heart to beat high w ith the 
pulsations of conscious superio rity .” A t the same 
time he thought the design presented “a touching 
appeal to our m anly sensibilities, in contem plating 
the d reary  destiny  of a declining race ;” nor did it 
fail “ to adm onish us of the immense im portance of 
im proving” the “inheritance which it w as their 
peculiar m isfortune to undervalue and neglect.”
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T h e  communication from the Secretary , to 
gether w ith  the seal and  its im pressions, w ere re
ferred to the Com m ittee on T errito ria l A ffairs and  
on N ovem ber 24th, W a rn e r  Lewis reported  that 
in the opinion of the committee the “devices are 
adm irably adap ted , and  appropria te  for the G rea t 
Seal of this T e rrito ry .” A ccordingly, on the mo
tion of S tephen H em pstead, the Council adopted  
the design as the G rea t Seal of the T errito ry , and 
the H ouse of R epresentatives took the same action 
on N ovem ber 26th. G overnor Lucas gave his ap 
proval on January  4, 1839.

A lthough the design of the T errito rial seal is 
credited to W illiam  B. C onw ay, the w ork of en
graving w as done by W illiam  W a g n e r  of York, 
Pennsylvania. In a subsequent resolution propos
ing that the seals for the courts in the T errito ry  
also be executed by  M r. W ag n er, the committee
on Judiciary of the Council praised his w ork as 
having been “executed w ith elegance and classic
taste .”
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A die of the original T errito ria l seal has been 
preserved by the S ta te  H istorical Society of Iowa. 
It is one and  five-eighths inches in diam eter and  
the w ord  “ g re a t” does not ap p ear on it, a lthough 
the S ecre tary  in his com m unication and  the legis
la ture in its resolution prefixed the w ord.

P robab ly  the best evidence of the intrinsic 
artistic  m erits of the T errito ria l emblem of au tho r
ity is to be found in the fact tha t the general de 
sign and  motif has served as the model for the seal 
of the S ta te  H istorical Society and  the seal of the 
S ta te  U niversity  of Iowa. T h e  device has also 
been used extensively  upon m aps and  as a coat of 
arm s. In 1864 an issue of Iow a national bank 
notes, p rin ted  by the F ederal governm ent, bore 
the G rea t Seal of the T errito ry .

T h e  transition  from a T e rrito ry  to a S ta te  in
volved m any changes in adm inistrative details, 
am ong w hich the adoption of a new  seal received 
early  consideration. O n D ecem ber 9, 1846, nine
teen days before Iow a w as actually  adm itted to 
the U nion, W . E. Leffingwell in troduced a resolu
tion in the F irst G eneral A ssem bly which w as al
ready  in session, authorizing the S ecretary  of 
S ta te  to procure a S ta te  seal. T h is  m easure w as 
prom ptly  passed  by the H ouse of R epresentatives 
and  referred  in the Senate to a select committee 
com posed of T hom as FI. Benton, Jr., F rancis 
Springer, and  Philip B. Bradley.

T h e  Senate committee reported  a substitute
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resolution w hich w as passed  an d  approved  by 
G overnor A nsel B riggs on F eb ruary  25, 1847, 
directing the S ecretary  of S ta te  to procure a G rea t 
Seal of the S ta te  of Iow a “tw o inches in d iam eter’' 
on which should be engraved  the following de
vice: “a sheaf and  field of standing  w heat, w ith a 
sickle an d  o ther farm ing utensils, on the left side 
near the bottom; a lead furnace and  pile of pig 
lead, on the right side; the citizen soldier, w ith a 
plow in his rear, supporting the A m erican flag and  
liberty cap w ith his right hand, and  his gun w ith 
his left, in the center and  near the bottom; the 
M ississippi river in the rear of the whole, w ith

the steam er Iowa under w ay; an eagle near the 
upper edge, holding in his beak a scroll, w ith the 
following inscription upon it: O ur liberties we 
prize , and our rights we will m aintain." T h is de
sign w as to be surrounded by the w ords “T he  
G reat Seal of the S tate  of Iow a.”



T h e  S ta te  H istorical Society of Iow a is now  in 
possession of a w ooden p late w hich is labelled the 
“ F irs t Seal of Iow a.” It w as presented  to the 
Society by  John Springer. T h is  seal is rec tangu lar 
in form, about three and  one-fourth  inches long by 
one and  one-half inches w ide, and  m ade of hard  
w ood reinforced w ith lead. T h e  design engraved 
upon it corresponds in its principal details to the 
description of the seal set forth  in the resolution of 
the legislature, except tha t the eagle near the up 
per edge does not bear in his beak the scroll in
scribed w ith the S ta te  motto. It has been sug 
gested th a t this p late w as probably  designed for 
the G eneral A ssem bly as a model of the proposed 
official circular seal.

T h e  first die w as executed in accordance w ith 
the specifications in the authorizing act of 1847, 
except tha t the seal w as tw o and three-six teenths 
inches in diam eter instead  of two. Since then the 
engravers of new  dies have m ade m any minor 
changes in the device, though the description in 
the law  has been substan tially  followed. In 1915, 
C. C. Stiles found on official docum ents in the 
public archives the im pressions of eight different 
dies, the last of w hich had been in use since 1888.

D ifferent opinions have been expressed con
cerning the artistic  qualities of the G rea t Seal of 
Iowa. T . S. Parv in  lam ented the fact that so 
m any details w ere “encom passed w ithin a radius 
of one inch’' and  a w riter in the D es M oines Reg~
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ister and Leader  of M arch  7, 1909, criticized the 
seal because it sym bolized nothing of the true 
characteristics of the S tate. In his opinion it “rep 
resents a century  gone by, a time w hen the pop
ulation w as strung  along a narrow  belt bordering 
the M ississippi river,” and  does not typ ify  Iow a 

as she is” for “no cattle, no hogs, no corn, no 
prairie, no farm scene” are  included.

O n the the o ther hand E. W . E astm an, w ho 
thought there w as nothing “civilized  about the 
T erritorial seal” and  th a t the eagle w as “a coarse 
ill-begotten thing, keeled over, w ith great 
haunches and  looking “ for all the w orld as 
though it had  been pilfered from an old counter
feit M exican do llar,” w as enthusiastic in his praise 
of the S tate  seal. H e thought it w as symbolic of 
the m odern progressive age of an enlightened 
people. H e liked the display of the implements of 
industry  and  commerce, the “bold and  fearless” 
citizen soldier of Iowa, the soaring eagle, and the 
glorious motto —  all emblematic of the “civiliza
tion and  liberty, and  industry , and progress, and 
valor” of “ Iowa as it is and  is to be."

Jacob Van Ek


