
The Great Seal of the U.S.: What does that even mean?!:  

Look at the image of perhaps the world’s most instantly recognizable paper money-- the $1 U.S. 

Federal Reserve note. What does it mean to you?  

 

Despite our familiarity with this particular currency note, many of us have never looked closely 

at its design and symbolism. As you read on, you will learn that American currency displays 

many significant symbols. Once you know what they mean, you may never look at your money 

in quite the same way. 

 

Perhaps the most universally renowned symbol to appear on American paper money is front and 

center on our $1 Federal Reserve notes. George Washington, our nation’s first president, is a 

nationally recognized symbol of unity and trust. 

 

But it is the reverse side of the $1 note that holds the most meaning. Our Founding Fathers were 

deeply aware of the importance of symbols. In fact, before the Continental Congress finished on 

July 4, 1776, a committee was appointed to create a seal that would symbolize America’s ideals. 

The committee included John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin Franklin — three of the 

drafters of the Declaration of Independence. 

 

To solve the mystery of what these symbols mean, we go directly to the source, Charles 

Thomson, who presented his written description of the Great Seal to Congress on June 20, 1782. 

The most striking feature of the front of the seal is, in Thomson’s words, “an American Eagle on 

the wing and rising.” The eagle flies freely, independent of any support, holding in its left talon 

13 arrows, signifying war, and in its right talon an olive branch, signifying peace. 

 

You may think which talon holds the arrows and which holds the olive branch is of little 

consequence. But, in the language of symbols, it is of great significance. The right side signifies 

dominance. Therefore, arrows depicted in the eagle’s right talon can be interpreted as a warlike 

gesture. Failure to adhere to this concept almost got the United States into a war. 

 

Thomson goes on to explain that the shield on the eagle’s breast is composed of two major parts: 

a horizontal blue band, which represents Congress, extending across the top third of the shield 

supported by 13 red and white vertical stripes, which represent the 13 original colonies. The 13 

stars above the eagle represent a new constellation taking its place in the universe, in the same 

way that a new nation takes its place among the other sovereign nations. The colors also have 

significance. Blue stands for vigilance, perseverance, and justice; red signifies hardiness and 

valor; and white indicates purity and innocence. 

 

The reverse of the Great Seal features an unfinished pyramid, which Thomson states signifies 

“strength and duration.” The pyramid is composed of 13 rows of building blocks, on the first of 

which are the Roman numerals representing 1776. The Latin inscription “Novus Ordo Seclorum” 

translates to “A New Order of the Ages.” Thomson explains that this refers to the new form of 

government. Influenced by the poetry of Virgil, he composed this motto himself, writing that it 

signified “the beginning of the new American Era.” 

 

At the top of the pyramid is an eye, with rays that emanate in all directions. Above the eye, the 



Latin motto “Annuit Coeptis” translates to “Providence Has Favored Our Undertakings,” which 

Thomson explains “[suggests] the many [interferences] of [God] in favor of the American 

cause.” 

 

Jefferson and Franklin: Pharaohs and Turkeys: We know of one connection between ancient 

Egypt and the origins of American paper money: the pyramid on the reverse of the Great 

Seal.  However, if Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jefferson had had their way, the Great Seal of 

the United States might have featured an Egyptian pharaoh. Our notes might also have featured 

not the proud eagle but an entirely different bird. 

 

The seal that Franklin and Jefferson advocated symbolized an Egyptian pharaoh sitting in an 

open chariot with a crown on his head and a sword in his hand, passing through the divided 

waters of the Red Sea in pursuit of the Israelites. The motto they favored was “Rebellion to 

tyrants is obedience to God.” In fact, Jefferson so strongly supported this idea that he used it on 

his own personal seal. 

In addition, Franklin was very much in favor of using the turkey as America’s national bird. He 

expressed this choice passionately to his daughter in a letter, explaining that the eagle is “a bird 

of bad moral character.” Franklin noted that the turkey, on the other hand, is a “more respectable 

bird and...a true original native of America.” 


