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This exhibition at the Riffe Gallery explores Ohio during the time 
the Statehouse was designed and built. No architecture is created in 
a vacuum; it is always a product of its political, economic, social 
and cultural context. Age of Optimism looks at some of the forces 
that shaped the Statehouse's design. It considers what was going on 
in Ohio and our nation from the late 1830s to the eve of the Civil 
War. It examines trends in art, architecture, fashion and the decora
tive arts, and brings together representative objects and images from 
the period between 1838 and 1861 to help explain why the 
Statehouse was designed and built as it was. 

The period from the late 1830s to the early 1860s was a time of 
tremendous change and ferment in the still-young United States. At 
the beginning of that period our nation was struggling with impor
tant issues: What would be the appropriate political and governmen
tal institutions to deliver to the people the liberties promised in the 
Constitution? How would the nation's citizens begin to break out of 
the agrarian/small craftsman economy that was predominant and 
move to a manufacturing economy that would permit widespread 
accumulation of wealth? What would be the best way to bind the 
original eastern states more strongly to the newly-created ones west 
of the Appalachians? 

At the time of the Ohio Statehouse design competition in 1838, 
there was great national optimism about the future. It was the close 
of the period in which President Andrew Jackson articulated his 
ideas about the kind of democracy the United States should be. He 
believed that ordinary people had the ability to make the right 

choices, and deserved the purest form of majority rule and self-gov
ernment. It was a time of technological ferment, when steam power 
and railroad transportation began to supplement and then supplant 
horse and water power as well as canal and turnpike transportation. 

Pioneer railroads were reaching from the eastern seaboard toward 
the states west of the Appalachians, promising to capture the west
ern trade for eastern terminal cities such as Baltimore, Philadelphia 
and New York. The economy was improving after the panic of 
1837, and the mechanization of industry was moving ahead. Those 
trends continued into the 1840s and I 850s, a time that encompassed 
most of the Ohio Statehouse's long construction and saw such sig
nificant developments as the linking of New York and Chicago by 
rail, development of telegraphic communication and the opening of 
the trans-Mississippi West. At the same time, the nation struggled 
with issues such as slavery and the forced removal of Indian tribes 
from the East to new western lands. 

The United States sought inspiration for its new political structure, 
architecture and arts from a source other than the old aristocratic, 
class-conscious institutions of Europe - and settled on classical 
Greece. Greek notions of democracy, art and architecture dominated 
the tastes of the 1830s and found expression in new ways, both in 
the establishe'ci cities of the East and in small rural communities in 
Ohio and other states of the old Northwest Territory. The vast west
ern lands beyond the Mississippi triggered a curious double 
response: A school of romantic landscape painting arose, celebrat
ing the West's wild natural grandeur, at the same time that land was 
seen as ripe for conquest and settlement. 



Ohio underwent dramatic and exciting changes between 1838 and 1861, 

perhaps to an even greater degree than the nation as a whole. The state 

went from a rough-hewn, somewhat isolated place to a major industrial 

power, one of the country's most populous and important states. 

In the early 1830s Ohio was thinly settled and could claim only 

Cincinnati as a major urban area. Yet change was in the air. 1833 was a 

pivotal year; that was when the National Road reached Columbus and 

the Ohio and Erie Canal opened between Cleveland and Portsmouth. 

Those modes of transportation immediately began to revolutionize the 

state's economy, enabling farmers and craftsmen to look beyond serving 

local markets. During the same period the last of Ohio's 88 counties 

were established, and in the 1840s the Black Swamp area in the north

western part of the state became the last geographic area to be brought 

under permanent settlement. 
' 

Ohio's rail network was started in the late 1830s; eventually it would 

exceed 9,000 miles. In the decade between 1850 and 1860 more rail

roads were built in Ohio - nearly 3,000 miles - than at any other time. 

That one leap in transportation technology did more than anything else 

to catapult Ohio into the ranks of the major agricultural and industrial 

states. 

Reliable year-round transportation facilitated industrial development, 

and Ohio's natural resources and favorable location gave iron and steel 

industries an early boost. The availability of large numbers of industrial 

jobs attracted foreign immigrants, swelling the state's population. In the 

1830s immigration was primarily from the British Isles, but by the 1840s 

people began arriving from continental Europe. In addition to iron and 

steel, those people found ready employment in the glass, ceramics, 

textile and meat-packing industries in many of the state's grow

ing industrial centers. 

By the eve of the Civil War Ohio had undergone a dramatic 

transformation. Its population had grown from about one mil

lion in 1830 to nearly three million. lt was firmly tied to the 

nation's growing railroad network. Its industrial base had been 

established and was growing rapidly. All of the principal cities 

had been established and were developing rapidly as centers of 

industry, education, government and agriculture. The rural hin

terland was quickly filling up. In many ways Ohio had become 

allied with and was an equal of the established eastern states, 

while it had been considered a frontier region less than 30 

years earlier. 

The Ohio Statehouse was a symbol of the optimism Ohioans 

had, their expectations that the future held great things for their 

state. No other state had dared to undertake such a large project 

at so early a date in its history. Thus the building represents an 

era of optimism in Ohio and our nation. The elements of this 

exhibition were selected to provide a snapshot of that era and 

to create a new level of appreciation for our remarkable 

Statehouse and the people who built it. 
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