Paul Krugman’s direct, accessible, and often courageous writings defend the core principles of American government, expose the hypocrisies of entrenched power, and show that a liberal, critical perspective is a genuinely patriotic one.  Look on the back of a dollar bill, and find the writings of this outspoken economist-turned-journalist embodied in architecture.  The structure before you, built of cedar trunks, oak timbers, spruce mason’s planks, glass and steel, strives to bring a rich symbol to life.

Charles Thomson, presenting his design for the Great Seal of the United States to the 1782 Continental Congress, pictured a pyramid, signifying the “Strength and Duration” of the new nation.  Notably, it was “A Pyramid unfinished”:  The nation, powerful and lasting, was imagined as a work ever in progress, an unfinished thing that would require the ongoing labor and vigilance of subsequent generations.

Thomson explained that the eye and the motto [Annuit Coeptis: Providence has favored our undertakings] “allude to the many signal interpositions of providence in favour of the American cause”.  The eye of providence evokes gratitude, humility, and awe for the good fortune that brought this nation into being, and cautions against the arrogance of power.

The seal bears the motto Novus Ordo Seclorum, “A New Order of the Ages”; it marks the beginning of the American experiment, our daring break with the hidebound old order of privilege and the absolute power of monarchs.  This new order would be based upon laws made by the people and their representatives; the government would be structured to prevent the rise of tyrants, and to protect the rights of the powerless.

The American idea of democratic government, so hard-won and precious, is currently under siege.  Paul Krugman’s writings ask: Shouldn’t we be affirming these ideas now, in spite of – or indeed because of – the perilous times in which we live?

We hope that this “Pyramid unfinished”, like the writing that inspired it, might make its visitors mindful of the rights and principles that define our nation, and serve as a sort of speaking monument, a beacon to the power of journalism and free speech, and an architectural reminder that there is ever more work to be done.
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