
Lyndon Johnson's Presidential Portrait: A
Detailed Examination of George P. Ault's
Masterpiece
**:** President Lyndon B. Johnson's official portrait, painted by acclaimed
artist George P. Ault, is an enduring testament to the legacy of the 36th
President of the United States. This intricate and evocative artwork
captures the essence of Johnson's personality, political career, and the
tumultuous era he presided over. Through a detailed analysis of the
portrait's composition, symbolism, and historical context, we delve into the
fascinating story behind this iconic image.

Composition and Imagery:

Ault's portrait portrays Johnson seated in a large, leather-upholstered
armchair, facing the viewer directly. The rich textures and deep browns of
the chair convey a sense of authority and stability. Johnson's hands are
clasped together, resting on his lap, a gesture that exudes confidence and
control. His eyes, piercing and intense, lock with the viewer's, establishing
an immediate connection. The background of the portrait is intentionally
subdued, with a dark gray wall and a simple wooden desk, allowing the
focus to remain on Johnson himself.
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Symbolism and Meaning:

The elements within the portrait are carefully chosen to convey symbolic
meanings that reflect Johnson's character and presidency. The leather
armchair, a common symbol of power and authority, underscores Johnson's
position as President of the United States. The clasped hands suggest his
determination and resolve in leading the nation through challenging times.
Johnson's direct gaze is reminiscent of the famed "Great Communicator"
painting of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, highlighting his ability to
connect with the American people.

The somber background is a subtle reference to the tumultuous events that
marked Johnson's presidency, including the Vietnam War and the Civil
Rights Movement. However, the portrait also conveys a sense of hope and
optimism, as evidenced by the soft, natural light cast upon Johnson's face.
This light symbolizes the promise of a better future that Johnson strived to
achieve for his country.

Historical Context:

President Lyndon B. Johnson's official portrait was commissioned in 1969,
shortly after he left office. The portrait reflects the complexities of Johnson's
presidency, which was marked by both significant achievements and
setbacks. Johnson's domestic agenda, known as the Great Society
program, aimed to address issues such as poverty, education, and
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healthcare. He also played a key role in passing the Civil Rights Act of
1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, landmark legislation that advanced
racial equality in the United States.

However, Johnson's presidency was also overshadowed by the Vietnam
War, which escalated significantly during his tenure. The growing
unpopularity of the war and opposition to Johnson's policies led him to
decline to run for a second full term in 1968. Despite the challenges he
faced, Johnson's legacy remains a complex and impactful one, with both
his achievements and his political struggles continuing to shape the
American political landscape.

George P. Ault: The Artist Behind the Portrait:

George P. Ault, the artist commissioned to paint President Johnson's
portrait, was a renowned portrait painter known for his ability to capture the
inner essence of his subjects. Ault studied at the Pennsylvania Academy of
the Fine Arts and the Art Students League of New York, and he gained
early recognition for his portraits of American business leaders and
politicians. Ault's style is characterized by its realism, attention to detail, and
subtle use of color and light.

In addition to President Johnson's portrait, Ault also painted portraits of
other notable figures, including President Dwight D. Eisenhower, Supreme
Court Justice Felix Frankfurter, and actress Helen Hayes. His work has
been featured in numerous exhibitions and is held in the collections of
many museums, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the
Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery.

:



Lyndon Johnson's presidential portrait by George P. Ault is a masterpiece
that captures the essence of one of the most consequential figures in
American history. The portrait's composition, symbolism, and historical
context all contribute to its enduring significance, providing a glimpse into
the complexities of Johnson's presidency and the indelible mark he left on
the nation. As a work of art, the portrait stands as a testament to Ault's
exceptional talent and his ability to create images that transcend mere
representation, revealing the inner character and historical impact of his
subjects.

For those interested in exploring the life and legacy of Lyndon B. Johnson,
the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library and Museum in Austin, Texas, offers a
wealth of resources and exhibits, including the original George P. Ault
portrait. By engaging with this iconic artwork and delving deeper into the
history it depicts, we gain a richer understanding of the American
experience and the ongoing legacy of its leaders.
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