
enjamin Franklin returned to America from France in 1785

and within two years was at the center of the effort to define

and shape the new nation. In 1787, suffering from poor health and

often excruciating pain, Franklin became the oldest member of the

Constitutional Convention at age 81. His experience as a seasoned

negotiator served the Convention well. He drew on his pragmatism

and desire for unity to play a significant role in brokering the “Great

Compromise,” which produced a legislature of two houses, one 

elected in proportion to population and one with equal representation

from each state. 

Franklin spent his last years attempting to finish his autobiography,

something he had begun during the Revolution. Published after his

death, the autobiography does not cover his entire life. Nevertheless, 

it has been reproduced in more languages than any other American

memoir, and has not been out of print since its first publication, in

French, in 1791.

Since his death in April 1790 at the age of 84, Benjamin Franklin has

been memorialized, revered, romanticized, criticized, spoofed, and

made into an advertising and financial icon. His face and figure have

been depicted in every medium—stone, paint, film, cartoon, the

Internet—and can be seen on billboards and building facades, postage

stamps, and the $100 bill. His name evokes many qualities—imagination

and curiosity, hard work and ambition, tolerance and open-mindedness,

wit and entrepreneurial ingenuity—qualities that have contributed

greatly to the formation of an American identity and American values.

Interest in Franklin remains high throughout the world, and the quest

by historians to better understand the complex person behind the

images continues.

Fear not Death; for the sooner we die,  the longer shall we be immortal. —Poor Richard’s Almanack, 1740

The first three words of the Constitution—“We the People”—embody its most

striking feature: ultimate political authority resides not in the government or in

any single government official, but rather in the people. The new system of

government established by the Framers of the Constitution was based on

republican principles. Power was to be distributed among three separate but

interdependent branches: the legislative, the executive, and the judicial. Under

an elaborate system of checks and balances, each branch has the power to 

control and check the powers of the other two branches. The Framers further

divided power between the federal government and the states. In 1791,

Americans added a list of 10 individual rights to the Constitution; these are

known as the Bill of Rights. Since that time, another 17 amendments 

have been ratified for a total of 27.

Constitution of the United States, 1787

Constitution of the United States
Philadelphia: Dunlap and Claypoole, 1787
Printed broadside with Benjamin Franklin’s 
handwritten annotations
Owned by Benjamin Franklin
American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia
Photo by Frank Margeson

This is the first printing of the Constitution as adopted by the
Constitutional Convention in 1787, with Benjamin Franklin’s
handwritten notes in the margins.

B

“Fugio” Penny, 1787
Collection of the Grand Lodge
of Free and Accepted Masons of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia
Photo by Peter Harholdt

The first coins issued by the authority of the United States were 
based on an earlier design suggested by Franklin. His design, 
which was also used on currency issued in 1776, showed the chain 
of union between the 13 states. The obverse of the brass and 
copper coin shows a sundial with the legend “Fugio [I fly] 1787 
Mind your business” and the reverse reads, “We are one 
United States.”

Sheet of 100 Franklin Half-cent Stamps
signed by postal officials and others, 1938
Frankliniana Collection
The Franklin Institute, Inc., Philadelphia

Benjamin Franklin experienced a surge of popularity during
the 1930s, when this stamp was issued to commemorate the

opening of the Benjamin Franklin National Memorial at the
Franklin Institute in Philadelphia.

The Art of Making Money Plenty in every Man’s Pocket; 
by Doctor Franklin
New York and Hartford: E.B. and E.C. Kellogg, ca. 1847
Collection of Stuart E. Karu 
Photo by Peter Harholdt 

This humorous version of Franklin’s precepts has been a popular 
souvenir since it was first published in 1791.

(Background)
Seated statue of Benjamin Franklin, 1906–1911
James Earle Fraser
The Franklin Institute, Inc., Philadelphia
Photo courtesy of Lisa Godfrey

This massive statue of Benjamin Franklin is located in the rotunda of
the Franklin Institute, Philadelphia, as the focal point of the Benjamin
Franklin National Memorial, dedicated by Congress in 1976. The statue
is 20 feet high and weighs 30 tons.

Benjamin Franklin: In Search of a Better World is a national traveling exhibition for libraries organized by the

Benjamin Franklin Tercentenary and the American Library Association Public Programs Office. 

It is based on a major exhibition of the same name mounted by the Benjamin Franklin Tercentenary to 

commemorate the 300th anniversary of Franklin’s birth. 

To learn more about the Tercentenary exhibition, please visit http://www.benfranklin300.org 

The Benjamin Franklin Tercentenary, a nonprofit organization supported by a major grant from 

The Pew Charitable Trusts, was established to mark the 300-year anniversary of Benjamin Franklin’s birth 

(1706-2006) by educating the public about Franklin’s enduring legacy and inspiring renewed appreciation of the

values he embodied. The Benjamin Franklin Tercentenary was founded in 2000 by a consortium of five

Philadelphia cultural institutions: the American Philosophical Society, The Franklin Institute, the Library

Company of Philadelphia, the Philadelphia Museum of Art and the University of Pennsylvania. 

The traveling exhibition for libraries has been made possible by a major grant from 

the National Endowment for the Humanities: great ideas brought to life.

Any views, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this exhibition do not necessarily reflect those of the National Endowment for the Humanities.

Curators: Rosalind Remer, Ph.D., Benjamin Franklin Tercentenary, Philadelphia, PA

Page Talbott, Ph.D., Benjamin Franklin Tercentenary, Philadelphia, PA

Design: Chester Design Associates, Washington, DC and Chicago, IL

Tour Coordination: American Library Association Public Programs Office, Chicago, IL 

When a broad Table is to be made, and the Edges of Planks do not fit, 

the Artist takes a little from both and makes a good Joint. In like Manner 

here both Sides must part with some of their Demands, in order that they 

may join in some accommodating Proposition. 
—Benjamin Franklin at the Constitutional Convention, 1787  

WE THE PEOPLE      of the United States,          in Order to form               a more perfect Union...

WE THE PEOPLE of the United States,

in Order to form a more perfect Union,

establish Justice, insure domestic

Tranquility, provide for the common

Defence, promote the general Welfare,

and secure the Blessings of Liberty to

ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain

and establish this Constitution for the

United States of America.

—Constitution of the United States of America, 1787

Benjamin Franklin was a slaveholder for most of his life—there are several

enslaved Africans mentioned in his correspondence. But in his final years,

he became an avid proponent of abolition, feeling that slavery could not 

co-exist in a society that wished to consider itself “free.” He wrote in his

1757 will “that my Negro Man Peter, and his Wife Jemima, be free after

my Decease,” but they died before him; Franklin did not own any slaves at

the end of his life. In his final will he stipulated that his son-in-law, Richard

Bache, should not receive his inheritance unless he freed his slave, Bob.

Franklin also served as president of the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting

the Abolition of Slavery and the Relief of Free Negroes Unlawfully Held in

Bondage, and he wrote letters and petitions to end the practice of slavery.

Benjamin Franklin and Slavery

An Address To the Public from the Pennsylvania Society 
for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery
Philadelphia: Francis Bailey, 1789
Library Company of Philadelphia
Photo by Peter Harholdt

As President of the Society, Franklin wrote this address the 
year before he died to raise funds to help emancipated Blacks
become self supporting.

Am I Not a Man and a Brother?, ca. 1790
Anti-slavery medallion designed by William Hackwood,
made by the Wedgwood Factory
American Philosophical Society, Philadelphia

Josiah Wedgwood produced these stoneware medallions in England
to raise money for the abolitionists’ cause. In 1788, some of the
medallions were sent to Franklin in Philadelphia. The image became
so popular that it was replicated in many formats, including buttons,
sashes, and decorations on cups and pitchers. Franklin thought the
medallions were as effective as pamphlets in drawing attention to the
issue of slavery.

Though he never finished writing it, Franklin’s autobiography is the most widely

published memoir in history and has never gone out of print. It is generally 

acknowledged as one of the great autobiographies of the world. In this work, 

which he started as a letter to his son, William, Franklin offers the story of his rise 

to prominence in Philadelphia and his shrewd observations on the culture and life of

the American Colonies. The memoir documents Franklin’s achievements, details his

struggles with personal improvement, explains his belief in virtue, and exemplifies his

ceaseless self-questioning. Franklin wrote the first five chapters in England in 1771,

resumed writing in Paris in 1784–85, and concluded in 1788 after he returned to the

United States. The autobiography ends in 1757 when Franklin was 51 years old. 

Mémoires de la vie privée de Benjamin Franklin
Benjamin Franklin
Paris, 1791 (First French edition)
Collection of Stuart E. Karu
Photo by Peter Harholdt

A year after his death, Franklin’s manuscript autobiography, which covered the
first 51 years of his life, was translated into French and published in France. The
edition was followed by versions in Swedish (1792), English (1793), an American
edition (1794), and eventually dozens of others. 

The Private Life of the Late Benjamin Franklin, LL.D.
(first English version of the Autobiography)
Benjamin Franklin
London: Printed for J. Parsons, 1793
Collection of Stuart E. Karu
Photo by Peter Harholdt

This is the title page of the first English edition of 
Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography.

Franklin’s Autobiography

Franklin’s Legacy
Portrait of Benjamin Franklin, 1787
Charles Willson Peale
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia,
bequest of Mrs. Sarah Harrison 
(The Joseph Harrison, Jr. Collection)
Photo courtesy of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts

This is the last known life portrait of Benjamin Franklin, painted at 
age 81, three years before he died. During his life, Franklin had 
contributed to the building funds of churches of every denomination 
in Philadelphia. At his funeral, all the ministers, preachers and priests 
in Philadelphia, along with the city’s rabbi, linked arms and marched
with Franklin’s cortege to his burial place in Christ Church cemetery.
Twenty thousand Philadelphians and visitors accompanied them.

6a 6b 6c 6d 6e

6f 6g 6h 6i 6j

6 Ben Numbered  9/25/07  2:13 PM  Page 1


