
Harry S. Truman

(1884–1972) 

Harry S. Truman assumed the U.S. presi-

I
n 1946, the year after Harry S. Truman became president, artist


dency in 1945, just months after he had Charles Keck was commissioned to sculpt his bust for the

been inaugurated as the nation’s 34th

vice president. Truman had been a sur- Senate’s Vice Presidential Bust Collection. Keck visited Truman

prise choice for running mate when the at the White House, where he oversaw the making of eight

popular Franklin D. Roosevelt sought a photographs on which to base an initial study before he

fourth presidential term. As vice president

for 82 days, Truman spent most of his requested in-person sittings.

time presiding over the Senate. With Truman’s friendship with Charles Keck had begun in the 1930s.

Roosevelt’s sudden death on April 12, As presiding judge of Jackson County, Missouri, Truman had secured

1945, Truman became the 33rd U.S.

president and immediately faced the the sculptor’s services to model an equestrian statue of Andrew Jackson,

challenge of ending World War II. whom Truman greatly admired, for the county courthouse in Kansas


Truman was born in Lamar, Missouri, 
and spent much of his childhood on his 
grandmother’s 600-acre farm near Grand-
view, Missouri. At the age of 30, he began 
operating the farm himself, and for the rest 
of his life he identified himself as a farmer. 
At 33, Truman enlisted in the U.S. Army at 
the outbreak of World War I; he com
manded an artillery battery in the Meuse-
Argonne offensive and eventually attained 
the rank of major. 

When he returned to Missouri after 
the war, Truman operated a haberdasher’s 
shop and soon was elected judge of Jack-
son County. By then he was active in the 
Democratic Party, and in 1934 he was 
elected to the U.S. Senate, where he 
served for a decade and spent some of 
his happiest years. Truman supported the 
New Deal and provided strong chairman-
ship of the Senate Special Committee to 
Investigate the National Defense Program, 
popularly know as the Truman Committee, 
which promoted efficiency and economy 
during World War II. 

In 1944 Truman’s life took a sur
prising turn when the Democratic Party 
leaders decided to drop Vice President 
Henry A. Wallace from the ticket, and 
Truman became the reluctant replacement 
nominee at the Democratic convention. 
The Roosevelt-Truman ticket won easily, 
but already Roosevelt’s health was failing. 

Senator Harry S. Truman pictured in his 

Senate office (SR–262). 
(U.S. Senate Historical Office) 
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Harry S. Truman 
Charles Keck (1875–1951) 
Marble, modeled 1946, carved 1947

27 1⁄4 x 19 1⁄8 x 12 1⁄2 inches (69.2 x 48.6 x 31.8 cm)

Signed and dated (on back centered at bottom): CHARLES KECK / SCULPTOR 1946

Commissioned by the Senate Committee on Rules and Administration, 1946

Accepted by the Senate Committee on Rules and Administration, 1947

Cat. no. 22.00034
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Harry S. Truman—continued 

He died of a cerebral hemorrhage less 
than three months after his inauguration. 

In May 1945, a month into Truman’s 
presidency, Germany surrendered to Allied 
forces. However, the war in the Pacific 
against Japan continued. Truman, in a still-
controversial action, authorized the drop-
ping of the atomic bomb on the Japanese 
cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 
August. As a result, the Japanese surren
dered formally on September 2, 1945, 
ending World War II. 

The Truman administration advanced 
the New Deal’s domestic programs while 
helping to rebuild war-torn Europe. In 
1948 Truman desegregated the armed 
forces, a controversial action that affected 
his popularity in that year’s presidential 
race. In a well-known upset over Repub
lican Thomas E. Dewey, however, Truman 
was reelected. Concerned with the spread 
of Communism abroad, he advocated a 
policy of containment—known as the 
Truman Doctrine—to restore the balance of 
power in Europe. In 1950 Truman sent 
American armed forces to defend South 
Korea. The following year, he dismissed 
General Douglas MacArthur from com
mand in Korea for insubordination. The 
much-admired MacArthur had publicly 
advocated an attack on Communist China, 
directly challenging the position of his 
commander-in-chief, the president. 

Truman decided against a reelection 
bid in 1952. Instead, he retired to his 
home in Independence, Missouri, where he 
remained active until his death in 1972. 

City. Truman later displayed a replica of Keck’s sculpture in his White 
House office. 

Keck completed his working clay model of the Truman portrait in 
1946, following sittings with Truman in the Oval Office. The president 
and his wife gave their official approval, and after it was translated into 
marble, the bust was delivered to the Senate in May 1947. A bronze 
version was also presented to Truman for the White House collection, 
and the American Legion Headquarters in Indianapolis acquired another 
bronze copy. A Keck bronze of Truman is also located in the rotunda 
of the Missouri State Capitol in Jefferson City. 

Charles Keck trained with leading American sculptor Augustus Saint-
Gaudens and studied at the National Academy of Design. He later won 
the Rinehart Scholarship, allowing him to attend the American Academy 
in Rome from 1901 to 1905. In a long and active career, Keck produced 
many sculptures and architectural reliefs, now on view from upstate New 
York to Buenos Aires, Argentina. Working out of a New York City studio, 
he created several heroic statues of Abraham Lincoln; an equestrian statue 
of Stonewall Jackson now in Charlottesville, Virginia; and various busts 
and statues of politicians, generals, and other notable individuals. His 
Lewis and Clark group, also in Charlottesville, is considered one of his 
greatest monuments. The National Statuary Hall Collection in the Capitol 
contains Keck’s full-length statues of North Carolina’s Charles B. Aycock 
and Louisiana’s Huey P. Long. 
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President Harry Truman, Brigadier General 

Paul H. Griffith, and sculptor Charles Keck, 

with the bronze portrait of Truman presented 

to the White House, 1947. 
(CORBIS/Acme) 
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