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In times of trouble, people turn to their leaders for direction — and they listen to the response they get with 
greater than usual attention. 
 
Little wonder then, given the dismal state of the American economy and the nation's embattled place in the 
world, that virtually every ear in the country will be tuned to President-elect Barack Obama's words when he 
delivers his inaugural address Tuesday. 
 
Year after year — especially since the start of the 20th century — the same kind of national spotlight has 
fallen on every presidential inauguration as well as the State of the Union messages that followed. 
Beginning with the pioneering "Message to Congress" delivered by George Washington in 1790, few 
occasions have provided the chief executive with a better opportunity to take stock of the nation's health, 
then define both himself and his upcoming agenda for the American people. 
 
You don't have to thumb through the history books, however, to see how the orations and letters of the past 
compare with Obama's much anticipated and historic speech. In an ingenious and remarkably provocative 
exhibit at the Chrysler Museum of Art, New York conceptual artist R. Luke DuBois has boiled down the 
words of every president — that's 41 out of 43 — who delivered a State of the Union message. 
 
Taking their often rambling texts, DuBois employed a computer software program to pick out the most 
frequently repeated substantive words. Then he arranged his findings in the same line-by-line, diminishing 
type-size format used in the familiar eye charts that gauge acuity of vision. 
 
As simple and straightforward as this act of linguistic distillation seems, the 11-line, 66-word charts can be 
unexpectedly gripping and revealing. In many cases, such as the list of words compiled for Abraham Lincoln 
and George W. Bush, terms such as "EMANCIPATION" and "TERROR" scream with the immediacy and 
power of an arresting newspaper headline rather than the dusty murmurs found in history textbooks. 
 
Yet even ardent students of the past may be surprised by the depth and complexity of the insights generated 
by DuBois' findings. Washington's "GENTLEMEN" virtually leaps off the top of the first black-and-white print, 
for example, evoking the all-but-forgotten temper and manners of the man and his time in a smart, 
unpredictable fashion. Just a few administrations later, however, the most frequent word used by James 
Madison in an urgent wartime address is "ENEMY." 
 
"You can read the history of our country in a textbook and find yourself immersed in thousands of words," 
Chrysler Museum Director William J. Hennessey says. "But here you're confronted with an image, a 
snapshot, that tells you immediately what people were worried about and preoccupied with. It's living 
history." 
 
Money, military confrontations and social issues rank high on the list when you read through all of the charts 
and put the most frequent subjects together. Values words such as "good" or "decent" don't get much use 
until recent years, signaling a potentially landmark shift from presidents who ran and won election as 
practical problem-solvers to a new generation of leaders whose agendas resemble those of preachers. 
 
In some cases, you can see various historic themes emerge — then run through several successive 
administrations in a surging though possibly unconscious stream. "TEXAS" was the most frequently used 
word in John Tyler's early 1840s addresses, for example, while "OREGON," "CALIFORNIA" and then 
"PACIFIC" dominated John Polk's speeches in the last half of the decade. But it wasn't until Zachary Taylor 
took office in 1849 that America's vigorous westward expansion prompted the old Indian fighter to describe 
his country as an "EMPIRE." 
 



Times of trouble or momentous events stand out, too. Consider William McKinley's words — "PUERTO," 
"MANILLA," "PHILLIPINES," "RICO," "CUBAN" and "HAWAII" — and how precisely they signal the nation's 
dramatic emergence as a global power in the late 1890s. Then there's the simple but explosive impact of the 
single word — "UNEMPLOYMENT" — followed by such dire terms as "DISTRESS," "FAILURES" and 
"CRISIS" during the unprecedentedly dark days of Herbert Hoover and the Great Depression. 
 
It's easy to recognize the rocky administration of Harry Truman when you see the crises that reared up in the 
early 1950s through such words as "SOVIET," "ATOMIC," "COMMUNIST" and "KOREA." Ditto for Dwight 
Eisenhower and the terms "NUCLEAR," "MISSILES" and "DETERRENT." 
 
Historians may not be quite as kind to George W. Bush, whose preoccupation with "TERROR" now seems 
tragically sidetracked by such words as "IRAQ," "IRAQI," "HUSSEIN" and "MASS." 
 
Let's hope that Obama can do better in the coming four years — and that both his words and vision will do 
justice to our beleaguered country as well as the last, still-empty spot on the Chrysler's wall. 
 


