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Great Depression Murals of New Bern 

Background 

Elected to the presidency in 1932 to combat the economic hardships associated with the 
Great Depression, President Franklin D. Roosevelt initiated his New Deal; this effort was 
spearheaded by a multitude of Federal Programs that are commonly denoted by their respective 
acronyms: Some of these programs included the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), Civilian 
Conservation Corps (CCC), Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) and the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA). During the early years of the Great Depression, the City of New 
Bern, North Carolina, began to build a new structure that would house the Federal Courthouse 
and Post Office in 1933. The funds for this building project were acquired by Congressman 
Charles L. Abernathy by way of an appropriation from Works Progress Administration (WPA) 
funds. In 1938, artist David J. Silvette was commissioned to paint four murals on the wall above 
the Judge’s bench. The scenes in the murals reflect important events in New Bern’s history, as 
well as the nation’s. Collectively, the murals are entitled “Justice, Liberty, and Freedom.”  

Purpose  

The purpose of this research effort was threefold: the first objective was to gain improved 
digital photographs of the WPA Murals in the New Bern, North Carolina, Federal Courthouse. 
There were only incomplete images of all of the murals in New Bern’s Courthouse available to 
the general public; physical access to these images was de facto restricted, because it is an 
actively operating Federal Courthouse. Special permission was gained by the author to go in and 
take photographs. The second objective was to make these murals available to educators in order 
to use them in teaching United States History in North Carolina Public Schools. The third 
objective was to digitally preserve these paintings for future generations, in case of their loss due 
to fire, or natural disaster.   

Images: Old and New 

The Library of Congress images on their website of the WPA murals in New Bern can be 
described as incomplete or inadequate for educational purposes. This effectively restricted public 
access to these works of art. Only a very small portion of the population that either works in the 
Court house or has been called for jury duty or to face charges can actually enjoy this publicly 
sponsored art. Shown below is the image available on the Library of Congress website of the 
interior of New Bern Courthouse, which was also formerly used as a Post Office. 
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(image 1) This is an interior view of the Federal Courtroom in New Bern. Seen on the rear wall 
are the four WPA Murals done in the 1930s. This image is too distant to see the murals well. The 
murals on the extreme left and extreme right are blocked by ornate lamps. This photo is online in 
the Library of Congress with this description: “U.S. Post Office and Courthouse in New Bern, 
North Carolina. Ceremonial Courtroom. Mural (1938) by David Silvette. Three story Georgian 
Revival. Red brick with Cupola. Built in 1933-1935, 6/9/06, (LC-DIG-pplot-13818-01688)”  

 

(image 2) This is the author’s picture of the mural on the right hand side of the Judge’s bench. 
The images available by the Library of Congress effectively hid this historic work of art behind a 
lamp. This mural depicts “Freedom.” In 1774, New Bern was the site of the first provincial 
convention held in the soon to be created United States of America. This meeting was direct 
insubordination of British mandates. Note the empty chair in the rear of the painting. This was 
the chair of Royal Governor Josiah Martin, who for obvious reason was absent for the meeting.  



Steven Hill, JH Rose High School, 2013 

 

(image 3) This is a Library of Congress picture found online. The mural is to the left of the 
Judge’s bench; the chandelier blocks a clear view of the artwork. While the ornate lamp was 
clearly the topic of the photograph, there is no clear picture online available of the mural behind 
it. Here is the description from the Library of Congress website for this picture:  “U.S. Post 
Office and Courthouse in New Bern, North Carolina. Courtroom Lamp. Three story Georgian 
Revival. Red brick with Cupola. Built in 1933-1935, 6/9/06, (LC-DIG-pplot-13818-01690)”  

 

(Image 4) This is the author’s photograph of the mural on the left hand side of the Judge’s bench, 
from the ground-view. This mural was totally obscured by the lamp in the government’s online 
photo. This picture was taken July 5, 2013.  This mural represents “Justice.” The scene is a court 
hearing being held in 1786. The court case was marked a significant milestone in jurisprudence: 
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Bayard v. Singleton. The three judges hearing the case ruled that a state legislative enactment 
was unconstitutional. This was the first time a legal body in the United States ruled that any law 
was, in fact, unconstitutional. This decision established a fundamental standard of American 
jurisprudence: that the judiciary can check the power of the legislative branch if it is deemed 
unconstitutional.  While the Bayard Case was dealing with North Carolina state law, the case 
served as precedent for the Marbury v. Madison Case of 1803, which famously saw the Supreme 
Court decide that an act of Congress was null and void because it contravened the Constitution of 
the United States.    

 

(image 5) This mural represents “Liberty.” The Library of Congress did provide the public with a 
suitable image of the center mural that is overtop the Judge’s bench.  

 

(image 6) Here is the Library of Congress image of the mural over the Judge’s seat cropped by 
the author of this article. Editing the image makes it more useful for instructional purposes.  
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There are two scenes in the center mural: Liberty. The scene to the left depicts the founder of 
New Bern, Baron Christopher DeGraffenreid, telling Europeans about the benefits of living in 
the New World. In 1710, DeGraffenreid named the town after his home: Bern, Switzerland. 

The right hand side of the center panel celebrates the advent of the printing press in North 
Carolina. James Davis is shown operating the first printing press in North Carolina in 1749. His 
newspaper, the first in North Carolina, was called THE NORTH CAROLINA GAZETTE.  

 

Classroom Applications 

  Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS): this is a great technique for teachers to use when 
trying to utilize art and images during instruction. I was exposed to VTS in 2012 at a North 
Carolina Museum of Art workshop and have enjoyed great successes with its implementation.   

Some fast-facts about the VTS Method:  

1) the teacher does not have to be the expert about the particular visual  

2) teachers allow the students “read” the image(s) and tell the class what they see.  

3) students drive the visual exploration: the teacher guide discussion by asking questions  

How to do VTS 
In VTS, teachers support student learning by facilitating discussions of pre-selected works of 
visual interest. 
Teachers should use these open-ended questions: 

• What's going on in this picture? 
• What do you see that makes you say that? 
• What more can we find? 

3 Facilitation Techniques: 

• Do not judge students’ comments; paraphrase student comments neutrally  
• Point at the area being discussed and reconfirm what their visual observation 
• Linking and framing student comments to students’ prior learning or to other students’ 

observations 

Students are asked to: 

• Look carefully at works of art; this differentiates  instruction to meet different student 
learning needs 

• Talk about what students observe; students can gain confidence in articulating the 
suppositions about the image 
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• Students back up their ideas with evidence; this indirectly enhances student writing skills, 
because students have to advance a thesis with visual evidence.  

• Listen to and consider the views of others; students can be taught to thoughtfully and 
politely consider different viewpoints while discussing multiple possible interpretations 
of a work of art or image. 

My instructions on “How to do VTS” have been adapted from the official VTS website. At this 
website, teachers can see VTS in action. VTS has videos showing teachers and students of all 
ages “doing” VTS. 

The VTS Website:  http://vtshome.org/what-is-vts/vts-in-action--2 

 

When would a teacher USE VTS and the New Bern Murals during instruction? 

1. As a social studies teacher, I would suggest using VTS with any of these images 
BEFORE actually getting into the content of the lesson. These images could serve 
as a visual anchor for students before getting into a lesson about the concept of 
Judicial Review or the beginning of the American Revolution. Furthermore, this 
image can be used as a review tool later on in the year when students are asked 
months later to recall what historic events and concepts the artwork reflects. 

2. My wife is business education teacher at a local high school. She uses VTS 
method to explore art work and images with students at the outset of most classes. 
Besides exploring the visual richness of the art she chooses, she always asks 
students to identify and consider what type of technologies can be seen in the 
image.  

 

Resources used: 
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