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The Quartet is another thought-provoking book by 
Joseph J. Ellis, author of the great biography His Excellency: 
George Washington, on the making of the U.S. Constitution 
by the delegates to the Constitutional Convention in 
Philadelphia and its ratification by the states. Ellis explains 
how a radical group of statesmen — Alexander Hamilton, 
James Madison, John Jay and George Washington — saw the 
necessity for a strong national government and narrowly 
succeeded in convincing the delegates to vote in favor of the 
Constitution on Sept. 17, 1787. James Madison, a 36-year-old 
lawyer who grew up on a tobacco plantation in Virginia, is 
hailed as the “Father of the Constitution” for his brilliant work 
in drafting the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, enacted by 
the first Congress in 1789 and ratified by the states in 1791. 

The Constitution, Ellis writes, would never have been approved by the delegates in 
Philadelphia without giving each of the former colonies equal representation in the 
Senate, counting slaves for purposes of proportional representation in the House of 
Representatives, and ignoring the moral implications of slavery. Ellis drives home the 
point with consummate skill that the making of the Constitution was an amazing feat by 
the quartet since most of the delegates had a fundamental distrust of a strong central 
government. 

Ellis explains that the Bill of Rights was not a “secular version of the Ten 
Commandments handed down by God to Moses,” but an “epilogue that accurately 
reflected the concerns of . . . many delegates at the [state] ratifying conventions.” The 
anti-federalists (including Patrick Henry) opposed the creation of a strong central 
government, fearing that it would become like the British monarchy they had fought so 
valiantly to break away from after a grueling war of independence lasting over eight 
years. Only over time did the Bill of Rights “assume an iconic status of its own, as the 
legal version of the liberal values first articulated in the Declaration of Independence, and 
as the classic statement of rights beyond the reach of government, the American version 
of the Magna Carta.” 

Ellis demonstrates that the Constitution was never meant to be written in stone, 
but, rather, intended as a living document adapted to the needs of a growing nation. 
Although he was in Paris during the Constitutional Convention, and therefore had no 
direct role in the drafting of the Constitution, Thomas Jefferson summed this up best in a 
letter to a friend written almost 29 years after the Constitution was signed in Philadelphia: 



 
“Some men look at constitutions with sanctimonious reverence, and deem them like the 
Ark of the Covenant, too sacred to be touched.... But I know also, that laws and 
institutions must go hand in hand with the progress of the human mind. As that becomes 
more developed, more enlightened, as new discoveries are made, new truths discovered... 
institutions must advance also, and keep pace with the times.” 

We first learned about the birth of our country and the adoption of the 
Constitution and the Bill of Rights in school. The Quartet takes us on a journey to a 
higher level of understanding and a fuller appreciation of the people who, against all 
odds, made the United States of America a reality. 
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