
DELVING INTO HISTORY

“A country, whose buildings are of wood, can never increase 
in its improvements to any considerable degree. 

Their duration is highly estimated at 50 years. Every 
half century then our country becomes a tabula rasa 
[blank slate], whereon we have to set out anew, 
as in the first moment of seating it. Whereas 
when buildings are of durable materials, 
every new edifice is an actual and 
permanent acquisition to the state, 
adding to its value as well as to 
its ornament.”

—Thomas Jefferson,  
Notes on the State 
of Virginia

Jefferson’s Delight
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When Thomas Jefferson wrote those words in the early 1780s, America was a brand 
new country where most of its people lived in log huts. He hoped to forge a new 

architectural identity for the fledgling nation and improve the taste of its citizens. 

Self-taught in architecture, Jefferson’s knowledge of the subject came from 
books and his travels in Europe. His primary influence was Italian 

architect Andrea Palladio, whose own work was inspired by classical 
Greek and Roman antiquity. For Jefferson, it made sense to rely 

on classical and European influences, according to Richard 
Guy Wilson, Ph.D., the Commonwealth Professor of 

Architectural History at the University of Virginia. 
By incorporating the great architecture of Western 

civilization, Jefferson could show this new 
America was a country on an equal footing 

with the European powers. 



THE ROTUNDA DOME ROOM. (PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF UVA OFFICE OF COMMUNICATIONS)
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Classical elements in many of Jefferson’s designs include white columns, 
the octagonal form and brick construction. In central Virginia, these 
elements are still seen today in UVA’s Academical Village, Monticello and 
the Barboursville mansion ruins. The most important example of Jefferson’s 
architecture, though, is the Virginia Capitol in Richmond, Wilson says. 
“His greatest, I think, is the University of Virginia, but the Virginia State 
Capitol is the first public building built after the Revolution.” It was a very 
different style from the Georgian architecture popular in England at the 
time — one that would set the new country apart from its former overseers. 
Completed in 1788, the Capitol was modeled after an ancient Roman 
temple in southern France. “The classical elements of it are really something 
that influenced American architecture for the next 150 years,” Wilson notes.

Those elements are visible at the University  as well. Along the Lawn, 
he designed 10 unique Pavilions, with classrooms on the bottom floors 
and living space for professors upstairs. All five traditional orders 
of architecture are visible throughout — Tuscan, Doric, Ionic and 
Corinthian, as well as Composite, a combination of the others. He 
intended the fronts of the buildings on the Lawn to serve as teaching 
tools for architecture classes. The plainest form, Tuscan, can be seen in 
the design of the student rooms, while the more ornate orders are used 
for the Pavilions and the outside of the Rotunda. The most elaborate, 
Composite order, is reserved for the Dome Room of the Rotunda, 
UVA’s original library. 



UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA, LIBRARY, SOUTH ELEVATION OF THE ROTUNDA FROM THOMAS 

JEFFERSON’S ARCHITECTURAL DRAWINGS FOR THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA, CIRCA 1816-

1819. (DRAWING COURTESY OF THE ALBERT AND SHIRLEY SMALL SPECIAL COLLECTIONS 

LIBRARY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA)
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HERITAGE HARVEST FESTIVAL AT THOMAS JEFFERSON’S MONTICELLO. 
(PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF ©THOMAS JEFFERSON FOUNDATION AT 
MONTICELLO)

Heritage Harvest Festival | Thomas Jefferson had many passions 
he explored at Monticello. While the neoclassical mansion 
reflected his love of architecture and innovation, the gardens 
expressed his interest in agriculture.

Today, Monticello honors Jefferson’s agricultural legacy in 
partnership with the Southern Exposure Seed Exchange and the 
Seed Savers Exchange in the annual Heritage Harvest Festival, 
held each September. The family-friendly event hinges on 
educational programs on organic gardening, seed saving and 
edible landscaping with a special focus on sustainability and the 
preservation of heritage plants. Taste local heirloom produce and 
artisanal honey, jams and chocolates, watch chef demonstrations 
in regional cookery or join the annual seed swap to take a little 
piece of Virginia home with you.

For more information, visit heritageharvestfestival.com.

Design is also used to represent purpose at Jefferson’s personal home, 
Monticello, with a simpler style in the public entrance hall and more 
decorative designs in rooms such as the parlor. Wilson believes Jefferson 
saw Monticello as essentially a public building. “To public figures at that 
point in time, your building really is a representation of you and your 
values,” he says. For example, Jefferson put his own collection of art 
and artifacts on display. The entrance hall was one of the country’s first 
museums, with Native American artifacts, maps, sculpture and artwork, 
as well as natural specimens like antlers and bones. 

While the influences of Jefferson and classicism have waned, Jefferson’s 
imprint is still visible in central Virginia. In Charlottesville, several 
churches feature a Jeffersonian flair, even though they were designed long 
after his death. The aptly named Thomas Jefferson Memorial Church 
(Unitarian Universalist) on Rugby Road was built in 1954 and features a 
two-story portico and multiple circular windows similar to those found 
in the Rotunda’s Dome Room. St. Paul’s Memorial Church (Episcopal), 

completed in 1927, sits across University Avenue from the Rotunda, 
reflecting Jeffersonian elements such as a front portico with four large 
columns. First Presbyterian Church on Park Street was completed in 
1956, and its  Jeffersonian elements include a portico, semicircular 
Palladian arch windows and decorative windows in Jefferson’s favorite 
octagonal shape. Jeffersonian elements are seen in other buildings — 
Venable Elementary School, the McGuffey Art Center and First United 
Methodist Church. Wilson, who recently curated an exhibit on Jefferson’s 
designs at the University’s Fralin Museum of Art, suggests driving around 
the countryside to see what Jeffersonian elements you can find. 
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Expanding the Narrative

Fifteen-year-old Paul Jennings watched from 
a distance as Washington, D.C. was burned 

by the British on Aug. 24, 1814.  Jennings — a 
man enslaved by President James Madison and 
First Lady Dolley — and other inhabitants 
of the White House narrowly escaped the 
inferno enveloping the city on that hot, dry 
day. Few items in the White House survived, 

but Jennings and others had helped rescue a 
famous portrait of George Washington. 

Born into slavery on Madison’s sprawling 
Montpelier plantation in central Virginia, 
Jennings served James and Dolley for many 
years, until he was sold in 1844, eventually 
making his way to Massachusetts Sen. Daniel 

Webster, from whom he bought his freedom. 
Jennings would go on to write a memoir of 
his time in the White House and organize an 
escape of 77 slaves who attempted to sail from 
Washington to New Jersey but were captured 
in the Chesapeake Bay. (Unfortunately, most 
were resold to areas in the Deep South, where 
conditions were often more physically violent.)

THE MERE DISTINCTION OF COLOUR EXHIBIT AT MONTPELIER. (PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF THE MONTPELIER FOUNDATION)
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TOP & BOTTOM: PARTS OF THE MERE 
DISTINCTION OF COLOUR EXHIBIT. 

MIDDLE: RECONSTRUCTED INTERIOR OF 
ENSLAVED PEOPLES’ LIVING QUARTERS. 
SECOND PANEL ON BOTTOM: PORTRAIT 

OF PAUL JENNINGS. (PHOTOGRAPHS 
COURTESY OF THE MONTPELIER 

FOUNDATION)

Many years before, in Philadelphia in 1787, Madison and 
his fellow delegates to the Constitutional Convention 

crafted an entirely new national government. In a 
speech on June 6 of that year, he said of slavery, 
“We have seen the mere distinction of color made 
in the most enlightened period of time, a ground 
of the most oppressive dominion ever exercised 
by man over man.” 

Madison and the other Founding Fathers were 
visionaries, but they were also men who owned and 

sold other human beings and derived 
profit from people like Paul Jennings. 
Madison may have believed the 
institution of slavery was “oppressive,” 
but he never freed his own slaves, nor 
did most of his contemporaries. 

This paradox is explored in an award-
winning exhibit at Montpelier. “The 
Mere Distinction of Color” tells 
the stories of Montpelier’s enslaved 
community and their descendants 
through thought-provoking exhibits 
and experiences, and confronts the 
legacies of slavery still alive today. 
Visitors can learn about the enslaved 
people at Montpelier through the 
voices of their living descendants, 
examine the factors that led to slavery 
and its long influence on our nation, 
and explore the day-to-day lives of 
enslaved people through reconstructed 
living and working quarters.



THE PERMANENT EXHIBITION PRIDE OVERCOMES PREJUDICE AT THE JEFFERSON SCHOOL AFRICAN AMERICAN 
HERITAGE CENTER. (PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF THE JEFFERSON SCHOOL AFRICAN AMERICAN HERITAGE CENTER)

VINEGAR HILL 1963: LIFE ON THE HILL EXHIBITION OPENING 
AT THE JEFFERSON SCHOOL AFRICAN AMERICAN HERITAGE 
CENTER (PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF THE JEFFERSON SCHOOL 
AFRICAN AMERICAN HERITAGE CENTER)
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Montpelier is not alone in telling the stories 
of its enslaved population. Other historic sites 
have broached the subject of slavery from a 
more comprehensive perspective in recent 
years. Monticello, home to University of 
Virginia founder and third President Thomas 
Jefferson, recently opened a restored room in 
the mansion’s basement that likely belonged 
to Sally Hemings, an enslaved woman who 
gave birth to six of  Jefferson’s children. Both 
Monticello and Highland, the home of fifth 
President James Monroe, have reconstructed 
slave quarters and tours that delve into the lives 
of the people who lived there. Since the 1990s, 
Monticello has interviewed more than 200 
descendants of its enslaved families through 
its Getting Word oral history project. Letting 
descendants lead the way in telling the story 
of slavery is key, says Kat Imhoff, president 
and CEO of the Montpelier Foundation, 
which recently hosted a summit for educators 

and experts on teaching slavery and engaging with 
descendant communities. “We wanted to talk about 
the enslaved as people who were more than just a 
workforce. Our active descendant community shared 
with us so many rich oral histories and helped to guide 
our thinking and execution,” Imhoff explains. “What 
happened at Montpelier, and all across the fledgling 
United States in the 18th and 19th centuries has 
present-day manifestations, and without addressing 
that fact it’s nearly impossible to understand and 
combat many of the issues we face today.”

Powerful community voices are also the focus of exhibits 
at the Jefferson School African American Heritage 
Center in Charlottesville. The Heritage Center is located 
in the historic former Jefferson School, a segregated 
high school for African-American students that opened 
in 1926 and later served as a segregated elementary 
school. Years of organized resistance to integration in 
Charlottesville meant that schools in Charlottesville 



JUNETEENTH 2018 JUNKANOO PARADE. (PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF THE JEFFERSON SCHOOL 
AFRICAN AMERICAN HERITAGE CENTER)

JUNETEENTH 2018 HARRIET TUBMAN REENACTMENT. (PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF THE JEFFERSON SCHOOL AFRICAN 
AMERICAN HERITAGE CENTER)

integrated at a snail’s pace. The Jefferson 
School was not fully integrated until 1966. 
Those young students who experienced 
segregation first-hand are now alumni who 
have shared oral histories of the school and 
life in Charlottesville during that time.  

Core programming at the center also 
includes exhibitions and contemporary 
art, films, theater and lectures, along 
with tours exploring the building and its 
surrounding neighborhoods. The post-
Emancipation story of African-Americans 
in the time of modernization and 
industrialization is not often explored in 
schools today, notes Andrea Douglas, the 
center’s executive director. “We describe 
our story as the American story given 
through the lens of black people,” she says. 

Douglas wants visitors to realize that 
injustice did not end with Emancipation. 
That was just a step in a long struggle that 
continues today. “We seek to provide a 

more holistic understanding through oral histories and uncovering 
narratives that have been lost for so long and not even considered 
important,” she says. “This is historic, but it’s also vital and living.” 

Through such stories, a more complete American history 
emerges, one that addresses long-standing and divisive issues of 
race in our country. The hope is that the lessons learned at these 
sites give us the tools for a greater common understanding of 
our shared past and a more cohesive nation that fully achieves 
the promise Madison and his fellow founding fathers imagined 
with the Constitution and the Bill of Rights.

Admission to James Madison’s Montpelier, at 11350 Constitution 
Highway in Montpelier Station in Orange County, includes a 
guided tour of the mansion and access to “The Mere Color of 
Distinction” exhibition. Check montpelier.org for many other 
tours and exhibitions offered daily and seasonally. 

The Jefferson School African American Heritage Center is located 
on the second floor of the Jefferson School City Center, with the 
main entrance on Commerce Street. The Heritage Center is closed 
Sundays and Mondays. Hours for specific exhibitions vary, so 
check jeffschoolheritagecenter.org for details.  
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