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If Jefferso~ rras I, roilg. America is n roilp. 

If l n ~ e r i c a  is right. Jefferson I+ as right.' 

In Octol~er of 1797. Maria Jefferson Eppes fell through an openillg 
in an unfinished floor of her father's house and sprained her ankle 
badlj-. It was her wedding day. The ceremony had taken place in 
the p a r l o ~ n e  oft\\-o rooins at Monticello with a temporan roof.' 

The ib~onticello that tourists llolv visit never existed for Thomas 
Jefferson. his farnil!; man!- guests. slaves and employees. 4 perma- 
nent construction site during Jefferson's lifetime. the building and 
its surrounding landscape was finall!- "finished" h!- adnlirers long 
after the foundi~lg father's death. While it is well documented that 
the plantation was never financially successful and that the per- 
petual relnodeliilg of the villa contributed to Jefferson's terminal 
insolvenc!;~the well maintained Monticello museum tells a v e n  
different ston- to the casual visitor. This paper-a preliminan 
version of the first chapter in a book of case studies in 19"' and 20"' 
century architecture in the United States-presents another image 
of the utopian shrine. That image, a more dvnalllic and conlples 
thing. mirrors the man hinlself and sets the stage for another kind of 
history. 

If n1!- book project has a single nlajor premise, it is this: the TL-orking 
architect has been swept under the rug of aesthetics and ideology: 
architecture is generally considered to he a problem of artistic 
intention and cultural espression. not one of social production. I 
am particularl!- interested in the issue of even-day work-politics. 
economics. office sociology. nledia and constluctioa technologies. 
and the dialog between designers and builders. The project was 
inspired by the work of the late Robin Evans, pal-ticular1:- the last 
paragraph of his essay "Translations fronl Drawing to Building:" 

It n-oulcl he possible. I thi~ik. to n-rite a his toqv of Kkstenl archi- 
tecture that rc-oultl har-e little to rlo nit11 style or sig~~ificatioii. 
conceiitrati~lg illstead oil the ~ i ~ a i l i ~ e r  of n-orking. A large part of 
this 11istor~- would be coilcer~ied rrith the gap betr,-eell drart-ir~g 
and huilcling. ' 

Although I an1 sure Evans had more than working dra~viiigs in mind 
when he wrote this essay. clearlj- his "other" histon- assunles an 
inextricable relationship between thinking and doing. bet~veen 

the immaterial and the material-it assumes that architectural 
meaning is a consequence of making buildings. 

Rluch has heen written ahout lClonticello and its master. The politi- 
cal ailtl personal coilflicts of Jefferson are no\+- I\-ell represented in 
popular and scllolarl!- publications. This stud!- does not attempt to 
add neli infonliation to tliat extensive body. It does. however. ac- 
knov-ledge the fact that Jefferson's public life and his great domes- 
tic project emhod!- sonle important natiollal paradoxes we still pre- 
fer not to ponder. The issues of racism. misog);n!- and anti-urbanism 
that haunt Monticello are he!-ond the scope of this project. hut the!- 
certainl!. form the backdrop against which this alternative history 
of architectural practice begins. This first chapter attempts to de- 
scribe a paradox particular to our profession. the seeds of xvhicli 
Jefferson himself may have planted. 

It is iarportant to mention that Jefferson preferred to call himself a 
farmer. This designation was. perhaps, a rhetorical position. It is  
fairl!- well docunlented that he 0111)- puttered in his garden. leaving 
the manual labor of farming to his slaves. Furthermore. he avoided 
any actual oversight of agricultural production at the Monticello 
estate. leaving that work to overseers or privileged slaves.' In the 
case of the villa's design and construction. he did make all his ox\-11 
drawings. personally supelvised the I\-orb, and occasionall!- did 
some actual construction. Blonticello was Jeffkrson's intellectual 
retreat. figurativel! and literally. The house afforded him an es- 
cape from that constant debate between his head and his heart. 

The psychoanal!-st Erik Erikson has described Monticello as a 
"maternal shrine." Erikson sees Jefferson's mother in the building's 
recurring octagonal forms and earth-hugging office wings: the house 
is a bosom, "enclosed, protected. all warm." It is certainl!. pos- 
sible to stud!- the building's morphology for signs of Jefferson's 
psychopathologies. ,.Z few features stand out. The traditional 
dependencies (also kno~vn as "offices") of the 1-irginia plantation 
such as the kitchen were buried in the eat-th, in the baseluent of the 
n~aiil house by Jefferson's Palladian masterplan. This radical de- 
parture from the vernacular of discreet "outbuilding" suppresses 
evidence of the sen7a~its  ilecessaq to support Jefferson's aristo- 
cratic lifestyle. The house appears more freestanding. less depen- 
dent. Similarl!; when the house was enlarged to acconllnodate his 
gro~ving family. Jefferson squeezed the stairs to the second floor 



into the I-illa's poche and hit1 evidence of the second floor on the 
elevatio11. The women and children who occupied the upstairs 
were as concealed as their sen-ants. 

Through successive renovations. Jefferson's l~etlroom and stud!- 
hecame Illore seclutled from tile house's priman c,orritlors. He also 
tlesiglletl s!-stems of blinds to furthel. shield the rooms from the 
esterior. It is possible. then. to read into the final form of hIonticello. 
Jefferson's attempts to lix-e alone in the house. .Apparently he \\-as 
unsuccessful hecause during his Presidnlc!--~\-ith a major remod- 
eling of Monticello undent-a!--he began plans for Poplar Forest. a 
small octagonal retreat for himself in an isolated part of his Bedford 
Count!- estate. 

The recent revelations about Jefferson's affair ~r i th  Sail!- Hemnlings 
force reconsideration of Jefferson's desire for solitude and f~~r the r  
colllplicate psychological readings of Jeffersonli formal designs. 
A'liile these issues are certain1:- significant. it sl~ould 1)e pointetl 
out that Monticello reached its final for111 onl!- at the end of 
Jefferson's life and. for much of the 60 years he ~vorketl on the 
project-.'taking do\\-n ant1 putting up"-large parts of the house 
were uninhabitable. This stud! argues that forn~al readings of the 
hlonticello museum oversimplif!- the s ton  and miss the point. It 
\\-as the process of design ant1 construction that gave Jefferson shel- 
ter. not the physical du-elling. 

So it appropriate to begin t l~is  investigation somelrhere in the middle 
of the action. in 1802, with the house recentl! deconstructed and 
ulldergoillg significant revision and espansion: 

". . .As I suppose !Wr. Lill>- is cliggiilg the AYorthn-est offices and 
Icehouse I TI-ill 11on-give further directio~~s respecti~ig the111. The 
er-es [siclof those offices is [sic] to he ofcourse esactlj- 011 the ler-el 
of  those oil the South East side of  the hill. But as the Ahrth Kest 
huildi~igis chieflr-for coach houses, tl~efloormust he sunk 9feet 
deep helorr-the Ijottoni of the plate to let a coach go ullclerit. T11e 
icehouse is to he  dug 16 feet deeper than that. T l~e  icel~ouse is 
the11 to 11e n-alled. circular. to a height of 4 feet aboi-e the office 
floors. lear-irig a door 011 3 1/2 feet it-ide oil the 2: K: side of it. 
0 1 1  that height it is to be joisted rvith 2 [ i~lc l~lp la~ik .  9[i11ches] 
wide aiirl laid edge up and 9 [i~lches] clear apart form one 
a~~otherrn~iai l~g across the huildi~lg. or .Y. 1:; and S.E. the11 to be 
cor~ered 11-ith inch p l a ~ ~ k .  B>- this Iileans it irill t l epe~~d  oil the 
roof of'the offices forshelterfrorn rail]. and these n-ill he a space 
of about 2 or 3 [ i~~ches]  (I clo not rea~ell~ber esact1~-j betn-eel] it? 
[sic] cooen'~~g ailcl the joists of the offices. Thus. " -from a letter to 
Ja~nes Di~isinore fro171 Thomas Jefferso~~. March 19. 1802. -. 

Fig 1. Lettr~. fio111 T Jcfferel.;.~~~ to J. Dii~sn~ore. 41arch 19. 1802 

A snlall simple section of the proposed icehouse takes up the bot- 
tom of this one page letter to Janles Dinsmore, tlie carpenter Jefferson 
left in charge of remotleling at Monticello when he assumed his 
post as President. Fh i l e  Jefferson had previously hired profes- 
sional craftsn~en to work 011 his dream house. he had personally 
supen-ised all aspects of the co~lstruction. His relationship wit11 
Di~lsmore was different. The letters between the t~vo niea provide 
evicle~lce of Jefferson's attempt to remove himself fro111 el-eryda!- 
decision-making and to give nlore responsibilit!- for the project to 
his "contractor." As this letter makes painfull!. clear. Jefferson did 
not ha\-e the professional skills to be an '.architect" in the contern- 
porar!- sense. His instluctiolls are al~llost entirely verbal. Reading 
the letter. we can't help but sense the unrvrittell closing remark 
above his signature. "E-ish I Jrere there with you." 

The practice of architecture at the begillnilig of the 19"' centun- 
especially in the United States-\\as not !et clearl! distinguished 
from that of building construction. So Jefferson's '-tleficiencies" 
were shared b! man! of his contemporaries. The estensive body of 
conlentions that now constitutes architectural construction docu- 
mentation was in an emhn oliic state at that time. Calling attention 
to the "unprofessional" nature of Jefferson's methods ~vould h e  
pollltless if it nere not for the fact that his architectural espertise 
was so ~vell respected: 



.'.Mr. Jefferson is the first Ar~~erican nho has cor~sulted the Fine 
Arts to A11on- horl- to shelter himself fro111 the rt-eather. '" 

Fis 2. First floor pla~i r~i th  rlepe~icle~icie ... before rlupust 4. 1772. 

This coilliileilt made earl!- i11 Monticello's histor!- captures the es- 
sence of Jefferson's achievements. While it has not bee11 uilusual 
for Ailiericall architects to have launched their careers with head!- 
designs for their oli-n or relatives' houses. Jefferson ma!- have heen - 
the first. Furthenliore. Jefferson almost single handedly established 
his spale f o m ~  of neo-classicism as the architectural language of 
the iiew repuhlic. He did so primarily through the xehicle of 
hlonticello. Jefferson aggressively promoted his architectural ideas 

- - 

using dralviilgs prepared for his dream house. Visitors (friends. 
enemies. and assorted dignitaries) to his plantation (and there were 
many over the years) were treated to an esplanatioil of Jefferson's 
visioii for the e ~ t a t e . ~  His early plans for the villa were painstak- 
ingly drafted accordiiig to the rules laid out ill Palladio's 
patternbook. Jefferson clearl!- distinguished himself from other 
anlateurs of his generation h!- tirelessly studying architectural 
theon: What he built at Monticello. then. is emblematic of his 
great ill?-thological appeal as a self-made man. In builcliilg his on-11 
house. he had to teach hilllself ex e i~ th ing  from architectural theon 
to brickmaking. 

Of particular importance to this stud!- is the fact that Jefferson 
taught himself h o ~ r  to make architectural dra~riiigs. His father was 
a surve!-or. so he learned basic drafting at ail earl!- age. His skills 
improved dramaticall!- ox-er his long life as ex-ideiiced h!- the com- 
parison of his vei?- first floor plan for hloiiticello and a sketch for 
the rotunda at the University of Virginia. Even so. Jefferson never 
made the sort of polished dra\\-ings that were common aiiioiig pro- 
fessionall!- trained architects i11 the earl!- 19th centun--particu- 
larl!- among those trained in France. He rarely iiiade a freehand 
dra~uiiig and used vash techiliques cludel!-. He seemed most com- 
fortable with simple pen and ink methods but took to using peiicils 
after his exposure to the fashion during his !-ears in Paris. Despite 
his limited aptitude for dra~ving. Jefferson was diligent autodidact. 
studying both from books and absorbing iiiforn~ation from the nu- 
merous trained professionals that he met."' 

Fig 3. Filzt plan for Ifonticello. prohablj- 1 767, 

Fig 4. Sketch for thr rotulirla at the L~i ir-e l . .~~t~ o f  I-irginia. 1519 or 1820 

Jefferson was a coiiipulsive journal-keeper. letter xrriter. and archi- 
vist of his olvii papers. Consequently. vie hax-e been left with a 
fairl!- complete record of his public and private documents. It is 
iiliportailt to sort out. i11 the large archive of Jefferson's dra~vings. 
notebooks. a i d  letters that reference Monticello. just what coiisti- 
tutes a constructioi~ document. Labeling his correspondence with 
Jarlies Dinsmore as such establishes the essential frame of refer- 



ence for this inquiry: the amateur's work does iiot fall into orthodox 
categories. a h e n  we examine Jefferson's private notebooks. h o ~ r -  
ever, we are c o n f  onted with a dilemma. Since he acted a s  his own 
builder for most of the nearly 60 !-ears he worked on this the project. 
cei-taiiil!- the notehooks serve as  a for111 of detailing. The>- are also 
are a record of prohlem solving and design tlevelopment. The fugi- 
ti!-e houndar!- hetxveell design and  construction represented in 
Jefferson's notehooks is  an accurate image of the project. The note- 
hooks. like the construction process. spa11 man!- decades anti paint 
a picture of the fluid. experimental nature of Jefferson's architec- 
tural practice. 

constant finailcia1 bookkeeping. a compulsive tabulating of in-  
come and expenses, did iiot forestall his illsolvency. Lurking in 
het~veeii the lines of both apparently rational chronicles is the true 
sto1-y: Jefferson worked hard to repress physical realit!-. 

Iisitors to the illonticello project never saw Jeffersonk journals and 
account hooks. They salt- only the building under coilstructioil and 

~rl ia terer  set of fornial plans Jefferson had made at the time. B!- 
contrast. Jefferson's ~\.orknlen, most of them unskilled slaves. never 
saw either. Most of Jefferson's conimuiiication ~ r i t h  his crew was 
verl~al.  The excrption to this practice was his use of full-size teni- 
plates. Jefferson (leveloped much facility with this particular type 
of constructioll tlocumeiit. Those that survive count as sonle of 
Jefferso~i's most captivating architectural drawings. The tlra~vings. 
and  the  details the!- generated. were derivative of plates i n  
Jeffersoii's respectable library of European precedents. I11 the form 
of the template. Jefferson's delnaterialized classicism had some ef- 
ficacy in actual construction. In the reinote nloulltailis of I-irginia. 
he was able to translate stone into  rood. Khi le  this practice was 
not unusual in the colonial Americas. Jefferson's high profile made 
the alchemy seein virtuous. 

Fis 5. Stud! for dolllr coll.~tructioj~ fi.0111 notebooks. 1 790 

It is particularly interesting ho~c- much of Jefferson's notebooks are 
filled with ol~sessive diiiiensioiling. Born of a religious devotioil to 
Palladia11 proportioiling s!-stems. Jeffersoil's dime~isions are often 
figured to within 4 or 5 decimal places. This degree of precision 
was clearly absurd in the context of his actual building. where the 
margin of error was often as  much as  3 inches. So. working back 
and forth bet~veeii the ideal and the real. Jefferson made do. The 
building itself frequentl!. reveals the failure of Jefferson's grasp on 
realit!--most obviousl!- in  the case of the false balustrade on the 
dome: rather than jog the railing a~vhvardly out around the octa- 
gon. its thircl clime~lsion is reduced to nearl!. zero. creating the 
illusion of proportioiial precision. 

Fig 7. Full size clij~ijlg roonl conlice detaili with cutout for ten~plate. 1775 or 
latex 

Fig 6. qpical pdgei fi.0111 notehook>. 

Over the !ears. Jefferson's difficult! iiiaterializiiig the ideal did not 
discourage his zealous accounting. In much the sanie ua!. his 

Trained carpenters were comfortable with the ancielit and comnio~l 
practice oftemplate-guided work. Khi le  it xlas difficult for Jefferson 
to hire trained carpenters ailtl nlasoiis to work at his renlote hlollticello 
site. he  managed to do so occasionall!- and he  used these profes- 
sionals to help him train his slaves. KThile seine of Jefferson's 
ornalneiltal tletails \\-ere manufactured in urban centers like Phila- 
delphia (which is \\here Inan! of his trained workmen n e r e  hired). 
nlucli was made on site. Over time. his conrbination of uorkmen 
trained in European carpeiitr!- nlethods and journeymen slaves 
l~ecame verj effective. In Jefferson's later !-ears, the slaxe John 
Heii~mings ~nat le  furniture. carriages. and built nluch of Jefferson's 
retreat at Poplar Forest." 

111 addition to templates for ornamental details. Jefferson made a 
few dra~vings that are protot!-pica1 of contemporary construction 
documentation. For example, a section through the office wing at a 
scale of 1" equals 2', describes Jefferson- proposal for roofing the 
spaces b e l o ~ r  the promenades. This dra~ving was iilatle in  1772. 



niore than 20 !-ears before construction of the offices l~egan and 
does iiot denote what rvas finallj- built. It is 1ikel:- that Jefferson 
never shoxred this dra~vilig to an!-one. -kt the tiine he made it, he 
did not have an!- ~rorkmei~ capable of making use of such a sophis- 
ticated diagram. He didn't have that luxury until James Dinsinore 
was hired at the end ofthe 18"' centur!-. Dralvings such as this one 
~roultl have heel1 co111111011 in professioilal offices at that time. The 
fact that Jefferson spent so much time 011 this particular drawing 
fuither illustrates his tlesirc to be nlore than a illere amateur. The 
lal~or required to make this drax~ing 1)-as. ill Jefferson's case. cer- 
tain1:- excessive. The effort seems especial1:- poignant hecause it 
produced a useless document. 

F i s  8. -1 sectiol] across the drpende~lcies. before ;lugust 4. 177% 

The office section drawing prefigures future conve~ltio~is. This 
drawing does not actively engage the act of constructio~i the wa!- a 
template does. I11 keeping with llloderil practice. tlie drav-ing coor- 
dinates a set of dime~lsions and a collectioll of components. It 
presents a static diagrani of a complex finished product. The draw- 
ing is an orthographic arnlature for informatio~~. not a guide for 
fabrication. Masquerading as a picture of the finished product. the 
orthographic armature reinoves the architect from the labor of con- 
struction. Built on paper, tlie artifact defies gravit!- and material- 
ity. It is possible to iilake a constn~ction doculllellt of this type tliat 
does not "1~0rk" in the ph!-sical ~sorld. The template establishes 
cl!-namic and physical relationsl~ips froin eye to hand to tool to 
material: the relationships described in a11 orthographic armature 
are esclusivelv visual. The gap between drawing and building 
established b!- the orthograpliic ariliature distinguishes architect 
from builder. 

Jefferso~i's methods of productioil at Illoilticello leave a record of 
his remarkable capacit! for self-education hut the? also re1 eal his 
dependent! on orthodox!. He did not invent. he transplanted. His 
public proinotioii of European conventions of design and draxving 
helped establish the foundation for our contemporaq distinction 
bet~reen designer and builder and did much to propel the move- 
ment towards professiollalizatiol1 of the practice in the United States. 
In popular m!tholog!. lio~vever. the remote and quixotic project. 
Monticello. affirnls Jefferson's image as the consummate do-it- 

!ourselfer. It is in the unconventio~ial coiistmction documeilta- 
tion. Jeffersoil's notebooks and letter archive tliat we find affirma- 
tion of that persona. 

. . . Ibu espresseda rrish to harr the sashes for Poplar Forest illarle 
of'n-a111ut. If:-OZI still clesire it:-ou n-illplease to let 111e kllort- that 
we ala!- har-e the 1ral11ut got to ki111 rli;~ aloilg rt-it11 the plallk. I 
n-oultl heglear-e hon-er-er to observe that I a111 a[flfi.aid there is 
i1011e to he hat1 about here but n-hat is so I I I L I C ~  giir-en to plallk 
that it 11-illre~~derit r-en- ui~f i t  f o r t l ~ i l t p z ~ ~ ~ j ~ s e . .  .James Dinsinore 
to Thomas Jeffersoii Octoher 16. 1807.'" 

The tlispassioiiate orthographic dra~rings of the idealized villa de- 
scril~e ilone of the difficulties that huilding in the initldle of iio- 
where presentetl. The\- present the improha1)le as accomplished 
fact. Jeffersoil spent ail illordillate alliount of time 011 those dralr- 
ings. He superiiliposed a ratiolial and ahstract habit of illintl on 
that 1)-hich was often beyolid his grasp. I11 a siinilar wa!- he superim- 
posed the oitliogonal grid on the Louisiana Purchase. as a symbol of 
democrat!- and as if noth i~lg  were there. The architecture 
profession's pal-ticular foriii of the ortllographic arinature has evolved 
since Jeffersonk time. It is at once an estre~lle oversimplification of 
p1i~-sical reality and laborious act of accouiitiiig. The profession 
could profit from taking an irreverent look at the hegemon!- of the 
orthographic i11 constructioi~ documeatation practice. It hegins 
~vith ail irreverent look at Thoinas Jeffersoii's Rlonticello. 

I f  d~llerica is right. Jeffersoil rvas right. 
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