

[image: image]







American Eden

From Monticello to Central Park to Our Backyards:
 What Our Gardens Tell Us About Who We Are

Wade Graham

[image: image]






For Ben and Plum,
 intrepid explorers and thoughtful gardeners







“Little joy has he who has no garden,” said Saadi. Montaigne took much pains to be made a citizen of Rome; and our people are vain, when abroad, of having the freedom of foreign cities presented to them in a gold box. I much prefer to have the freedom of a garden presented me. When I go into a good garden, I think, if it were mine, I should never go out of it. It requires some geometry in the head, to lay it out rightly, and there are many who can enjoy, to one that can create it.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON, “COUNTRY LIFE—CONCORD,” 1857
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Introduction

THE POLITICS AND PASSIONS OF GARDENS


To see another’s garden may give us a keen perception of the richness or poverty of his personality, of his experiences and associations in life, and of his spiritual qualities.

—CHARLES DOWNING LAY, A Garden Book, 1924




This book is a history of gardens in America, from the colonial and revolutionary periods to the present. It is about the form, feel, and life of gardens and the lives of the people who make them, but also about much more. It starts from my conviction that our gardens are meaningful—that they say a lot, and that we can read in them stories, not only about their makers but about ourselves as a people—our people, in Emerson’s words: we Americans. It is informed by the several sides of my work: designing gardens, all over the country, for all kinds of people and all manner of situations; and studying and writing about America’s cultural and environmental history.

Though born of agriculture, gardens are not farms. One definition from 1839 serves reasonably well: a garden is “land…laid out as a pleasure ground…with a view to recreation and enjoyment, more than profit.”1 Its function is essentially social: a garden is in effect a miniature Utopia, a diorama of how its makers see themselves and the world. Anyone who creates a garden draws a map of their mind on the ground, whether consciously or not. If we take time to read them, carefully situating them in the matrix of architecture, art, literature, and social and economic circumstances in which they are embedded, gardens may tell us about the wealth, power, status, sex lives, ethnicity, religion, politics, passions, aspirations, delusions, illusions, and dreams of their creators. Always rooted in their time and place, even the most unique gardens are indicators and traces of the tensions and energies in a constantly changing society. They can express political theories, aesthetic preoccupations, scientific and religious ideas, cultural inheritances, and sheer force of personality. Thomas Jefferson’s layered landscape at Monticello in Virginia expressed all of these things and more, providing us with a map, not only of his deep engagement with the ideas and values of the Enlightenment, but of his own, often deeply conflicted mind as a statesman, businessman, slave owner, farmer, and lover. All his life he worked to reconcile his democratic ideals with his love of luxury and the trappings of aristocracy, and his vision of an egalitarian, agrarian society with the harsh realities of the economic system that underpinned his own status—plantation slavery. Inspired by new British styles in gardens as well as by new ideas about rights, government, and society coming from Great Britain, yet wanting no more to do with that mother country, he struggled to adapt them to the new nation that he contributed so much to conceiving. His garden, every bit as much as his celebrated writings, is a testament to this seminal work of creating something unprecedented: an American character, and an American landscape to go along with it.

Jefferson’s dilemmas are still with us: we love to ogle the ostentatious houses and gardens of come-lately billionaires; at the same time we take pride in Michelle Obama’s kitchen garden at the White House, planted by schoolchildren with two hundred dollars’ worth of supplies. As a people, and as individuals, we want to express our values and virtues, and our sense of responsibility to community and the natural environment, while allowing space for our dreams and aspirations to flower, and, for some of us, our wealth. We must reconcile life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, as the founder described them in the Declaration of Independence. Like Jefferson, we look abroad, to Europe, Asia, or elsewhere for models and inspiration, and we seek to transform those borrowed styles into a distinctively American form. For some of us the preferred expression in the garden is no-holds-barred ostentation in imitation of European royalty, like George Washington Vanderbilt’s Biltmore Estate; for some it is a “Grandmother’s” humble cottage garden of flowers and vegetables; for most, though, it is an amalgam, a middle ground, that weaves the different, competing strands of our heritage into a cultural fabric that is generally middle-class but keeps one eye faithfully on an agricultural past and one, perhaps hopefully, on the dream of one day making it big. Just as Jefferson’s house and garden drove him deeply into debt as he built and rebuilt them obsessively until the end of his life, chasing the evolving image of perfection he held in his mind’s eye, our gardens reveal the economic volatility and dynamism that have fueled American social mobility, and attendant anxieties about class and status, from the beginning. In every age, old money and new, established social groups and ascendant ones, try to negotiate their shared spaces in part through questions of taste, style, display, and the narratives that are spun around them. What was true in Jefferson’s time was true in the Gilded Age at the end of the 19th century and remains true in our era of Hamptons hedge fund billionaires and reality TV makeover shows. Martha Stewart has nothing on our Founding Gardener.

The musician Jack Johnson sings, “I’ve got a symbol in my driveway,” as a comment on how we use things like cars to speak for us, often assigning them certain lines in the play that we write about ourselves that we are hesitant to utter in our own voices. The drama of self-creation isn’t straightforward, but full of deviations, diversions, dodges, and impersonations. What makes gardens especially interesting (versus, say, buying cars, houses, clothes, art, companies, or sports teams to show the world who we are) is that making one constitutes the creation of a new world—our own world, often nearly from scratch, an Eden where outside stresses, failures, and compromises can’t enter (at least in theory).

The comparison to drama isn’t far-fetched: since ancient times gardens have been compared to stages and used as settings for plays, masked balls, and myriad entertainments; sibling arts, stage and garden are each dramatizations of life and lives. Like theater, our gardens also tell of deeper, personal stirrings: of romantic love, of nostalgia for lost times and places, certainties, dreams, securities, and especially for childhood, that place of refuge, real or imagined. American gardens frequently evoke Arcadian agrarian landscapes, expressing our yearnings for the supposedly simpler lives of a rural time past, even as we have inexorably become an urban people living in an industrialized world churned by war, economic and social upheaval, and the displacement of communities in the face of the constant movement our system voraciously feeds on.

Emerson liked to quote Saadi, the 12th century Persian traveler-poet who chronicled the people and gardens he met on his peregrinations through the Middle East, Central Asia, and India. The gardens Saadi wrote about descended from ancient Persia: the paradeiza, or walled kings’ hunting grounds, which passed into Greek as paradeisos, which was the model for the biblical Garden of Eden in the book of Genesis. Like ancient desert cities, gardens were walled to keep out the bad and shelter the good, in all senses. This is why, as Emerson said, one longed for the freedom of a garden: the keys, permission to enter the bounded refuge of a space apart—separate from other people’s lives, separate from the tumult of the city and the vicissitudes of nature alike, since a garden isn’t nature but rather an entwining of nature and culture in a highly promiscuous, productive pas de deux.

Every good garden is a window—into the individual mind or minds of its makers, owners, inheritors, or inhabitants, and, through their stories layered on top of one another, a window to the collective mind, our common experience. To recognize what is visible there we have to learn the language of gardens: the vocabulary consists of plants, stone, wood, and water, the syntax a series of conjunctions of parterres and topiary, woodlands and meadows, terraces and pergolas, sculptures and staircases, pools and fountains, hedges and borders, flowers and gravel, straight lines and curves, geometry and wildness, sunlight and shadow, wet places and dry ones. Like DNA, the message can be hard to follow, as it is often carried in a jumble of bits borrowed and retained from here and there, words and phrases from a mix of garden languages, foreign, ancient, and dead, strung together, some of it possibly meaning nothing, but much of it coding for bone structure, color, and character—the way gardens express people’s thoughts and statements about life, politics, aesthetics, and matters of the heart.

Yet, looking at the progress of our gardens through time, patterns emerge, and we can see that we share fundamental ambitions, dilemmas, and pleasures over four hundred years of making gardens in the part of North America that has become the United States. The story is one of borrowing, and from a dizzying mix of sources: England, France, Italy, Spain, Persia, China, Japan, India, Mexico, or the South Pacific. The ideas and forms borrowed seem incongruous, even ridiculous: aristocratic styles are adopted by egalitarian republicans, pagan by Christians, English by revolutionary Americans even during the fight for independence, Catholic by Protestants, medieval Gothic by 20th century industrialists, and ancient Asian religious ones by secular modernists. There are all manner of strange combinations, uneasy bedfellows, and improbable convergences. Yet over and over, by the prosaic alchemy of the American melting pot, which works on cultural memes as much as on race, ethnicity, or religion, all of these forms are eventually transformed into middle-class American ones—modest, suburban houses unself-consciously garbed as Greek temples, Scottish castles, storybook cottages, or futuristic space modules, surrounded by miniature versions of the gardens of Versailles, Blenheim Palace, the Villa Medici, or the temple of Ryoan-ji. It is this borrowing and recombining that accounts for the extraordinary visual variety of the American-built environment—so jumbled and outrageous in places that a visitor from elsewhere might think us a kind of house and garden cargo cult. But it also reveals our particular genius: by digesting pieces from all over the world we have created an American style—several, to be exact. At their best ours are looser, freer, more idealistic, and more optimistic than the originals, and unapologetically ecumenical, unafraid to mix and match: thus, in 1960s California, a new universal style was born by merging orthodox modernism, South Pacific pastiche, and the Mexican rancho. Repeatedly, seeming opposites, whether modernist and historicist or formal and picturesque, intermingle, cross-pollinate, and bear hybrid offspring. These mixings are not simply products of American naïveté—there is deep truth to them, since careful historical work reveals that each of these poles shares a common antecedent in the Western tradition—they are branches of the same tree, though with very different leaves and flowers; thus their affinity is a natural consequence of their common heredity. They are surface styles, and divergent ones at that, which nevertheless reveal common psychological and cultural topographies beneath them, just as clothes reveal the contours of the skin and body below.

The newest wave in the garden is in many ways also its oldest: a return to agriculture, as makers of gardens seek to put back some of the links to the farm that were lost as America became overwhelmingly urban and suburban—both aesthetically and in the actual, intensive growing of food. Along with a movement toward more natural and environmentally friendly designs and practices in the garden, these represent a renewed effort toward reintegrating the split parts of our world: on one hand, the Arcadian, agrarian dream of small-town or rural life, with its self-sufficiency, slower pace, and connection to the imagined simplicity of the past; and on the other, the breathless rush and stress of our exurban, postindustrial reality in the 21st century. Paradoxically, or unsurprisingly, depending on how you look at it, for all our sophistication and the distance we have fortunately traveled from the harsh realities of his era, we American gardeners still face the same basic quandaries and enjoy the same rewards and pleasures as Thomas Jefferson did in his own patch of earth.










One

FOUNDING GARDENS (1600–1826)



If the United States of America has a founding garden, it is without question the one Thomas Jefferson laid out on a hilltop near Charlottesville, Virginia, which he called Monticello (“little mountain” in Italian), during the era of the American Revolution. The house at the center of the garden is as familiar to most Americans as their own, even if we’re unaware of it—it looks out at us from the nickel. Its graceful, white classical columned porch holding up a triangular Greek pediment defines what we think of as “Federal” architecture, that quintessentially American style that was transposed from Jefferson’s home in his lifetime to the U.S. Capitol building, the White House, and since to countless tens of thousands of sober courthouses, libraries, and banks across the land, and probably millions of houses, modest and grand alike, all proudly announcing their upstanding Americanness with white columns and pediments—architectural details borrowed, unwittingly, from ancient pagan temples dedicated to rituals of sex and death.

I went to see Thomas Jefferson’s garden early on a June morning, and rather than wait for the first shuttle bus to leave the parking lot, I walked alone along the path that leads up the hill through a mature forest of oaks and tulip poplars—Jefferson’s favorite tree. The woods were dark and quiet, and there was a dense mist shrouding the ground, blown upslope by a cool southeasterly breeze. It was an appropriately literary way to arrive, worthy of a scene from an 18th century bildungsroman, or one of the moody druidic poems by Ossian that Jefferson liked to recite after dinners with friends. Emerging from the trees I confronted a dank graveyard fenced in black iron with a large obelisk marking the owner’s grave, then stepped onto the gravel walk where the slave quarters and workshops once stood; through the cinematically rising mist I caught a glimpse of the perfect rows of multicolored vegetables growing in the thousand-foot-long kitchen garden. Finally, through a gap in the trees, in an opening shaft of sunlight, I recognized the façade of that singular house, with its squat dome and its stately, iconic white columns, just like on the coins in my pocket.

The house and its two parallel outbuilding wings embrace the ur-American backyard: a wide expanse of lawn surrounded by a lazily curving walk between lush, colorful flower borders, shaded by towering broadleaf trees planted in an apparently random, natural disorder. Carefully framed views of distant prospects open between trees and the various outbuildings of the house: a bit of a slowly winding river, a hilltop, a far-off, hazy ridge. A grassy meadow falls away in the distance under more trees, gradually thickening to dense forest as the flanks of the hill steepen. Like his house, Jefferson’s garden also became a model for what an American garden ought to be: a relaxed composition of trees, lawn, shrubs, and flowers, informal yet self-assured, large but not palatial, eschewing the tight, clipped geometries of earlier colonial gardens that had been copied from the gardens of the European aristocracy. With the Revolution that Jefferson helped spark and guide, all that formality went out the window, along with the tyranny of the British king and his redcoats and taxes. Jefferson’s garden was robust, free, and natural, a paean to the wild American continent, a new kind of garden for a new, democratic age. It has remained a model after more than two centuries and effusions of all manner of styles and incursions of every conceivable foreign influence, and still serves as the unconscious template for many of our contemporary American gardens.

If Monticello is our blueprint, it only makes sense that Jefferson should have designed it, since he was the architect of so many of our national institutions, on paper and in stone. Thomas Jefferson could do just about everything, better than just about anybody. President John F. Kennedy famously welcomed a group of American Nobel laureates to dinner at the White House in 1962 by saying, “I think this is the most extraordinary collection of talent and of human knowledge that has ever been gathered together at the White House—with the possible exception of when Thomas Jefferson dined alone.” In turn Jefferson was a member of colonial Virginia’s legislature, delegate to the Second Continental Congress, writer of the Declaration of Independence, governor of Virginia, minister to France, secretary of state under President George Washington, vice president under President John Adams, third president of the United States (serving two terms), purchaser of Louisiana from Napoleon, designer and patron of Lewis and Clark’s expedition to explore the new territory, and founder and architect of the University of Virginia, the Virginia state capitol, and Monticello—for starters.

In the garden, he proved no less a visionary and pioneer; he was the greatest garden designer in this country of his generation, and among the most disciplined gardeners of any. From the age of twenty-three, the year he got out of college, until 1824, two years before his death, he kept up almost daily entries in his Garden Book whenever he was at Monticello.1 He maintained a lifelong, meticulous record of what he planted, when, in what soil, when he transplanted, when he harvested, what failed, and what thrived. In the Enlightenment spirit of the times, he recorded the time of first flowering of plants all around him, native and cultivated, the first appearance of migrating birds, and, every day of his adult life, the temperature and other meteorological conditions wherever he found himself. Throughout his life, in the midst of war, travel, and decades of public service, he carried on a steady exchange of seeds, bulbs, and plants with correspondents all over America and Europe. He experimented endlessly with new varieties: he grew 150 fruit trees, and up to 350 vegetables at one time, including some 50 varieties of peas, 44 of beans, and upwards of 30 cabbages.2 He wrote in his Autobiography that “the greatest service which can be rendered any country is to add a useful plant to its culture.”3 And he worked diligently at it: he introduced five hundred olive trees imported from Italy (they failed), the Lombardy poplar, European grapes (they didn’t make very good wine), and new vegetables and varieties of rice from all over. In preparation for the expedition to the newly acquired Louisiana Territory, Jefferson arranged for Captain Meriwether Lewis to study botany in Philadelphia for nine months before embarking, so that he would be able to collect specimens of what he came across and bring them back for the benefit of the nation.4

Along with the house, the garden at Monticello was Jefferson’s life work: he began planning it when barely out of college, built it and revised it between stints, some nearly a decade long, of service to the young country, and kept working in it near daily until his death in 1826. Later in life, when he was finally able to retire from the White House to his beloved home, the garden was a solace and a long-sought and hard-earned refuge from the stresses of the world. Most every day he rode out to survey his farm and garden operations, took pleasure in strolling with friends, family, and visitors from far and wide, and most of all, playing with his grandchildren. As he wrote to his friend, the painter Charles Willson Peale, on August 20, 1811, “I have often thought that if heaven had given me choice of my position and calling, it should have been on a rich spot of earth, well-watered, and near a good market for the productions of the garden. No occupation is so delightful to me as the culture of the earth, and no culture comparable to that of the garden. Such a variety of subjects, some one always coming to perfection, the failure of one thing repaired by the success of another, and instead of one harvest a continued one through the year…. [T]hough I am an old man, I am but a young gardener.”5

In a long life, his youthful passion for gardens was as undiminished by age as his youthful tastes were unchanged by it: the romantic, sentimental, and sometimes fey garden scenes he imagined in his twenties he built in his sixties and proudly showed off to the luminaries of the age. His garden style would seem at odds with the image of gravitas we have of him as a founding father of our nation—but this alone tells us a great deal about his temperament and vision. Gardens were also the scenes of some of his most passionate moments. During the heated run-up to the French Revolution, he found time in Paris to redesign, on paper, the gardens of his lodging house, and to play hooky from his diplomatic rounds while visiting gardens in the company of a beautiful, seductive, and married young woman. He took them seriously; he considered the art of gardens, as he defined it—“not horticulture, but the art of embellishing grounds by fancy”—to likely deserve a place among the fine arts: “Painting, Sculpture, architecture, music & poetry.”6

Making gardens for him was part of the larger project of building a new world in America, a real Utopia where men (let’s make no mistake, he meant white men, exclusively) could enjoy liberty and the pursuit of happiness free from the oppressions of European societies. Gardens at their best were for Jefferson an expression of the spirit and optimism of a new age in a new country. But the legacy of Jefferson’s garden is complex, full of odd pairings and contradictions, like the new country he helped midwife, and like the man himself. Monticello today strikes a visitor as a bald paradox: the flowing, naturalistic garden, the height of modernity at the time, enveloping the severe formality of neo-ancient Roman architecture. Jefferson meant Monticello as a symbol for a new nation, and he based it purposefully on the glorious Roman past—by which he meant the young, republican Rome of the Senate, not the decadent and cruel imperial Rome of the Caesars. It was intended as a symbol of an emerging world that harked back to a golden age of equality and virtue, untainted by the corruptions of the present; but his Utopia on the mountaintop was of course already corrupted, since it was built by slaves. The garden fashion he embraced and executed with as much flair as any designer on either side of the Atlantic was, more even than the architectural fashion, a consummately English form—an odd choice for a man who otherwise hated everything English. And the indulgence and ostentation of it, the sheer luxury and fashionability must have seemed at least a little bit disconcerting in a man famous for his dislike in others of gentility and signs of class, who even as president of the United States went around in plain dress (some would say a calculated dishevelment). For a man obsessed with paring down the national debt when he served as president, it is uncomfortable to consider how he knowingly accumulated so much debt himself—in no small part due to his fancy tastes and his high living—that everything he owned had to be sold on his death, including the slaves, their families broken up.

Some see hypocrisy in the life of Jefferson; his reputation has lately eroded, especially since the confirmation by genetic evidence that he fathered at least one child with his slave, Sally Hemings, even as he railed against miscegenation. But it remains true that Jefferson gave us some of the highest achievements and most inspiring ideals of our culture. He was so purely self-contradictory that his life can be read in starkly opposite senses. While he was alive, and ever since, he has been used as an expert witness by every conceivable political persuasion: fiscal conservatives, labor radicals, abolitionists, states’ rights extremists, and by independence movements all over the world. The historian Joyce Appleby has written of him, charitably one might argue: “Jefferson was not a man of contradictions so much as a man of rarely paired qualities.”7 As a garden maker, he presents another paradox: in spite of how accomplished, talented, and singular he was, in his addiction to real estate Jefferson was a lot like us. He loved elegance and grandeur but had to try to square them with the republican conviction that simplicity and function are spiritually and morally superior to luxury. His favorite word was useful, but by this he sometimes just meant “beautiful.” He wanted to live the good life and make a perfect home, and he dug himself deeply, irresponsibly into debt to do it. Like a lot of us later Americans, real estate was for him an all-consuming activity, an engine for investing money, time, energy, and hopes, and an engine for spending them on unsustainable, conspicuous consumption.

Monticello provides a map of all these tensions, hopes, dreams, aspirations, and contradictions, diagrammed on the ground by Thomas Jefferson for all to see. It is a kind of diorama of what he thought Utopia should look like, and for all its flaws, it is a powerfully beautiful, idealistic, and inspiring spot. To make a pilgrimage to see the place is both to go back to the beginning point of the American garden and to witness the culmination of thousands of years of garden making in the Western tradition. Looking at Jefferson’s garden is a way to see ourselves and our history from a different angle, from the garden path, so to speak, taking a walk up the serpentine path of American self-creation.

 

Though he was born in a distant colony of England, much of it still a rude, violent, thinly settled frontier, Thomas Jefferson was born into the English family; Virginians, especially those from the gentry, kept themselves as close as they could to the motherland, listening raptly for the latest news, opinions, and fashions from home, and sending their sons back across the Atlantic for schooling and business opportunities. Garden making was a big part of being English, and even on an American frontier, the role of English gardens as markers of grace, education, social status, and social climbing formed an important part of the warp and weft of Virginia life. Virginians saw themselves squarely within a European culture then in the grip of an awakening of multiple dimensions—the philosophical, scientific, and artistic revolution of the Enlightenment—gathering force in tandem with the huge economic, demographic, and political transformations of capitalism and colonial expansion that were remaking the globe in the 18th century. Jefferson grew up in the crest of this wave, rose with it, and executed an amazing number of its crowning expressions, in an astonishing breadth of fields.

Jefferson was born April 13, 1743, the first son and third of ten children on the family plantation Shadwell, in Albemarle County, among the ranges of steep hills that rear from the sloping piedmont as it rises to meet the knife edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains to the west. His father, Peter, farmed wheat and tobacco on 1,900 acres, with the labor of thirty black slaves. Peter Jefferson served as a local magistrate, parish vestryman, and member of the Virginia House of Burgesses, the colonial legislature. He was also a capable surveyor and mapmaker, skills that Thomas learned early, coming to know the local countryside well. The young Jefferson was good at math, language, and music. In 1757, when he was fourteen, his father died, leaving him about five thousand acres and a large slave workforce, and the direction that he continue his education at the College of William & Mary, established in the capital, Williamsburg, in 1693.8 He matriculated at the age of seventeen, in 1760. There are no images from these years, but the famous characterization of him later in life must have applied then: he was tall, at six feet, two and a half inches, big-boned, with sandy hair and a freckled complexion; he wasn’t especially handsome, but was vigorous and cut an impressive figure. At college he studied mathematics, the classics, and law, and loved music, playing violin some evenings as part of a foursome that included the lieutenant governor of the colony, Francis Fauquier.9 He must have frequented the college library, and probably also the one at the governor’s palace, both of which included books on gardens and architecture. He would have walked under and noted the double allée of catalpa trees along the Palace Green and would have rambled in the palace gardens, laid out by an earlier lieutenant governor, Alexander Spotswood, thirty-five years before. As Williamsburg was a very small place, he would have been aware of the notable town garden of John Custis (Martha Washington’s future father-in-law), begun in 1717, occupying four acres, an entire town block, likely also Custis’s plantation at Queen’s Creek, a mile north of town, and the celebrated garden at Westover, Custis’s brother-in-law, William Byrd II’s nearby plantation on the James River.10 Both Custis and Byrd were noted gardeners and collectors of the native flora, and carried on plant exchanges with some of England’s leading horticulturalists, enriching British gardens with American species, and vice versa, and extolling the virtues of their new world.

These weren’t the first American pleasure gardens. The earliest colonists, though most concerned with their own agricultural survival, brought with them a gardening culture and stocks of seeds, plants, and plans to root it in the New World. Within the limits of ships and weather, they kept in touch with European fashion and practice. Most 17th century gardens in America were primarily practical: enclosed by walls, fences, or hedges to keep roaming livestock out, mixes of herbs for medicine and cooking, fruit trees, and flowers, arrayed in simple geometric layouts. But even then the wealthier were anxious to demonstrate some refinement in their wilderness outposts, and gardens played a big part. In 1642, a list of flowers in New Amsterdam (Manhattan) gardens included tulips—tulip mania had only reached a frenzy in Holland in the 1630s. By 1660, New Amsterdam gardens had parterres—designs in low hedging and flowers or herbs then all the rage in continental gardens.11 By 1698, the best pleasure gardens in New Jersey and Pennsylvania were being favorably compared to celebrated European ones.12

In the late 1640s, Virginia governor Sir William Berkeley built Green Spring, his house and garden at a plantation midway between Jamestown and Williamsburg. It had an orchard stocked with 1,500 trees, flower gardens, plant nurseries, and a fashionable bowling green, which served as a locus of elite social life—socializing, cricket, horse racing, and fencing—for many years under different owners.13 In 1665, construction on Bacon’s Castle was begun on the James River, an imposing brick manor house surrounded by large formal gardens. Nearby, at Westover, William Byrd II, whose father was a prominent Virginia planter in the 1680s and ’90s but who resided in England for most of the first half of his life, helped stoke a vogue for Virginia plants among high-society British gardeners in the 1690s, and he was elected to the illustrious Royal Society for his trouble. Back in the colony after his father’s death in 1705, he cultivated a cross-Atlantic reputation as a wilderness sage by publishing an account of an expedition to survey the North Carolina–Virginia boundary through uncharted terrain (Jefferson’s father, Peter, helped complete this survey after Byrd’s death) and by carrying on a flourishing botanical exchange with various English worthies, including the head of the Physic Garden at Oxford University and Dr. Hans Sloane, who would found the British Museum.

It is hard to imagine from our vantage point, but plants were potent status symbols in the 18th century, living booty sent back from the constant stream of European overseas exploring and colonizing expeditions by swashbuckling botanist-adventurers, dispatched with instructions from kings and queens to bring back the most wonderful and lucrative species from the corners of the world. Botany was the most chic science of the age: its best scientific as well as practical expression, at the forefront of the new and daring sexual system of classification of the plant world initiated by the Swedish taxonomist Linnaeus. Concerned with the fundamental economics of farming and trade that underpinned family, nation, colony, and empire, the discipline of botany pushed far into the exotic, romantic, and sometimes still-savage lands that bestowed upon the day-to-day, violent business of the Age of Discovery its heady poetry and excitement. Even John Locke, the English philosopher whose ideas would serve as a bedrock influence for the Declaration of Independence and later for the framers of the Constitution, and who wrote, “In the beginning, all was America,” asked friends in Virginia to send him plants.14

In fact, Virginia was not initially at the forefront of colonial gardening. An early governor, Robert Beverley, waxed in his 1705 History and Present State of Virginia (in what was frankly an effort to recruit colonists from England) that the colony was “Paradise it self” and was “reckon’d the Gardens of the World,” where “a Garden is no sooner made than there, either for Fruits, or Flowers.”15 “Yet,” he complained, “they han’t many Gardens in the Country, fit to bear that name.” He made a point of praising Byrd’s Westover and the College of William & Mary, which boasted gardens in the latest style, but on the whole, the gulf between the garden country that nature offered in Virginia and the cultivated gardens that the colonists had committed the resources to create was still wide. Colonial Virginia, by all accounts, was still mostly raw forest when other colonies, especially in New England, were places of bustling cities, orderly townscapes, and an intensively cultivated countryside. Travelers praised Philadelphia, which had been planned as a garden city, as a “greene Country Towne,”16 and admired Charleston, South Carolina, for its urbanity—it supported an ornamental plant nursery in 1701.17 Yet Virginia, the first and most populous colony in British North America, had no town worth the name: Jamestown, its capital for the colony’s first century, was little more than a nearly abandoned collection of low wooden buildings, while most of the colony’s forty thousand or so inhabitants at mid-17th century were dispersed across a vast landscape of low-lying forests and slow, meandering rivers, here and there dotted by small plantations growing tobacco to feed Europe’s newest bad habit.

Tobacco’s peculiar qualities combined with the geography of tidewater Virginia yielded a unique settlement pattern. Tobacco is a hungry crop, which quickly sucks nutrients out of the soil and is laborious to cut and cure. Land was cheap, granted easily as inducement to settlers; growers, at first relying on their own muscle and that of indentured Europeans, cleared small patches of forest, farmed tobacco for a couple years, and then moved on. Virginia’s cultivated landscape had the same ragged, singed look as the slash-and-burn landscape visible today in the Amazon or Borneo. Because many of the rivers and estuaries that segment the tidewater region are navigable, the Virginians found it more profitable to sell directly to ships calling at their plantation docks, often in return for finished goods, than to haul their crops to town, in the bargain avoiding middlemen and tax collectors. Frustrated authorities complained, to no avail, that the Virginia planters preferred “to seate in a stragling distracted Condition.”18

In the Virginia of Jefferson’s early life, a century and a half after the first colonization at Jamestown in 1607, the western frontier lay just over the Blue Ridge, still bloodied by conflict with Indians as well as populated by a rough breed of European, including many recent, battle-hardened refugees from the violent English-Scottish borderlands.19 More refined European visitors to the western fringes remarked on the scandalous drinking, swearing, fighting, and general uncouthness.20 Throughout the 18th century, gentility or “refinement” was spread very thin over the dispersed plantations of the country, which made it all the more precious to those Virginians with the money, education, or aspiration to value such things. Nevertheless, by the 1750s, Virginia had grown prosperous and populous, with perhaps four hundred thousand people, 35–40 percent of them blacks. A huge increase in slavery had created economies of scale in the tobacco business and great wealth at the top of the pyramid. Virginia society was more isolated and stratified than in any other North American colony: made up mostly of bonded people—slaves, all black, plus whites in various states of indenture, lasting from one year to perhaps seven, typically to pay off the cost of their transport and maybe buy land and a grubstake of their own—then a thin layer of small planters, topped by a very slender upper crust. Some of these big planters built manor houses based on the latest English styles, first arrayed along tidewater rivers like the James and the Potomac, and later, in the 18th century, moving up into piedmont hills, in sight of the Blue Ridge. But the grand manors didn’t sit comfortably: instead they underscored a raw and brutal contrast between the few and the many, protruding like bejeweled fingers from calloused hands. Isolated in what was still a mostly untracked wilderness, they were surrounded by the yards, outbuildings, wharves, slave quarters, barns, and smells and sounds, human and animal, of the quasi-industrial production of tobacco, a luxury drug for foreign consumption. Such conditions were shared with many European colonies, especially those set up for export agriculture, and notably the slave-sugar islands of the Caribbean, where fabulous wealth was being created for a small slice of adventurous, entrepreneurial planters willing to brave the nasty and violent reality that prevailed on the uncivilized margins of the globe.

Wealth, after all, was the point of the Virginia enterprise—this was no principled religious asylum like its Puritan counterpart in New England, but a speculative frontier, where high-status persons came to make fortunes, alongside a motley host of entrepreneurs, dreamers, and misfits, all equally eager for the chance to rise that the colonies afforded them—a chance not available at home.21 English fashions and imports were sought after from the very beginning: those who could spent money on plates, silver, clothing, paintings, and books, mostly as objects to display inside their houses to demonstrate to visitors and neighbors their ties to and level in English society. Before long, the house itself became a focus, not just among the upper crust but even among what we would call the middle class: wood was replaced by brick, one story became two, then three, reaching upward to be noticed along the road by neighbors and passersby. By the 1720s, “mansionization” was under way all over the colonies.22

 

TO UNDERSTAND WHAT Jefferson was doing with his house and garden, we need to go back to 1710, when Alexander Spotswood arrived in Virginia from London to take up the post of the lieutenant governor at Williamsburg, where the seat of government had been relocated in 1699, from moribund Jamestown. The new capital was more like a frontier outpost than a town, barely carved from the woods, with few permanent residents and no landmark other than the small College of William & Mary, which had burned down in 1705 and hadn’t been fully rebuilt. But in the imagination of its planner Williamsburg would be as fine and elegant as any in the colonies. A town plan had been conceived and was being laid out by Francis Nicholson, formerly Virginia’s governor and later Maryland’s, who also designed the town of Annapolis.23 He had brought with him from England a head full of new techniques and values in city planning, derived from Renaissance Italy and its acolytes in France and proposed as models for rebuilding London after the Great Fire of 1666 by John Evelyn, the architect and garden designer, and Christopher Wren, the architect of St. Paul’s Cathedral. These included adding garden elements to towns, such as street trees, green squares, closes, and parks, as well as public open spaces, separation between buildings, and street plans emphasizing prospects and vistas from key intersections and buildings, often on diagonal angles. At Williamsburg, on a narrow plateau fingered on both sides by a filigree of shallow ravines, Nicholson laid out a main avenue, Duke of Gloucester Street, three-quarters of a mile long, with the capitol at one end and the College of William & Mary at the other. Between the two was a market square to be lined with important buildings; nearby at a right angle to the avenue was the Palace Green, at the head of which was to be the governor’s palace. (Long on enthusiasm and short on execution, Nicholson laid out two circles with radiating streets in an attempt to make Annapolis grand, but he failed to align the streets with the centers of the circles or with one another, so that the intended vistas are kinked; at Williamsburg, he laid out two diagonal streets passing the college, evidently in order to create a W and [inverted] M to honor its namesakes, but the grid that would connect the letters remained unfinished.)24

When Spotswood arrived, the building was unfinished, and it fell to him to complete it. Williamsburg was a quiet place, mostly woods striated by some dirt roads and half-acre lots plotted on paper, uncleared and unbuilt, as most of the owners lived on plantations in the vicinity. But the promise of the place evidently satisfied him. “The life I lead here is neither in a Crowd of Company nor in a Throng of Business, but rather after a quiet Country manner,” he wrote to his brother in Scotland, “and now I am sufficiently amused with planting Orchard & Gardens, & with finishing a large House which is design’d (at the Country’s Charge) for the reception of the Governours.”25

The last detail may explain his pleasure at his situation: what he was doing was setting himself up with a fine country “seat”—what every gentleman in England then aspired to, but which Spotswood couldn’t have afforded at home. In Virginia, the king paid the tab. Spotswood threw himself into it, finishing the palace then starting in on the gardens in 1715, again at the colony’s expense. The main courtyard held a formal garden enclosed by a four-foot-high brick wall, and the north front of the building was adorned with a parterre garden. Beyond it were sixty-three acres in orchards and pasture, apparently fenced with a “ha-ha,” the newest garden fad in England—a fence sunk out of sight in a ditch, like a kind of dry moat meant to keep cattle and sheep away from the house gardens while preserving an impression of seamless continuity between them and the surrounding countryside. In order to open a “visto” or view from the palace, Spotswood asked John Custis in 1717 if he might cut some trees belonging to him: “nothing but what was fitt for the fire, and for that he would pay as much as anyone gave for firewood,” Custis reported, and agreed. Spotswood had the trees in question felled, and then, to make himself a second visto, proceeded to hack another swath of Custis’s woods: “As to the clearing his visto, he cut down all before him such a wideness as he saw fitt,” Custis wrote, indignant.

Spotswood had more plans, including converting a ravine with a brook running in it west of the palace into a “falls” garden: a series of grass terraces with stone steps cut into the slope leading down to a canal and fish pond at the bottom—a rather trendy move borrowed from Dutch gardens, much emulated on grand English estates in the 17th century. The expense, if not sheer ostentation of it, seems to have shocked the House of Burgesses, who were footing the bill. In November 1718, the Burgesses requested an accounting and an estimate of how much more money the project would swallow. Spotswood brooded for some months, then bridled: “I am loath to offer any valuation of my own gardeners…performances.” A spat over money followed, with the governor insisting that his expenditures were low, pointing out that he was acting (moonlighting?) as landscape gardener, saving them one hundred pounds a year. The Burgesses were unmollified and eventually confronted Spotswood, who promptly walked off the job; the assembly in turn quashed the garden work, allocating “an insulting 1 pound for the completion of a ‘bannio’—some sort of ornamental Italianate bathhouse,” and fifty-two pounds to wrap up work on the house.26 Spotswood turned his attention to a speculative real estate venture he had cooked up nearby. Before too long, he was replaced in office. Nevertheless, he had succeeded: accounts of visitors in later years marveled at the elegance of the palace and its grounds in a colony where such luxury was rare, calling it “a magnificent structure, finished and beautified with gates, fine gardens, offices, walks, a fine canal, orchards.”27 Anyone who goes to Williamsburg today can tour the carefully re-created palace and walk through the gardens, and appreciate the genuine artistry and ambition Spotswood brought to his work: the perfectly clipped boxwood parterres, the hedge maze and the mount, the sight lines through doorways and gates that separate each rectilinear space from the next, and the shady path around the canal that offers respite from the sun on a hot day.

 

To understand what Spotswood was up to in his garden, we have to go back even further, to the Elizabethan England of Shakespeare in the 16th century, then to the 14th and 15th century Italy that Shakespeare himself looked to, and then even further, to the ancient Rome that the Italians of the quattrocento and cinquecento looked to. This centuries-old DNA is discernible both in the garden’s design and in his intentions. At the level of design, his garden was exclusively concerned with structure: courtyards, walks, terraces, canal, and clipped green hedges and parterres, all serving to define geometric spaces that are separate from one another yet flow into each other in sequence, with carefully controlled views from one to another, creating a sense of scale and extension. All of this careful delineation and geometry, not least the vistos, served to focus the viewer’s attention back on the owner of the garden. The palace and gardens were constructed like a miniature Versailles, the vast landscape King Louis XIV of France had built in the 1660s to symbolize his absolute power over a unified France, with Spotswood himself a kind of miniature Sun King, splendid at the center of his carefully structured Virginia universe.28

If it sounds grandiose, it was, but it was at the same time merely a run-of-the-mill kind of striving to impress that would have seemed unremarkable in contemporary England. The lieutenant governor had executed the project in the up-to-the-minute formal mode, adopted from the Italian Renaissance, which had been influencing much of the rest of Europe since the late 16th century, as the northern countries gradually made the transition out of the medieval period to the (early) modern. In Elizabethan England, this process was richly captured by William Shakespeare’s plays, which showcased the energies and ideas of the Renaissance as they reached Olde England, where business was booming and a rising commercial class was busy building new towns and cities as fast as it could and savoring the new intellectual freedoms brought by the Protestant Reformation, with its loosening of church control over learning, culture, and government. Much of it, as the plays advertise so fulsomely, was tinged with the colors and flavors of Italy—think of Romeo and Juliet, Othello, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, The Merchant of Venice, Much Ado About Nothing, or The Taming of the Shrew. (Shakespeare and his contemporaries were also deeply impressed by the discoveries streaming in from the New World: savage peoples, wild landscapes, unknown animals and plants, and these too found expression in their art: The Tempest is a particularly good example, with a setting inspired by the New World and personnel drawn from Italy, starting with Prospero, the Duke of Milan.)

And so it was in the garden. The medieval European garden was for the most part simple and utilitarian, planted with fruit trees, vegetables, herbs, and flowers in simple, squared beds, enclosed by high walls or thorn hedges and decorated with a minimum of apparatus, perhaps a bench, a bower, and a small source of water. Rarely was a garden open to or visible from the outside. But the Italian Renaissance changed all that. A new, rich, and assertive class of merchants and nobility built ostentatious villas outside of cities and towns, sited to maximize their views of the surroundings—and the surroundings’ view of them. The garden walls came down, or were lowered, to reveal carefully framed views. Elaborate geometries of terraces, staircases, pergolas, walks, hedges, and parterres “embellished nature with art,” as the stock phrase went, striating the land around the houses with architectural and horticultural form. The French word renaissance of course translates literally into “rebirth,” and people living at the time felt that they were working toward the rebirth of the glories of classical Roman and earlier Greek civilization after the torpor of the Dark Ages. As the ancient world was properly obsessed with gardens (from the walled Persian paradeisos, or king’s hunting garden, on), so were gardens a renewed obsession in the Renaissance. In Italy especially, the ruins of the Roman Empire and Rome itself were all around, and so became direct models for buildings and gardens. Builders imitated what they could see and unearth: loggias, courtyards, walls, colonnades, balustrades, exedras, porticos, stairs, fountains, and frescoes.

What they couldn’t dig up they could read about, in the newly rediscovered books of the ancient authors, from Aristotle to Xenophon—books that had been lost to Europe for centuries but were now being copied from libraries in the Muslim world, where they had been carefully preserved, and with which Europe enjoyed a growing trade. Pliny’s description of his villa near Vesuvius, Horace’s of his in the Sabine Hills, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses all became blueprints, loosely interpreted, for re-creating them with their effusion of sculpture, fountains, water staircases and rills, hidden grottoes, and boschetti, or groves. The classical myths and epics provided the grist for “histories” of deities, nymphs, and heroes, played out in gardens in clever, often humorous dramaturgy of temples, statues, inscriptions, topiary, mirrors, trompe l’oeil paintings, aviaries filled with singing birds, automata (early robots), and giocchi d’acqua—water games, waterworks that squirted and jetted and delighted visitors. An interest in natural objects and curiosities—another revival of classical science—was indulged in collections of things with intriguing textures and forms: tufa, pumice, coral, mother of pearl, stalactites, pebbles, shells, minerals, and rocks. The Cabinet of Curiosities that every discerning person of means displayed for visitors to their houses moved outside into gardens and grottoes. This astonishing diversity was echoed in the garden structure: formal, geometric spaces around buildings gave way to irregular spaces, paths, and woods farther away—contrasting art and nature, smooth with rough, close with far, light with shade. The most-visited Italian Renaissance gardens, such as the Villa d’Este, Villa Lante, Pratolino, and Villa Aldobrandini, were animated, learned, and witty entertainments as well as demonstrations of and enticements to erudition. And they were pitched wholeheartedly as re-creations not only of the splendor of Rome and the knowledge of Athens, but of the biblical garden of Eden, with collections of the most exotic fruits—especially oranges and lemons, herbs and plants, many from the East of the Bible and beyond.

Italian villas and gardens captured, for contemporaries, the genius of the age as much as did the new tastes in poetry, painting, and theater that the Renaissance produced. Admired by an ever-increasing stream of travelers from abroad who came to see the wonders of this newly reborn world, Italy was deemed “the world’s great Garden”29 as well as the world’s great vacation resort for the footloose rich. As of the mid-1500s, many of those travelers were English, and they liked what they saw, and brought some of it home as souvenirs: Roman statues and other antique bric-a-brac, and paintings with which to decorate the houses and gardens they increasingly built in the Italian style. By 1575, some Elizabethan English gardens that had been medieval a generation before had sprouted terraces, loggias, fountains, obelisks, and marble statues of Roman emperors. Nonesuch Palace sported a grove and a “wilderness.” By the 1600s, oranges grew in coal-heated conservatories all over Britain.30

The country villa became de rigueur among those who could afford it, and more and more could; with reform of land laws and rising prices for grain and other farm products, many gentry landowners moved from the city to their country estates and managed them for profit, expanding their farming operations by “enclosing” or seizing common lands and woods. (This posh back-to-the land movement was given a head start by a series of vexed marriages and a fight with the pope—that is, by King Henry VIII, when he seized the Roman Catholic Church’s property in England in 1542 and handed it out to his supporters.)31 In the first half of the next century, Inigo Jones, architect to King Charles I, imported the newest Italian mode in villas, which he copied from Andrea Palladio, architect to the Venetian nobility in the mid-16th century, who had in turn copied details from Roman law courts and attached them to the new suburban mansions he designed for rich Venice merchants. Jones also brought movable stage scenery and the proscenium arch into English theater, and staged several famous “masques” for the playwright Ben Jonson, Shakespeare’s contemporary, set in gardens complete with painted perspectives, ornate iron gates, and cool grottoes.32

A trickle of aristocrats and upper gentry touring Italy became a flood of lower gentry and bourgeoisie in the late 17th century, known as the age of the Grand Tour, ravenous to visit the ancient Roman sites they read about in their newly trendy classics—Ovid, Seneca, Cicero, and Virgil—as well as the modern marvels of Italy, and toting encyclopedic guidebooks like Richard Lassels’s 1670 The Voyage of Italy: With the Characters Of The People, and the description of the chief Townes, Churches, Monasteries, Tombes, Librairies, Pallaces, Villas, Gardens, Pictures, Statues, Antiquities: As Also Of The Interest, Government, Riches, Force &c of all the Princes. They were eager to translate these myriad wonders into English, and they did, prompting even more interest in Rome and Italy.

What was the urgency? Having taste worked. In Italy, from the beginning, villas and gardens were important weapons in the Machiavellian PR battles that accompanied the jockeying for power and prominence between ever-shifting factions of princes, dukes, and popes—for which Machiavelli wrote the bestselling script, The Prince, the modern world’s first self-help bestseller, widely read by the English. British elites readily adopted the practice. Aristocrats and gentry had their portraits painted in their gardens, dined ostentatiously in them, and threw masques and balls in them.33 All factions—Protestants and Catholics, Crown and Parliament, Tudor and Stuart—had their prescriptions for the right garden, and garden design took on a sharply political valence. Royalists used the formal elements of Italian gardens, the elaborate geometries of terraces, beds, and parterres, long walks and vistas, to advertise their dominion.

During the English Civil War of 1642, many royalist gardens in this vein were destroyed, but the style was revived when the exiled Charles II, hosted in France by Louis XIV, returned across the channel in 1660.34 The opposing forces of Parliament derided these “absolutist” gardens as symbols of royal arrogance, but also as impractical, wasteful uses of land that ought to be made productive. They instead prescribed a different, more modest, true Italian garden, unpolluted by French inventions or gigantism, patterned on Roman models of the latifundia, the farmed estates of the patrician elite, with an emphasis on (profitable) agriculture and a vision of a genteel retirement to the country eagerly cribbed from Virgil’s Georgics and Horace’s Odes. They extolled the supposed Roman virtues of simplicity and productivity, and variety, as contrasted with the corruption of the city and the court.

From this fundamental conflict arose an enduring alignment in British politics, society, and culture: Court versus Country parties, representing pro-monarchy and Anglican church and pro-mixed government and dissenting faith factions, which clashed, in one form or another, back and forth through the long oscillation of revolutions and restorations of British history. The garden became a kind of battleground of opposing ideas, and the “right” garden style rose along with the ascendant faction. The sole constant was the claim that designers were returning to classical models. The Country party interpreted this in a predictable way: anti-royalist, which meant anti-France, inevitably held up as a misinterpretation of Italy—too uniform, barren, inflexible, too autocratic in short. Country intellectuals and artists countered with a rising appreciation for “nature” as the embodiment of British freedoms, more appropriate to a British garden, and not by chance in synch with their economic base in agrarianism and landholding. Better to mix the variety of formal gardens with informal groves, in sympathy with the belief in mixed government and limited monarchy, to express the balance of power, the checks and balances the Country party advocated.35 (The specific formula changed with every generation. So, with the ascension of Protestant King William and Queen Mary in 1689, an anti-France, pro-Dutch political alignment was translated directly into the garden in the form of the more compact, compartmentalized Dutch version of Italy, featuring topiary, hedged enclosures, canals, fish ponds, and “falls” or grass terraces.)

All of this jockeying for the aesthetic high ground spawned considerable anxiety and fanned a deep, constant line of criticism of house and garden aspiration: that is, the faux pas and mal gout of the nouveaux riches—words that ironically still cut more cleanly in French. In the new commercial society, people from lower than aristocratic stations, and perhaps less than perfectly pure blood lines, made money, some of them piles of it, in manufacturing, banking, real estate, foreign trade, tobacco, sugar plantations, or shipping. And they spent it to fit in with the established elite. (This phenomenon—the nouveaux riches trying to buy access to the club through demonstrations of taste—was not new, not even in the Renaissance: the ancient Greeks and Romans loved to talk about it, after they had covered the topics of war and sex and political intrigues.) In Britain, all political loyalties were sensitive to social climbing, badly done. From the beginning new gardens might be criticized: as too big, too gaudy, trying too hard. The phrase “gild the lily” is usually attributed to Shakespeare, but the actual line from Shakespeare’s play King John is “To gild refined gold, to paint the lily / To throw a perfume on the violet…. / Is wasteful and ridiculous excess.” Even John Evelyn, the leading garden designer in England from the 1640s to 1700, though a royalist and an admirer of French gardens, believed there was too much luxury and expense in Roman ones—harbingers of its decline, in his estimation. English gardens instead should be both “natural and magnificent,”36 a balance of nature and art.

This English fretting about how best to imitate the true Italian, classical garden is how the English arrived at their own, modern garden—and, surprisingly, it is how, in imitating formal Italian gardens, the English garden became curiously informal and studiously “natural.” It is also, by another twist of the double helix of imitation and inspiration, how America arrived at its own free, democratic garden—the one many of us instinctively hew to today. Between the time Governor Spotswood laid out his grounds at Williamsburg and Jefferson laid out his at Monticello, a sea change was visited on the English garden—so much so that the latter appeared completely unrelated to the former, its direct ancestor. It was an astonishing turn of the garden path, a shift that seemed at the time like a revolution, and young Thomas Jefferson, characteristically, was in its vanguard.

 


Even in college at William & Mary, Jefferson had design on the brain, planning how to make his own house and garden while keeping abreast of European trends. He began acquiring books on the subjects, including one on classical architecture (either Leoni’s edition of Andrea Palladio or James Gibbs’s Book of Architecture, 1728, Palladio-inspired).37 When he came home to Shadwell plantation in 1766, instead of focusing on it he set about leveling the mountaintop at Monticello, an undeveloped section of his inheritance. He became a magistrate and parish vestryman and in 1767 was admitted to the bar. Two years later he started building the house. It was Palladian, two stories with a central portico of two stacked colonnades supporting a triangular pediment, clearly inspired by plate 41 of the Leoni Palladio volume.38 Palladio was all the rage in England at the time among the cognoscenti. Even Dr. Morgan at the College of Philadelphia, whom Jefferson visited for a smallpox inoculation, waxed enthusiastically about the buildings he’d seen on a recent trip to England. While there were a handful of Palladian-inspired plantation houses around—Byrd’s Westover boasted some Palladian details, and Mount Airy in Richmond County, Virginia, was copied from Palladian books like Gibbs’s—there was nothing nearly so sophisticated and au courant.39 Jefferson hated the buildings of Virginia, which were nearly all wooden, vulnerable to fire, and generally poorly constructed. Indeed, his childhood home at nearby Shadwell burned down during construction of the new house at Monticello, in 1770. On his little mountain in the Virginia hills, young Thomas Jefferson was making an unambiguous statement about who Thomas Jefferson was and would be.

The garden he had in mind was, if anything, even more rarefied. As with the house, he had been planning it from early on. In 1767, two years before beginning to build the house, he was already planting fruit trees on the slope south of the site. In 1771, as the house itself neared completion, he turned his attention to the landscape, making notes on the back of his pocket-size Memorandum Book. He laid out an astonishing landscape vision: somewhat lugubrious, fairly decadent, and shamelessly romantic for someone who is celebrated as a master of sober and statesmanlike nonfiction prose. It was also in the latest taste, which is not surprising in a smart, passionate young man taken with cutting-edge fashion in things intellectual and material—yet it is totally unlike the no-nonsense Jefferson most Americans think we know. He began his plan with a graveyard, to be hidden away in “some unfrequented vale in the park, where there is ‘no sound to break the stillness but a brook, that bubbling winds among the weeds; no mark of any human shape that had been there, unless the skeleton of some poor wretch, Who sought that place out to despair and die in.’” (He took the lines from a popular English play, The Fair Penitent, by Nicholas Rowe.) “Let it be among antient and venerable oaks,” he specified, and added: “intersperse some gloomy evergreens.” The “burying ground” would be a sixty-foot-diameter circle, surrounded by “an untrimmed hedge of cedar, or of a stone wall with a holly hedge on it in the form below,” and he sketched two labyrinths for an approach: one with straight paths, one a spiral, with four-foot-wide paths, by design too narrow for two people walking abreast. “In the center of it erect a small Gothic temple of antique appearance, appropriate one half to the use of my own family, the other of strangers, servants, etc. erect pedestals with urns, etc., and proper inscriptions.” He went on: “on the grave of a favorite and faithful servant might be a pyramid erected of rough rock-stone; the pedestal made plain to receive an inscription. Let the exit of the spiral…look on a small and distant part of the blue mountains. In the middle of the temple an alter, the sides of turf, the top of plain stone. Very little light, perhaps none at all, save only the feeble ray of a half extinguished lamp.” Jefferson proceeded to describe another temple, to be built on the steep hillside north of the house near a natural spring. It was to be part of an elaborate water feature built by first leveling the ground below spring level, so that the water would fall onto a terrace by the temple “in the form of a cascade,” before dropping off another terrace into a cistern, then led westward to fall off another terrace. Over the cistern, “which may be a bath or anything else,” he wrote, would be built a two-story temple, with a roof that “may be Chinese, Grecian, or in taste of the Lantern of Demosthenes at Athens.”

Near the temple would be a sleeping figure reclined on a plain marble slab, which was inscribed with four lines of pseudo-classical Latin that Jefferson knew to be associated with water and grottoes.40 The whole arrangement would be planted with native beech and aspen trees, and the surrounding forest cut to open a vista to the mill pond, the Rivanna River in the valley below, and perhaps the town of Charlottesville farther west. All around would be low, fragrant plants: “abundance of Jessamine, Honeysuckle, sweet briar, etc.” And beneath the temple, hidden from view and rain, would be an Aeolian harp, played mournfully by the shifting winds, unseen. He immediately thought twice, though, probably in view of the expense of leveling the slope and building the structure, and proceeded to sketch a less labor-intensive but no less baroque grotto to be dug into the hill: “build up the sides and arch with stiff clay. Cover this with moss. spangle it with translucent pebbles from Hanovertown, and beautiful shells from the shore at Burwell’s ferry. pave the floor with pebbles. let the spring enter at the center of the grotto, pretty high up the side, and trickle down, or fall by a spout into a basin, from which it may pass off through the grotto.”41

In addition, Jefferson planned a zoological garden as “an asylum for hares, squirrels, pheasants, partridges, and every other wild animal (except those of prey)…procure a buck-elk, to be, as it were, monarch of the wood; but keep him shy, that his appearance may not lose its effect by too much familiarity. A buffalo might be confined also.” And he made a note that his neighbor, in exchange for some unspecified legal work, had agreed to deed him the peak and flank of the hill that rises four hundred feet above Monticello to the south. On it he planned to erect a tower five stories high, with superposed architectural “orders,” that is, types of columns—a Palladian move meant to illustrate the hierarchy of social and spiritual orders. He would call it “Montalto,” high mountain, and likely had in mind a “sham” constructed on only one side, like a Hollywood stage set, meant to catch the visitor’s eye.

Where did these visions come from? The moody, poetic graveyard, the spangle of pebbles in the grotto, the Chinese roof, and the Gothic temple, bizarrely juxtaposed with his sober, strict Palladian house? The simple answer: right out of Jefferson’s European books, as had the house. The temples were taken straight from Gibbs’s plates 67 and 69. The Lantern of Demosthenes (now called the Choragic Monument of Lysicrates) was illustrated in Dutch artist Jacob Spon’s 1679 Voyage d’Italie, a copy of which Jefferson owned.42 On the garden side, the evidence is equally clear. In 1865 he bought a copy of William Shenstone’s Works, published just a year before, which offered the latest in the new English garden style. Shenstone wrote: “GARDENING may be divided into three species—kitchen gardening—parterre gardening—and landskip, or picturesque-gardening…. It consists in pleasing the imagination with scenes of grandeur, beauty and variety. Convenience merely has no share here; any farther than as it pleases the imagination.”43 He was interested in series of scenes that would stimulate the mind with ideas and associations. At the Leasowes, his house near Birmingham, Shenstone created a bucolic landscape of lawns, a lake, and woods, studded with urns bearing memorial inscriptions to his friends, a grotto with a Latin poem about the Nereids, and a grove dedicated to Virgil.

The classical allusions were standard by this time. What was different was the form—or lack of form—in the garden. There were no hedges, no parterres, no straight drives, everywhere simply the artful appearance of unreconstructed nature—an intentional paradox that Shenstone elevated to a rule, as in this example: “THE side-trees in a vista should be so circumscribed as to afford a probability that they grew by nature.”44 Shenstone hadn’t invented this exacting naturalism; he was expressing a new British consensus for “a much more Natural and Promiscuous Disposition” of garden elements, in the words of his colleague Joseph Switzer.45 The new naturalism had been evolving on the margins of the formal garden over perhaps 150 years, and by the time Shenstone wrote, art had been programmatically subordinated to nature, as he made clear: “Art, indeed, is often requisite to collect and epitomize the beauties of nature, but should never be suffered to set her mark upon them: I mean in regard to those articles that are of nature’s province: the shaping of ground, the planting of trees, and the disposition of lakes and rivulets.” The exception was architecture: “buildings, useful or ornamental,” and even “RUINATED” ones, all of which Shenstone felt made “nature appear doubly beautiful by the contrast her structures furnish.” And Jefferson read him clearly.

Shenstone’s philosophy reflected a general drift in Western Europe toward looking at “nature,” which had once meant human nature or the nature of God, and seeing wild nature, outside of us, in much the way we think about it now.46 Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, there were three major forces working in this direction in Britain, reshaping the models glimpsed on the Grand Tour and evoked in the classical texts into a distinctively English garden, reflecting ideas of correct English character and nationhood. One was bald politics: the ongoing struggles imposed their symbolisms on the shapes of gardens and the attitudes of their makers. To the ascendant Country faction, which came in the 18th century to be called the Whig party, a truly English garden must be more “natural” and free to reflect the freedom of English subjects. The Whigs, who subscribed to a view of history that holds that the progress of civilization is inevitably onward toward greater liberty and justice—a view to which Jefferson most of the time also subscribed—adopted naturalism as their totem, since doing so implied that their claims to power were “natural.” And, naturally, the nature depicted in Whig gardens resembled the English countryside that provided these landowners’ living.

Another force was natural science, which, by the 17th century in Britain had taken on a distinctive form known as empiricism, based on a conviction that true knowledge can only derive from the physical examination of things themselves, and through experiment when possible, as opposed to the abstract reasoning advocated by René Descartes, the French philosopher. This was the legacy of Isaac Newton, Francis Bacon, and Robert Boyle, the three English giants of the 17th century scientific revolution.

The third force transforming the role of nature was aesthetic and philosophical. As the Renaissance gave way to the Enlightenment, reason replaced faith and religion as the central organizing principle, making the natural world a worthy object of artistic and philosophical contemplation. Increasing European contact with the rest of the world, including the Americas, stoked a fascination with the savage, untamed, and uncivilized. Again, the geographical locus of these changing representations was Italy, while their forms moved from poetry into painting and then, belatedly, as the pattern has always been, into the garden. English tourists traipsed through the Italian countryside with their copies of Ovid and Horace and Virgil, seeking, in the words of the landscape theorist Joseph Addison, to compare “the natural face of the country with the lanskips that the Poets have given us of it.” What they encountered, thousands of years after some of the books they carried were written, were modern Italian arrangements on the same ground described in the texts—no ancient gardens survived anywhere. But no matter; what they saw they sketched, captured, remembered, and re-created at home.

And they looked at pictures of the same landscapes drawn and painted by the Italian masters and by a new vanguard of northern European artists who came to imitate them, especially Claude Lorrain and Nicolas Poussin early in the first part of the 17th century, and somewhat later Peter Paul Rubens, Jacob van Ruisdael, and Gaspard Dughet, aka Gaspard Poussin, the elder Poussin’s pupil and brother-in-law. By cross-pollination, these “landskips”—meaning “painted landscapes” (an Anglicization of the Dutch word for a description of land, landschap)—became models for how Englishmen ought to read Latin poetry to discern within it blueprints for their gardens.47 What they saw in these canvases looked more and more “natural” or wild by the year, emphasizing nature’s unruly grandeur, ruggedness, and chiaroscuro more than its orderly settlement or productivity. Later, in Britain, wars with France and economic depressions redirected many would-be British tourists to Italy to have a look at the more remote parts of their own country, especially the mountains of Wales, the Lake District, and Scotland, with their misty and rugged peaks, cascades, and defiles. The imagery in British paintings and poems followed suit, and obediently, so too did the taste in gardens, looking directly to painting to lead the way. As Shenstone wrote: “landskip should contain variety enough to form a picture upon canvas; and this is no bad test, as I think the landskip painter is the gardener’s best designer.”48 The “landscape garden” style that developed eventually came to be called “picturesque,” which, in the words of William Gilpin, one of the style’s evangelists and popularizers, meant “that kind of beauty which would look well in a picture.”49 Gardens became pictures—of nature.
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Gaspard Poussin, The Falls of Tivoli, 1661. (Wikimedia Commons)

 

As influential as Shenstone’s theories no doubt were, Jefferson’s early vision for Monticello derived from a single English garden: the estate of the poet Alexander Pope, at Twickenham, Middlesex, outside London on the Thames River, where all the many strands of the picturesque garden were plaited into a single braid for the first time. Pope had begun his garden in 1719, and in the next half century it became a model for legions of other enthusiasts of the new style, including Shenstone. (We know that in August 1771, Jefferson recommended a list of garden books to his friend Robert Skipwith, including Shenstone’s Works, Alexander Pope’s Works, and William Chambers’s Chinese Designs.)50 Pope was the 18th century’s most important English satirist, essayist, and translator, and his versions of Homer made him wealthy enough to take up an estate and remake it into his own translation of the classical paradise. The garden he designed retained some of its existing elements, such as formal gardens near the house, including a kitchen garden, and orchards, but he also added most of the standard baroque English-Italian knickknacks of his time: a “mount” or conical mound of earth with a circular path to the top, an orangery, a grove with meandering paths, and a grotto Pope had excavated that had multiple rooms, a flowing spring, and decorations made out of his collection of unusual minerals, crystals, rocks, and shells.

Pope was part of a circle of English literati and cognoscenti of Italy that formed around another ardent fan of Palladio, Lord Burlington, who had built, at his estate in Chiswick, a series of noticeably scaled-down re-creations of Palladian villas, themselves tarted-up imitations of Roman ones. The very wealthy Burlington was a patron of the history painter turned garden designer William Kent, with whom he collaborated on a garden filled with homages to favorite scenes visited on Burlington’s two Italian Grand Tours (one trip an impressive ten years long, from 1715 to 1725). In addition to the Palladian villas he had built several temples and a “bagnio,” all juxtaposed with a hodgepodge of “Gothick” structures: ruins, castles, abbeys, some original, most shams, strewn about an expansive picturesque landscape garden of woods striated with radiating and serpentine walks.51 The Gothic irruption was a direct result of a growing appreciation for ancient British history among Burlington’s Whig political set, thought to provide local analogues to Roman and Greek antecedents without the taint of French or English royal power.
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Alexander Pope’s garden at Twickenham, plan by John Searle. (Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University)

As the influence of Twickenham, Chiswick, and a growing number of other estates grew, the new English garden, called the jardin anglais on the Continent by enthusiastic imitators—continued to metastasize, soaking up influences as fast as it could, prefiguring the imperial eclecticism of the Victorians in the 19th century and the constant raiding of cultural margins by successive 20th century avant-gardes. The garden at Twickenham was thick with Roman allusions in the form of temples, urns, statues, inscriptions, and an obelisk to honor Pope’s mother. He planned to install a series of statues along the riverfront: two Roman river gods joined by a pantheon of illustrious mortals—Virgil, Homer, Marcus Aurelius, and Cicero—all flanked by a pair of swans.52 Pope searched his library for inspiration: in Pliny’s accounts of his villas, Cicero’s of his Villa Tusculum, at Frascati, outside Rome, in Homer, in Horace, and in Virgil’s Georgics above all. He had never been to Italy, but this didn’t stop him from borrowing choice bits from Italian gardens he had read about. What resulted was a kind of garden fusion cuisine, an amalgamation of ancient Greek and Roman, Renaissance and modern Italian imitations of these, and English imitations of those, thrown together without concern for chronology or style. What was distinctive about it, though, was what was absent: gone were most of the formal elements, especially topiary. Pope replaced these with a loose knitting together of fields, orchards, woods, and meandering paths, all composed to form a series of pictures of pastoral landscape scenes (complete but for the shepherds who lend the pastoral genre its name), as though one were walking through an art gallery by stepping into each canvas and proceeding to the next one.

Pope’s new, natural style was cutting-edge. It was in no small part motivated by disdain for the fact that people of a middling sort had by that time taken up the Italian-Dutch fashion in the garden, eagerly acquiring topiaries from the local “town-Gardiner,” thus requiring elite tastemakers like Pope to move on to something less common. Shenstone shared this disdain of that presumptuous nouveau-riche he called “the citizen” and formulated a crisp warning to those who considered themselves au courant that they were not:


The taste of the citizen and of the mere peasant are in all respects the same. The former gilds his balls; paints his stonework and statues white; plants his trees in lines or circles; cuts his yew-trees foursquare or conic; or gives them, what he can, of the resemblance of birds, or bears, or men; squirts up his rivulet in jetteaus; in short, admires no part of nature, but her ductility; exhibits every thing that is glaring, that implies expence, or that effects a surprize because it is unnatural. The peasant is his admirer.53



This trend jibed with another, increasingly popular inclination, drawn directly from classical writers but supporting the contemporary fantasy of a virtuous rural retirement. This idea appealed to genteel members of Pope’s generation who were critics of the ruling aristocracy and the government (and who possessed rural lands to retire to). Pope the poet loved the idea of a Virgilian self-sufficiency for its overall aesthetic glow, but, luckily for his career, it also meshed nicely with the real-world need of Whiggish landowners to make money at farming. The era saw a massive campaign for promoting “improvement” or “husbandry”: the rational, capitalist exploitation of agricultural lands for profit (“utility”) married to a concern with pleasure and taste (called “beauty”). The union of utility and beauty was dubbed the ferme ornée, the ornamented farm (a concept, again, for some reason most appealing to the English en français), which became in the opinion of leading authors the patriotic duty of all enlightened landlords. Joseph Switzer admonished good landowners to practice “Rural and Extensive Gardening” with “woods, pasture, land, etc…open to all view, etc.”54 As enclosure pushed common people off their ancestral lands and industrialization with its satanic mills pulled them from it, husbandry became an improbably attractive avocation among the landed classes: engravings of pedigreed cows, pigs, and hens and prints of gentry men in frock coats plowing fields took over parlor walls.55

The irony is that Pope’s estate was too small to operate as a real farm, even had he tried, and was for all intents and purposes little more than a plush suburban escape for a wealthy city dweller—as had been the case with the Roman and Italian baroque villas. And in fact, Pope and his garden became famous and attracted just such people, with no interest in farming, making the village of Twickenham a trendy spot, a posh garden suburb for the late 18th century A-list.56

Even at the tender age of twenty-eight, Jefferson was already powerfully attracted to the notion of a genteel country retirement; in his 1771 reverie he also planned an inscription, taken from Horace’s second epode:57


Blessed is he—remote, as were the mortals

Of the first age, from business and its cares—

Who plows paternal fields with his own oxen

Free from the bonds of credit or of debt

His life escapes from the contentious forum,

And shuns the insolent thresholds of the great

Free to recline, now under aged ilex,

Now in frank sunshine on the matted grass,

While through the steep banks slip the gliding waters,

And birds are plaintive in the forest glens,

And limpid fountains, with a drowsy tinkle,

Invite the light wings of the noonday sleep.



This heady brew is what Jefferson was drinking when he recorded his 1771 vision for Monticello. It was impressive, especially for someone so young who had traveled so little. But it wasn’t unknown, even in the colonies. Most rich landowners, in America as in Britain, stuck with the traditional formal taste—such as the lavish formal garden built at Henry Middleton’s Middleton Place, near Charleston, South Carolina, in 1741. But some progressive American gentlemen who had seen the new style in England were constructing notable examples at home—including Middleton’s brother William, who had built at his 1730 house, Crowfield, a pond with a mount in it crowned by a Roman temple.58 As early as 1730 there was a ha-ha at Stratford Hall plantation in Virginia; a little later, picturesque-style gardens were reported at country houses around Philadelphia, including William Hamilton’s The Woodlands, an estate Jefferson would have known of, and perhaps visited. By the 1760s, ads for Gothic and Chinese-style garden buildings ran in several American newspapers. Richard Stockton, who had seen Pope’s garden at Twickenham, more or less copied it at his estate Morven, in Princeton, New Jersey. In 1762, Mrs. Anne Grant, author of Memoirs of an American Lady, recalled how she watched the British garrison of Fort Oswego, New York, under the command of a Major Duncan, kill time by building a landscape garden in the middle of the northern woods: “To see the sudden creation of this garden, one would think the genius of the place [Ah Virgil! Ah Pope!] obeyed the wand of an enchanter; but it is not every gardener who can employ some hundred men. A summerhouse in a tree, a fishpond, a gravel walk, were finished before the end of May.”59

Nevertheless, none of Jefferson’s 1771 ideas were ever built. In 1772 he married the widow Martha Wayles Skelton and moved into the still-unfinished house. The next year her father died, doubling the couple’s holdings.60 Jefferson planned flower beds: two rectangular ones at the west front (the “back” of the house, facing the lawn and the serpentine path), and at the east front a semicircle to plant with shrubs and trees. Neither was built, though he did plant flowers, as his Garden Book attests. Seventeen seventy-four was Jefferson’s best gardening year to that point (and would be for a long time, as things turned out). He had leveled out his first vegetable garden, 668 feet by 80 feet, on the south slope below Mulberry Row—the line of buildings along a drive named for an allée of mulberry trees he had planted in 1771 to screen the structures from the house, and which eventually numbered nineteen, including the stable, plantation office, joinery, nail factory, log houses for the slaves, and “necessaries” or outhouses. His lists reflect a heavy Italian influence in the vegetables planted that spring, sowed in rows “and distinguished them by sticking numbered sticks in the beds. Aglio di Toscania. Garlic…No. 15. Radicchio di Pistoia. Succory, or Wild Endive…26. Cipolle bianche…41. Salvastrella di Pisa…42. Sorrel. Acetosa di Pisa…46. Coclearia di Pisa…47. Cavol Capuccio Spanola di Pisa…56. Prezzemolo. parsely.”

One factor may have been that in 1773, a Tuscan gentleman named Philip Mazzei had called on Jefferson looking for land on which to start a farm, for which he had brought a dozen or so indentured Italians and seed stocks. Jefferson, who loved Italy (though he’d never seen it), was excited and offered him the use of two thousand acres nearby, where Mazzei planted olives, grapevines, and vegetables.61 The Revolution interrupted everyone’s plans. (Later in life, Jefferson would ask Mazzei to send to Europe for four vignerons, each one able to play a different instrument, to come to Monticello to make wine.) In the fateful year 1775, Jefferson, then a rising talent in the Virginia House of Burgesses, was drafted to represent his colony at the Second Continental Congress in Philadelphia. Observers in that city were astonished at the young man’s entrance into town in a fancy phaeton with four liveried footmen, his black slaves, hanging on the corners. “Yet another of the Sultans of the South has deigned to arrive,” read a local newspaper.62 From then on, Jefferson had little time for gardening. (Though in 1778, with the war still raging, he bought books on the latest English architecture and gardens, including Thomas Whately’s Observations on Modern Gardening and George Mason’s Essay on Design in Gardening.) He was elected governor of Virginia in 1779 and managed to add landscape gardening to the William & Mary curriculum63 before the war came to the region and he was literally run out of the capital by pursuing British troops, in 1781. That year his daughter died; the next year, his wife. In 1783 and ’84, he was a delegate to the new U.S. Congress, in Philadelphia and New York, from where he still managed to design additions to the Monticello house (the two long wings or “dependencies”—which were eventually built) as well as a series of projected garden buildings: domed temples after Palladio and Burlington, a Chinese tower after one in Chambers, and various octagonal schemes (which were never built).64

 

In 1784, Jefferson sailed to Europe to join John Adams and Benjamin Franklin, the American minister to France, in seeking French support for the war. Inside a year, Adams was transferred to London and Franklin returned to Philadelphia, with Jefferson succeeding him.65 He found Paris a revelation, like a dream world, with its elegance, sophistication, wealth, buildings, art, and background hum of erotic excitement, added to its feverish, idealistic political discussions—just his kind of place. Besides his formal diplomatic duties, he mingled with progressive parts of the aristocracy that were in favor of the American republican experiment, attending rounds of parties and dinners hosted by social shakers and studded with brilliant artists, writers, architects, scientists, and philosophers, and where ideas and aesthetics were passionately and elegantly debated. He was living in the windup to the French Revolution—exhilarating days for the author of the Declaration of Independence. Indeed, he was in the thick of it: hosting dinners with some of the leading intellectuals in the French opposition and composing the first draft of the Declaration of Rights that the American Revolutionary War hero the Marquis de Lafayette would submit to the French National Assembly in 1789.66

Yet it seems that he spent most of his time in gardens: the royal forest at Marly, the Tuileries, the Jardin du Roi, the Jardins de Luxembourg, the Bois de Boulogne, and many private gardens, including that of Madame de Tessé, the aunt of Lafayette. In addition to the celebrated formal gardens of André Le Nôtre, the Paris region was absolutely thick with jardins anglais, which Jefferson lapped up: the gaggle of picturesque follies in the Bois de Boulogne, the wooden bridges, temples, and towers at the Comte d’Artois’ Bagatelle, the “anglo-chinois” garden at Simon-Charles Boutin’s Tivoli, and the incredible Désert de Retz, built by the Baron de Monville beginning in 1774, with its Temple of Pan, grotto, pyramid, Chinese house, and Ruined Column, a four-story house built inside an enormous, ersatz fluted column, designed to look as though its top had ominously cracked off.67 At his own residence on the Champs-Elysées, the Hôtel de Langéac, Jefferson grew American corn (which he ate green), sweet potatoes, and watermelons, and toyed with relandscaping the grounds in the picturesque style, actually drawing two plans depicting meandering paths in place of the formal layout (these are the oldest surviving picturesque garden plans by an American). That he even considered revamping the garden is illuminating: the place was big—a three-story house with three separate suites, stables, and a full-time gardener (to say nothing of the maids, cooks, and coachman) to tend the extensive grounds; the rent on the whole lot cost more than his annual salary.68

Beginning in early August of 1786, Minister Jefferson permitted himself to spend nearly every day for six weeks visiting gardens, architecture, and art with a young married woman named Maria Cosway, the twenty-seven-year-old Italian-born wife of a prominent English miniature portraitist. Maria was reportedly irresistible: flirtatious and gorgeous, with blue eyes and curly blond locks, an accomplished musician and painter herself. (Born to a British father and an Italian mother in Florence, Maria studied art in Florence, Rome, and London; exhibited at the Royal Academy; and became a well-known figure, apart from her unfaithful husband, twenty years her senior.)69 Jefferson was smitten. He sometimes didn’t show up for meetings, sending an underling instead. The pair jaunted all around Paris and beyond, to Versailles, to Marly, or to the jardin anglais at St.-Germain-en-Laye. In one garden, Jefferson vaulted over a fountain and broke his right—writing—wrist. This gambol laid him up and effectively ended the affair; before he was back in action, the Cosways had returned to London. (The two carried on a somewhat tortured correspondence for a while after, including Jefferson’s famous “Head and Heart” letter, with its staged dialogue between the intellect and the emotions—the wellspring of many books, novels, and films.)70 Even with winsome Maria out of the picture, Jefferson continued his affair with his other love interest—gardens. He traveled everywhere, and everywhere he went he looked at architecture and toured gardens: Holland, Germany, the south of France, and of course Italy, which he visited with the stated object of researching rice culture and other agricultural topics of potential economic interest in the United States. He sent back olive trees, vines, and rice varieties. Though he never made it south of Florence or saw Rome itself, what he did see in Italy stirred him: he “took a peep into Elysium,” he wrote.71
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Jefferson’s sketches for the Hôtel de Langéac, Paris. (The Huntington Library, San Marino, California)

In March and April of 1786, he traveled to England, ostensibly on matters of diplomacy, but spent a great deal of his time touring estate gardens with John Adams and his wife, Abigail. He hated English architecture, even though much of it was inspired by Palladio, calling it “the most wretched style I ever saw,”72 but was deeply impressed by the gardens. In a letter to his close Virginian friend John Page he wrote: “The gardening in that country is the article in which it surpasses all the earth. I mean their pleasure gardening. This, indeed, went far beyond my ideas.” As a guidebook he consulted a copy of the Thomas Whately book he’d bought in 1778, in which each of the sixteen gardens they saw was described: Chiswick, Hampton Court, Twickenham, Esther-Place, Claremont, Painshill, Woburn, Caversham, Wotton, Stowe, the Leasowes, Hagley, Blenheim, Enfield Chase, Moor Park, and Kew. Jefferson found Whately’s descriptions “remarkable for their exactness” and so made few additional notes. “My inquiries were directed chiefly to such practical things as might enable me to estimate the expense of making and maintaining a garden in that style,” he wrote. Accordingly, he made a point of counting the gardeners (two hundred at Blenheim, Oxfordshire), inquiring into the cost of things (seven thousand pounds for the grotto at Painshill, Surrey),73 and took notes on shortcomings and whether they were due to limitations of topography or of design. He universally disliked straight walks and drives: at Stowe, he wrote, “the straight approach is very ill” at Caversham, “This straight walk has an ill effect.”74 On the whole he was dispassionate but picky. At Burlington’s Chiswick, likely one of his inspirations when first imagining Monticello, he wrote only: “A garden of about six acres; the octagonal dome has an ill effect, both within and without; the garden still shows too much of art. An obelisk of very ill effect; another in the middle of the pond useless.”

At the Leasowes, almost certainly a model for his 1771 plans, Jefferson was not impressed:


Now the property of Mr. Horne by purchase. One hundred and fifty acres within the walk. The waters small. This is not even an ornamented farm—it is only a grazing farm with a path round it, here and there a seat of board, rarely anything better. Architecture has contributed nothing. The obelisk is of brick. Shenstone had but three hundred pounds a year, and ruined himself by what he did to this farm. It is said that he died of the heartaches that his debts occasioned him.75



This dismissiveness reveals the level of his expectations, and his intentions for Monticello. He was aiming higher. And, characteristically, he failed to see in Shenstone’s fate the clear warning of what that aspiration might cost him. His companion, on the other hand, found that the Leasowes “is the simplest and plainest, but the most rural of all.”76 Adams grasped the political and social costs that the ostentation in front of them incurred on a society as a whole—namely, monarchy and monopoly; he would have been aware that at that time about four hundred families owned one-quarter of the agricultural land in England. He remarked sarcastically: “a national debt of two hundred and seventy-four millions sterling accumulated by jobs, contracts, salaries, and pensions, in the course of a century might easily produce all this magnificence of architecture and landscaping.”77 Adams’s attitude was properly republican, but it was also regional—a New England dislike of aristocratic ostentation that was not shared by southern would-be aristocrats like Jefferson. He wrote in his diary: “It will be long, I hope, before Ridings, Parks, Pleasure Grounds, Gardens and ornamented farms grow so much in fashion in America.” Yet Adams took a kind of Jeffersonian solace in the idea that the natural endowment of the new continent might save Americans from the temptations of garden fashion: “But Nature has done greater Things and furnished nobler Materials there. The Oceans, Island, Rivers, Mountains, Valleys, are all laid out upon a larger Scale.”78
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View of William Shenstone’s Leasowes and Priory by H. F. James. (The British Library)

Jefferson, all the while quantifying the monetary cost of the gardens he’d seen, had little to say about their value—just this judgment, apropos of a formal garden he saw in Germany: it “show[ed] how much money may be laid out to make an ugly thing.”79 He had no qualms about spending money for a beautiful thing, by his lights, or for living in a beautiful manner. While in France he repeatedly and embarrassingly had to request extra funds from the war-strapped American government to cover the costs of housing, food, and travel for himself and his entourage.80 (This was a lifelong pattern, visible at least as early as 1774, when he ordered a fine, solid mahogany piano from England and had it shipped to Monticello in defiance of the Continental Congress’s nonimportation resolution against Britain, a trick he repeated a few months later for some sash windows—self-indulgences worse than ironic in light of the painful embargo on trade with Britain that he later imposed during his second term as president, which almost split the country.)81 By the same token, his love of gardens ignored their possible implications, political, social, or philosophical. That Blenheim required two hundred poorly paid servants to keep up bothered the defender of the common man not at all; the gardens’ design was another matter. At some level, Jefferson saw the jardin anglais in the same light as he saw John Locke’s theory of natural rights or Isaac Newton’s laws of motion: as ideas, radical ones, fruit from the great tree of Enlightenment and weapons of liberation in the long battle to free the “sheep” from the depredations of the “wolves” of history, in his famous dichotomy. To him, the new English garden was a reaction against “autocracy” and the oppressive rule of the privileged few. It was a taste that implicitly criticized the politics of others, which is what attracted him to it, without requiring him to turn the mirror around and take a hard look at the politics of his own passions.

The same can be said about his taste in architecture: Palladian style to him wasn’t classical in a simple sense; it was politically radical insofar as it was associated with the Whig tradition in England, and, since it looked to the ancient past for models of the future, it wasn’t old in essence but new—modern. Jefferson, who read Greek and Latin, has been routinely described as among the greatest classicists of his time in America. Yet some have argued that he was, in fact, “anti-classical.”82 There is justification for this when we consider that he hated the dead weight of the past in ossified institutions, laws, and conventions; the inherited control of wealth and resources by the upper classes; the stupefying effect of established religion; and the corruption of illegitimate power. He believed that “the earth belongs in usufruct to the living”83 and proposed that Americans vote on all their laws every nineteen years, which he reckoned one generation, to keep government refreshed. Later in life, he would write to his friend John Adams: “I like the dreams of the future better than the history of the past.”84

 

IN 1789, JEFFERSON returned from France to America, bringing with him forty pieces of luggage and having shipped many crates of wine and other luxuries beforehand.85 George Washington had been elected president while he was away, and appointed Jefferson his secretary of state. In 1790, Jefferson again left Virginia, wearily, for the capital at Philadelphia. Washington’s term was marked by partisan rancor between the emerging Republican Party and the Federalists behind Alexander Hamilton, and by bitter personal attacks that took an emotional toll on Jefferson.86 In 1794, at the age of fifty-one, after eighteen years of near-continuous public service, he retired to Monticello.87 He wanted “to be liberated from the hated occupations of politics, and to remain in the bosom of my family, my farm, and my books,” he confided to a friend. And to another he gave this image: “living like an Antedeluvian patriarch among my children and grandchildren, and tilling my soil.”88

Yet the reality on the plantation was not so tranquil. Already by the late 1780s, in France, Jefferson knew he might never dig himself out of his debt, half of it inherited from his father-in-law, John Wayles, along with his land and slaves.89 Years of losses due to lax overseers and bad weather in his absence had added to the burden: he owed English creditors 4,500 pounds, and Scottish ones 2,000 pounds, all of it compounding viciously. He was not alone: Virginia planters after the Revolution owed the British 2.3 million pounds. Still, Jefferson owned almost eleven thousand acres, making him one of the largest landowners in the commonwealth.90 He was determined to make it pay, applying the new theories of husbandry to return nutrients to his land, “as yet unreclaimed from the barbarous state” of depletion from decades of tobacco growing. He devised an ambitious seven-step crop rotation system and switched to wheat as a cash crop (following George Washington’s lead).91 But his holdings were spread among seven farms, in two counties, at points ninety miles apart, rendering oversight and economies of scale difficult. Further, just one thousand acres were cultivated, the rest left fallow or forest; these one thousand acres needed to grow food for the slaves, workers, the extended Jefferson family, and a constant stream of guests—leaving little room for wheat for cash flow. Bad clay soil, terrible weather, and voracious pests undermined Jefferson’s efforts. In 1794 he started a nail factory, worked by teenage boy slaves, which he personally and assiduously oversaw. It did make money but presented a total contradiction of Jefferson’s deepest-held and most fervently argued belief—that the United States should remain a nation of farmers. The nailery was a perfect if ugly example of that cliché of American history, the machine in the garden—a “satanic mill” clanking and smoking right on the mountaintop of Jefferson’s agrarian Utopia.

But Jefferson’s financial situation didn’t temper his enthusiasm for house and garden. On his return in 1794, he began planning a major remodel of the house, influenced by the buildings he’d seen in Europe. He planned two major revisions: first, to take down the second story, leaving reconfigured attic rooms, and replace the double portico with a taller, single one to make the house appear as a single story—in line with Palladio’s mature style. Second, he would add a dome, modeled on Palladio’s Villa Rotunda, which Burlington had also copied at Chiswick, taking the particulars from Gibbs’s plate 67.92 It was an awesome undertaking—tearing half the building off to make it more aesthetically perfect. As in everything else, Jefferson’s attention to detail was stunning: for years he had noted features of buildings in his travels that he wanted to re-create, and at Monticello he did, installing French three-part stacking windows, alcove beds, and a dumbwaiter sized specifically to lift wine bottles from the cellar to the parlor. His talented slave workers wrought exquisite moldings, furniture, and fittings. In his bedroom was a frieze of the skulls of oxen, a Roman motif for the blood sacrifice of a pagan fertility ritual—a little odd, but like everything in the house, perfectly executed. For decades Monticello was a construction site. This was Jefferson’s real project as a statesman retired to his farm—not farming, but building and rebuilding his dream of perfect elegance. To the extent that he could pay for it, through credit, cost was no object.

It would have been useless to point out to him that what he was doing wasn’t new, nor was it liberating anyone from the dead hand of tradition. Palladio wasn’t the first architect to give his clients the aura of respectability and legitimacy that the past confers. His clients were rich Venetian families looking to invest their capital in mainland agriculture as wheat and land prices went up while Venice’s historical merchant businesses in the Levant and elsewhere in the Mediterranean were being squeezed by the hostile Turks and competitors from Genoa. Some were old money, with, not coincidentally, connections to the slave trade: the Cornaro family had made a fortune growing sugarcane with Black Sea slaves on Cyprus, before the Turks took it; the Barbaro had been shippers of slaves from Africa and the Black Sea. Many were nouveaux riches: professional soldiers or merchants. Palladio built them villas that were really plantation headquarters, with outbuildings and yards for farm work and worker housing often attached, arrayed on each side of the house in measured, balanced symmetry. He used elements of classical Roman architecture to bestow on them “grandeur and magnificence,” in his own words, namely porticos and occasionally a dome—originally used only for Roman civic and religious buildings.93 What he did was give his clients houses that looked like temples and courthouses, ancient ones, with all the aura of power and tradition these radiated. The Palladian plantation campus worked, on two levels: as practical organization of the business of a large farm, and as signifier of the status of the owners—rich, powerful, cultivated, and ostensibly deeply rooted on the land, with the implied sanction of ancient civic and religious authority. Palladio purposefully used materials that quickly aged to imitate the patina of antiquity.

This combination not surprisingly found favor beyond Italy with similar entrepreneurs, especially English plantation owners, first in Ireland, England’s first experiment in conquering a foreign island and reducing its population to slavery to grow cash crops. (One of the earliest meanings of the word plantation in English was the military colonization of Ireland by English landlords.) Lord Burlington’s great-grandfather was one of these brutally efficient soldier-colonizers—the source of the family money that built the domed villa at Chiswick. From Ireland the planters moved to Barbados, then Jamaica and elsewhere in the West Indies, to grow sugarcane with black slave labor. From there they went to the Carolinas to grow indigo and rice and to Virginia to grow tobacco. They brought their taste and their slaves with them. In every one of these places one can see their legacy: in the descendants of enslaved people and in fine Palladian buildings, blindingly white like bleached bones in the bright, un-English sunlight of the New World. The most successful of them took their loot back to Britain and built their villas there; in the 17th and 18th centuries in London it was said of a particularly flush nouveau riche that he was “as rich as a West Indian.” Who knows how many of the estates that Jefferson and the Adamses visited were paid for this way? It was a timeless dynamic, endlessly repeating, as Benjamin Disraeli understood in 1845:


In a commercial country like England, every half century develops some new and vast source of public wealth, which brings into national notice a new and powerful class. A couple of centuries ago, a Turkey Merchant was the great creator of wealth; the West India Planter followed him. In the middle of the last century appeared the Nabob. These characters in their zenith in turn merged in the land, and became English aristocrats; while, the Levant decaying, the West Indies exhausted, and Hindoostan plundered, the breeds died away, and now exist only in our English comedies….94



Jefferson, who grew up in a wooden frontier house, was replaying the script. So was his friend George Washington, whose great-grandfather was a common Englishman shipwrecked on the Virginia sands, and who inherited a small wooden farmhouse at Mount Vernon from his brother and gradually remodeled it into a rather grand neo-Palladian villa, visible for miles up and down the regional main drag that was the Potomac River, with two stories, a high-columned central portico, and curving wings of porticoes leading to dependencies or outbuildings, all painted white and textured with sand to make it appear to be built of cut stone instead of shiplapped planks. Here is the timeless dynamic of real estate: keeping up with the Joneses, with a little stucco if need be. Washington faked a Palladio for curb appeal and to keep the tone of his home in line with his ever-rising celebrity. Jefferson built an exquisite one from scratch, twice, to keep his in line with his escalating estimation of perfection. In their self-consciously republican era, they risked criticism, and doubtless received it. On one hand, refinement in dress and possessions implied a superiority at once moral, spiritual, and worldly—George Washington was always decked out in fine clothes, a habit that added to his aura after the Revolution as a kind of living god. Most people then, as many do now, implicitly assumed that one’s worth equaled one’s worth—that is, that wealth conferred virtue and deserved higher status. On the other hand, Americans, having fought to free themselves from the oppression of English monarchs and aristocrats, were deeply ambivalent about displays of status, preferring in theory the idea of the simple yeoman farmer to any acknowledgment of worldly wealth. The clergy, with particular energy Puritans and Quakers, condemned refinement, and even avowedly elitist men like John Adams sniffed at the corruptions of urban life, where he found nothing but “Parade, Pomp, Nonsense, Frippery, Folly, Foppery, Luxury, Politicks, and the soul-Confounding Wrangles of the Law,” as he delightfully wrote.95


How could a man like Jefferson reconcile his love of luxury with his profession of republican ideals? In concrete terms, he couldn’t. His own status as a patriarch and landowner in a Virginia society that was profoundly pro-aristocratic disinclined him personally to renounce the refinement that advertised his status, just as the economic underpinnings of that status disinclined him from freeing his slaves. But it didn’t stop him from denouncing the habits of luxury in others, or of warning young Americans traveling to Europe not to spend too much time looking at European art and architecture, because it distracted from the corruption of the rich and the poverty of the masses: “they are worth seeing, but not studying.”96 This seems like clear hypocrisy, but it also points to the deep ambivalence and tension in the American mind between our professed ideals and our economic imperatives. Our fear and distrust of luxury and urbanity has deep roots in the Christian, specifically Protestant, morality of self-abnegation and the elevation of rural simplicity in the British Whig tradition that fed the American republican one, but it has never overcome our devotion to a libertarian idolatry of the unrestrained economic individual, summed up by Jefferson as “the pursuit of happiness” and embodied in our national pursuit of inexcusably lavish real estate. This tension is clearly visible in the garden: the route from the formal to the natural garden is in part an effort to cover up this contradiction. From the beginning, the irresistible appeal of Italy, with its sensual aesthetic pleasures and indolent luxuries, clashed with their self-professed values of diligence, discipline, and the modesty of rural simplicity, real or feigned; at a deeper level, lolling about in sunny Italian idylls was more than faintly feminine, unbecoming to the northern sense of manliness. So English admirers of Italian style cloaked the aesthetics in ideas: political and intellectual virtues, borrowed from ancient Greece and Rome, as the Renaissance Italians themselves had. They proceeded further to inexorably cleanse them of the formal elements that reeked of royalist and French backsliding. Never mind that the house and gardens they built were equally monuments to the money and power of a new commercial class; they were laundered by their association with those earlier visions of Eden. The English Whigs cooked up the natural-style landscape garden because it made them look naturally virtuous, enlightened, and fit to govern, and it performed the miracle of hiding their money—in plain sight. For Jefferson, the beautiful ideas draped over the forms of his personal paradise bridged the moral chasm that yawned under it.

 

Jefferson savored his retirement. “No circumstance, my dear Sir,” he wrote to a friend, “will ever more tempt me to engage in anything public.”97 But it was brief indeed: in 1796 he was elected vice president, under President John Adams. In 1801, he was elected third president of the United States, and reelected in 1804. As chief executive, he was, typically, the embodiment of the fundamental contradictions of his people. He fought bitterly with Congress to cut the national debt and limit government expenditures, and was famous for his dislike of pomp and circumstance; once, receiving a British ambassador who was dressed in full military regalia, the president appeared at the White House door wearing nothing but his dressing gown, causing an international incident. At the same time, he entertained “like a power hostess,”98 inviting all sides to the same table, sparing no expense. The wine bill in his first term was ten thousand dollars.99 Always, he was prodigally productive. In 1803 he bought Louisiana from France for $23 million, including interest, without congressional approval—notable in a man who warned ominously and often about the dangers of executive power.

The next year he wrote a memo to himself outlining a renewed campaign in the gardens at Monticello, titled “General ideas for the improvement of Monticello.” It is startling in its ambition, and for the fact that his taste hadn’t changed since 1771 but had only intensified in the picturesque, jardin anglais vein. He proposed “all the houses on the Mulberry walk to be taken away, except the stone house, and a ha! ha! instead of the paling along it for an enclosure.” The vegetable garden was to be expanded by cutting into the slope and building a massive stone retaining wall below.100 He would tap a spring on the hill of Montalto and pipe the water to Monticello, en route running it off a ledge to make a cascade that would be visible from the house.101 He would build the Lantern of Demosthenes temple that he’d proposed in 1771, though in a different spot; then he changed his mind, deciding to copy Chambers’s Chinese pavilion at Kew, which he’d seen in 1786. In another note he proposed to build four temples, in four different styles: “a specimen of gothic, model of the Pantheon, model of cubic architecture, a specimen of Chinese.”102 Later he decided on the Gothic, to be placed by the graveyard, and three scaled copies of classical buildings, their locations not stated. Along the south wall of the vegetable garden he proposed building alcoves to take refuge in from the hot sun. Then, in the next line, he decided against it, reasoning, “But after all, the kitchen garden is not the place for ornaments of this kind. Bowers and treillages suite that better, and these temples will be better disposed in the pleasure grounds.”103 None of these follies was ever constructed, but he did eventually build the one-room pavilion on the south wall of the vegetable garden that stands there today, reconstructed from archaeology and his notes: square, made of brick, in Palladio’s Tuscan order, with white Chinese railings on the roof. It is a lovely building, unpretentious, filled with breeze and light on a hot day. From it a visitor can survey Montalto rising to the south and the green countryside stretching away to the east. It is just one satisfying moment of many that Jefferson carefully and brilliantly engineered in his garden by framing and editing views, opening some here and closing some there.

[image: image]

Thomas Jefferson, 1808 Monticello plan. (The Huntington Library, San Marino, California)

 

IN 1809, HIS two terms of office up, Jefferson came back to Monticello for good. He wasted no time in rethinking the garden, putting into action a plan he’d drawn up the year before, incorporating the one from 1804, imagining the hilltop as a ferme ornée: with more vistas, more outbuildings moved away out of sight, a ha-ha replacing the wooden fence, a fish pond, long, swooping drives called “roundabouts” circling the mountain, a park and riding ground, a bridge, orchards planted in what were farm fields, and of course, more temples.104 His vision hadn’t been tempered a bit by age or maturity. That year, a Mrs. Margaret Bayard Smith, one of Washington, D.C.’s leading social climbers and a confidante of Dolley Madison, visited him at Monticello, where Jefferson told her of his plans. She later wrote in her diary: “little is as yet done.” She went on: “I looked upon him with wonder as I heard him describe the improvements he designed in his grounds, they seemed to require a whole life to carry into effect, and a young man might doubt of ever completing or enjoying them.”

But rare was the young man with the energy of the old Thomas Jefferson. Until the end of his life, he supervised the plantation almost daily by horse or telescope—ever the fan of gadgets.105 His old friend Monsieur Thouin, director of the Jardin des Plantes in Paris, sent him the seeds of seven hundred species to experiment with.106 Jefferson was less a farmer than a plant-obsessed gardener of scientific bent, experimenting over the years with 330 vegetable varieties, including twenty-three different English peas and thirty-seven types of peach tree.107 He designed a better plow, but never manufactured it. He found the time to conceive, found, fund, design, and build the University of Virginia, then to establish its curriculum and recruit its professors. The campus he created, with its huge rotunda and carefully modulated pavilions housing classrooms and apartments stretched out along two lines of porticoes stepping down a graded series of broad terraces, is arguably the most beautiful, integrated, and humanistic example of the Palladian art form ever built. The gardens he laid out behind the buildings, framed by serpentine brick walls, are lovely and varied—and are notably geometric in places, evidence of the pragmatic flexibility he displayed when the situation merited straying from his dogmas. He designed houses for friends and another one for himself—his second home at Poplar Forest, a farm three days’ ride and ninety-three miles to the west, using all octagonal forms, including a geometric if not formal garden based on the same figure.108 Not to mention overseeing the planning for the District of Columbia, the new U.S. Capitol building, and the White House.

As busy as he was, Jefferson always took time for gardens. Once, when his friend the Comte de Volney (who had incidentally published a book called Les Ruines; ou Méditation sur les Révolutions des Empires, which expatiated on the lessons to be learned from ruined buildings about the cycles of history) was visiting from France, the two men returned late to dinner from a walk—unusual for the punctual Jefferson. It turned out “that the two philosophers had been detained by the labor of damming up a little stream in order that they might design a picturesque waterfall.”109 It is a touching scene, one that is at odds with another recalled by Monsieur Volney: that of Jefferson threatening some slaves with a whip while pontificating to his friend about democracy.110

 

THE SLAVERY QUESTION was not the only instance where his ideals were in conflict with reality, or where the ambiguities in his thinking had negative consequences. He was among the earliest Americans to show a deep interest in the culture and lives of the Indians, even affirming at one point that he saw theirs as the best way of life, but as president he gave license for their systematic removal or extermination and the expropriation of their lands.111 Through his writing he laid the foundation of some Americans’ distrust of government, but when he exercised power he did so forcefully and without hesitation. His attitude toward the American landscape prefigured the aesthetic appreciations of Romanticism and the conservation impulse of the later 19th century: he rhapsodized about the empty canvas of the West, boldly added it to the nation by outbargaining Napoleon, and sent Lewis and Clark to explore it; and he purchased Virginia’s Natural Bridge rock arch, which he refused to sell, saying, “I view it in some degree as a public trust,” and which he described like a breathless English poet: “It is impossible for the emotions, arising from the sublime, to be felt beyond what they are here: so beautiful an arch, so elevated, so light and springing, as it were, up to heaven, the rapture of the Spectator is really indescribable!”112 He was beginning to see, in the picturesque landscape of the “virgin” wilderness, the outlines of a uniquely American identity. Yet he presided over the systematic destruction of that landscape as it was sold off and settled during his time in public office, including laying the groundwork for the Northwest Ordinance of 1784 and the machinelike surveying system that divided up and laid an unvarying rectangular grid over the continent.

A man of the 18th century who embodied its ideals of natural science, exploration, and enlightenment, Jefferson prefigured the momentous, wrenching changes of the 19th: slavery, which tore his own conscience, would very nearly tear the country apart; factories, of which he was one of the first owners, would transform the nation’s economy and social structure and feed the explosive growth of crowded, industrial cities—anathema to him and to millions of others who would point to his articulation of the agrarian ideal as they fled those cities to suburbs modeled on the image of the vanishing wilderness, tamed into manicured private gardens, each a miniature, simplified version of his vaster, layered one at Monticello.
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