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Camille Wells examines some of Virginia’s earliest non-indigenous buildings and 

landscapes in Material Witnesses: Domestic Architecture and Plantation Landscapes in Early 

Virginia. Wells, an architectural historian by training, and founding member of the Vernacular 

Architecture Forum, is a leading expert in colonial Chesapeake architecture. This collection of 

essays reflects her more than forty years of experience in the field and is a testament to the 

importance of field work in preservation studies. Wells writes that “the chance to spend many 

uninterrupted hours in an archive is equal in pleasure and importance to days immersed in 

architectural fieldwork” (4). That sentiment is reflected in each of the many topics covered in 

this work. The work is shaped in as many ways by the author’s long teaching career. Wells 

explains that “talking and reading about how to deal with the material world in authentic 

historical context, how to develop the skills to transform aspects of it into primary sources is 

hard work” (5). This collection is an embodiment of that work.  

 Wells begins this study with a brief overview of early Virginia’s history and landscapes. 

The author explains that the settlement and development of Virginia was shaped by tobacco 

cultivation. Wells writes, for example, that “the importance of access to crop-friendly land had 

made individual property lines—including those surrounding a landowner’s allocations to 

tenants, managers, or overseers—the most vigorously defended and widely recognized forms 

of demarcation in the landscape” (10). The author interestingly notes that early Virginians often 

perceived a “metaphorical triangle” in the landscape that was composed of the county court, 

parish church, and landowner’s dwelling (11). Wells importantly notes that class status was 

most often manifest in homes through construction and finish techniques (rather than size) 

until the end of the eighteenth century. The author writes that “even among Virginians whose 

wealth, education, and family connections had earned them genteel status, dwelling houses 

need not be capacious or grand, only recognizably expensive in construction and finish” (21).   

Wells explains that only members of the “super gentry” built large and expensive mansions 

with flanking outbuildings (30). This chapter importantly adds context to the rest of the work 
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and establishes the notion that buildings and landscapes both shape and reflect human social 

relationships.   

Wells turns her attention to Francis Lightfoot Lee’s Menokin, in Richmond County, 

Virginia, in chapter four, where this notion is perhaps best illustrated. The author writes that 

“the story of how Menokin was designed and built offers an opportunity to observe the elite 

Virginia house-making enterprise as a series of strategic maneuvers behind which lurk quite 

compelling human experiences: promises half kept, legacies provisionally bestowed, patriarchal 

authority aggressively enforced, and filial resistance materially encoded” (98). Wells does not 

disappoint. The author sees attempts to manifest both patriarchal authority and rebellion in the 

design and construction of Menokin. The home was designed and financed by John Tayloe II as 

part of a dowry agreement to keep his daughter from moving with Lee to the Loudoun County 

backcountry. Wells explains that Tayloe intended to convey “patriarchal primacy and filial 

deference” through the home’s design and placement (107). The author notes, for example, 

that Menokin’s outer dimensions were nearly identical to the formal offices that Flanked 

Tayloe’s home and explains that the structure would have appeared to be “a kind of protective 

architectural outpost of the larger mansion’s domain” (107). Wells demonstrates that Lee, as 

construction manager, actively worked against Tayloe’s intentions and points towards the 

home’s “erratic execution, its inconsistent levels of workmanship, and its ultimate departure 

from several conventions of elite colonial house design” as evidence (113). The author includes 

a number of drawings, maps, and photographs in this chapter that nicely illustrate her larger 

points.  

Wells examines Thomas Jefferson’s second Monticello in chapter seven. The author 

explains that Jefferson modeled Monticello’s plan and social organization after those at 

Tuckahoe, a colonial house in Tuckahoe, Virginia, where Jefferson spent a good deal of time as 

a child. Wells writes that “the house at Tuckahoe was equally important to his life as a thinker 

on matters architectural” (150). Wells begins this section with a sustained analysis of Tuckahoe 

which spans approximately fifteen pages and includes a number of photographs and drawings. 

The author interestingly notes that “recent analysis of Tuckahoe’s structural wood confirms 

1733 as the year when carpenters felled trees and shaped them into principal framing members 
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for the original section of the house” (152). Wells explains that additions were added to the 

home in 1740 and notes that “only the brick gable-end walls of the south wing suggest to the 

casual observer that Tuckahoe was not all of ‘one build’” (156). Wells connects the resulting 

division of space in Tuckahoe (between public and private spaces) to that in Monticello. The 

author writes, for example, that “the basic elements of Tuckahoe’s plan are those that solved 

the most compelling problems Jefferson confronted in remaking Monticello” (168). The 

drawings included in this chapter helped to illustrate the connections between the two 

structures.  

Wells has compiled a thoughtful and engaging study of early Virginia’s domestic 

architecture and plantation landscapes. The author’s experience in the field is evident 

throughout every page of the work. Wells writes that “what drew us together was a common 

passion to recover aspects of life, many of them long neglected or previously ignored, in the 

colonial Chesapeake region” (1). That passion shapes these pages as well. The author’s use of 

source material is one of the work’s most defining characteristics. Wells utilizes travel accounts, 

wills, advertisements, insurance policies, inventories, letters, and journals, in addition to 

drawings, photographs, maps, field notes, and more, to construct this study. The author 

examines advertisements in the Virginia Gazette, for example, in chapter three, to position 

“houses and outbuildings in the context of their rural landscapes” (68). Wells writes that “the 

advertisements constitute a source of information about the landscape of early Virginia that is 

more integrated, copious, and revealing than any other” (68-69). Wells seamlessly blends 

historical writing with contemporary interpretation throughout the work. This notion is 

illustrated quite nicely in chapter four with the author’s analysis of lines of sight at Menokin. 

The work, however, is not without faults. It seems that Wells missed an important opportunity 

to make connections between the essays and highlight takeaways for readers. This could have 

been accomplished by adding a concluding essay to the collection or another section to the 

introduction. This study is nevertheless an important work that should be read by anyone 

interested in early Virginian landscapes and architecture.  

  


