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The Most Beautiful Room in the World?
Latrobe, Jefferson and the first Capitol

Richard Chenoweth
AT A.

Introduction

The United States Capitol in 1800 was the largest and most ambitious building
program on the continent. The building also was America’s first modern,
international style building. The synergy of Benjamin Henry Latrobe’s inventive
design and President Thomas Jefferson’s touchstone guidance brought about the
Capitol’s first manifestation spanning two decades. This building, in the minds of
both Jefferson and Latrobe, would be not just the house of the United States’
bicameral legislature, but also would be an architectural model for the country as it
expanded and matured. It was a tall order. The Capitol would be destroyed by
British troops in 1814. Latrobe’s masterpiece within the building’s South Wing, the
Hall of Representatives, a room described only in superlatives in contemporary
reports and yet never before seen, is the subject of my research and my digital
recreation.

The First Decade of the U.S. Capitol

The cornerstone of the United States Capitol was laid by George Washington in
September 1793. The building that he and his Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson
envisioned, would serve the nation’s philosophical and political mission as well as its
architectural one. Philosophically, the Capitol had to symbolically represent
America’s legislative branch within the world’s first modern democratic republic.
Jefferson’s romantic vision suggested that the building reflect the ancient
monuments of Greece and Rome!. Architecturally, the Capitol would be an
international style building, a world-class peer of contemporary European
architecture.

The plan was to have the Congress occupy the Capitol in 1800. As soon as the
ambitious building program was underway however, the plan began to unravel. The
man who had won the competition for the Capitol’s design, Dr. William Thornton,
relinquished control of the project at the outset due to his lack of real architectural
knowledge and experience. The three architects who executed the work during the
first decade were Frenchman Etienne Sulpice Hallet (later known as Stephen Hallet
when he settled in the United States), Englishman George Hadfield, and Irishman
James Hoban. The building’s progress during these years, the Washington and
Adams administrations, was marked by changes of plan, ill will among principals

. Jefferson letter to Latrobe,

10.10.1809: “/ think that the
work (the Capitol) when
finished will be a dvrable
and honorable monument of
our infant republic, and will
bear favorable comparison
with the remains of the
same kind of the ancient
republics  of Greece &
Rome’.
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and city commissioners, difficult logistics in the newly laid out city, and shoddy
workmanship.

By 1800 only the North Wing, the Senate side, was complete.
In 1801, the House of Representatives met in the Library of
Congress, and Jefferson took the oath of office in the Senate
Chamber, the two available principal rooms. In May of 1801,
Hoban was asked to build the House chamber, following the
plan, as the South Wing’s foundations began to rise. The
elliptical footprint of this room was to become the final
chamber, but as no exterior walls existed yet, it merely was a
large, freestanding, elliptical brick room. This proto-chamber,
called the “Oven,” was connected to the North wing by a
covered passage. So by 1801, early in his administration, the
designing and fastidious Jefferson must have been frustrated
by the chaotic construction site on the hill over the mudflats.

Drawing of the North Wing

of the Capitol

by Thomas Birch (1801).

Library of Congress.

Jefferson knew of
Latrobe and had been
impressed with his
designs  for  the

Washington Navy

Reconstruction drawing of - i e — ‘ Yard. In their brief
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held a great esteem
for each other as educated professionals, artists, and philosophers. Jefferson would
solicit Latrobe’s advice on many projects henceforth; Latrobe would call Jefferson
the planter of arts in America2. Their friendship lasted until Latrobe’s death in 1820.
Certainly, Jefferson imagined that this erudite, robust, European-trained architect,
engineer and naturalist could raise the construction of the Capitol to its worthy level,
and in 1803 he appointed Latrobe his Surveyor of Public Buildings.

Nevertheless, the following ten years would prove a brutal ordeal for Latrobe in his
service to Jefferson (and later President Madison), akin to Michaelangelo’s service to
Julius IT at the Sistine Chapel. The South Wing of the Capitol would rise where the
Oven now stood, and the North Wing, in large part, would be rebuilt. So as the
United States’ inchoate constitutional form of government emerged as a political
tdea, it’s physical and symbolic representation rose simultaneously from the
promontory of Jenkin’s Hill, truly an unusual moment in the course of any political
history.?

U

Latrobe’s International Style

Benjamin Latrobe was born in 1764 in Fulneck, England, of English, French and
American ancestry. Latrobe was a product of his hometown’s Moravian education
system and, later, a Moravian school in Saxony. After his education, and becoming
fluent in German, French, Greek and Latin, and touring the continent, he returned
to England and began to practice architecture by about 1784. In 1791, he embarked
on his own as a seasoned architect and engineer, with a developed aesthetic involving
public works, engineering works, and large masonry structures.

2. Lletter from Jefferson to
Latrobe, 8.13.1807

3. An idea proposed in Young
(1966).

American architecture by 1800 was largely based on traditional engineering and
pattern book examples and drawings that could be cobbled together by craftsmen
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