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12 The Archaeology of Vision 
in Eighteenth-Century 
Chesapeake Gardens 

Elizabeth Kryder-Reid 

During the eighteenth century, travelers throughout America's 
mid-Atlantic region often recorded in diaries and letters the scenery they 
observed on their journeys. As they rode inland along the river valleys or 
followed roads connecting coastal ports, these writers repeatedly used 
specific terms lo capture their experience of sight in the landscape. This 
vocabulary of vision-view, vista, eminence, situation, prospect-appears 
in descriptions of both the natural landscape and the estates of the colo­
nial planter-gentry. Describing Gov. John Howard's garden in Baltimore, 
Maryland, in 1794, Thomas Twining wrote, "Situated upon the verge of 
the descent upon which Baltimore stands, its grounds formed a beautiful 
slant towards the Chesapeak . .. . The spot thus indebted to Nature and 
judiciously embellished was as enchanting within its own proper limits 
as in the fine view which extended far beyond them ... . Both perfections 
of the landscape, its near and distant scenery, were united in the view from 
the bow-window . . . with the desire, I believe, of gratifying me with this 
exquisite prospect." 1 

In 1791 another traveler, William Lough ton Smith, reported of George 
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Fig. 12.1. George Ropes's 1806 painting of Mount Vernon and its view 
overlooking the Potomac River. Copyright Board of Trustees, National 
Gallery of Art, Washington. 

Washington's Mount Vernon (fig. 12.1): "I hardly remember lo have been 
so struck with a prospect. ... the view extends up and down the river a 
considerable distance ... embracing the magnificence of the river with 
the vessels sailing about; the verdant fields, woods, and parks."2 

ln addition lo these descriptions, images of garden views and eslate pros­
pects abounded on painted furniture, and in portrait backgrounds, needle­
work samplers, and other objects in America during the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century. The predominance of such textual and visual de­
pictions suggests that views in and out of the landscape were highly charged 
with meanings---conscious and unconscious, intended and received. The 
specific meanings of those views, howev!!r, are less apparent. 

Vision as the physical phenomenon of optical sight is known only 
through culturally determined perception. Interpreting the social and sym­
bolic significance of vision in the early American landscape, therefore, 
requires not only reconstructing what was seen, but understanding the way 
it was seen. This endeavor-interpreling the subjectivity of vision-forms 
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the cornerstone of much contemporary writing and social commentary,3 

but it has long been a premise of anthropology, particularly since the pio­
neering work oflinguists Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorl in nonwestem 
languages. Demonstrating that languages such as Hopi and Navaho had 
radically different conceptualizations of time and space, Whorl challenged 
the assumption that since "every person has talked fluently since irtlancy 
... he has merely to consult a common substratum oflogic or reason which 
he and everyone else are supposed to possess." Whorl argued against the 
view that ~hought depends "on laws oflogic or reason which are supposed 
to be the same for all observers of the universe . . . whether they speak 
Chinese or Choctaw." Instead, Whorl asserted, the way we categorize time, 
space, motion, and objects-literally the way we "dissect nature"-is 
determined by our native languages. That which we hold to be "natural" 
and universal is instead the product of our culture.4 

For garden historians, this concept of culturally constructed vision offers 
the opportunity to go beyond interpretations of aesthetics or style; it offers an 
avenue of inquiry into the ideology of another time as encoded in the organi­
zation of space. In the case of the American colonial landscape, the cultural 
embecldedness of vision requires the garden historian both to reconstruct what 
the gardens looked like and to investigate how they were perceived by their 
diverse audience. This essay discusses some of the interpretations of the 
meaning of sight in America's colonial.gardens and then presents the results 
of excavations of a terraced garden built in Annapolis, Maryland, in the 1770s 
as a case study for this archaeology of vision. 

Vision and View in Colonial America 

The complexity of vision is not a modem scholarly problem. Noah Webster, 
author of America's first English language dictionary, was aware of the var­
ied meanings of words such as prospect and view. He lists among the eleven 
connotations of "view" that which is seen ("prospect; sight; reach of the eye, 
the whole extent seen") and that which is the act of seeing, both physically 
and metaphorically ("the power of seeing"; "intellectual or mental sight"). 
Webster acknowledges several meanings for "prospect," including "that which 
is presented to the eye" and the "place which affords an extensive view," as 
well as the more metaphorical "view of things to come. "5 

In the Chesapeake region, landscape gardens built in the last half of the 
eighteenth century were crafted with a similar awareness of the complexity 
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of the operation of vision. 6 Members of the elite planter-gentry, most of whom 
made their money growing tobacco for export to England, capitalized on the 
natural prominences and waterfront views along the Chesapeake Bay and its 
tributaries to locate their Georgian-style brick or frame country seats. In the 
few urban centers such as Williamsburg, Alexandria, Annapolis, and Balti­
more, the limited topographic relief on smaller city lots often was enhanced 
by terracing. Garden buildings and ornaments, such as pavilions, temples, 
summerhouses, statuary, obelisks, and fountains, were used as focal points 
and viewing platforms. The ornamented exteriors of these generally neoclas­
sical-style structures often belied their more practical functions in the plan­
tation landscape. For instance, Thomas Jefferson designed an ice house for 
his friend James Madison in the form of a classical temple. 7 At His Lordship's 
Kindness, Henry Darnall's seat in Prince George's County, Maryland, one of 
a pair of neoclassical brick pavilions housed a five-hole privy.8 Excavations 
of the William Paca garden in Annapolis, Maryland, discovered the founda­
tions of matching spring and garden houses flanking the pavilion at the base 
of the terraced garden.9 Charles Willson Peale painted a trompe l'oeil arch 
on the tool shed beside his fountain at Belfield and decorated it with nation­
alistic emblems celebrating the new republic.10 

While the architecture, planting, and scale of even the most elaborate 
of colonial gardens would seem simplistic compared to the premier gar­
dens of Europe, the emphasis on the creation of views in American land­
scape gardens was as sophisticated as the resources would allow. Moreau 
de St. Mery, born in.Martinique of French parents, commented while trav­
eling in the 1790s: "In America almost everything is sacrificed to the 
outside view."11 Using pattern books and garden treatises as guides,12 the 
creators of these Chesapeake landscape gardens used a variety of tech­
niques to fashion eye-catching scenes within the garden, to enhance views 
of the house, and to create vistas to the surrounding countryside. For ex­
ample, the governor's garden in Annapolis contained a mount which 
served as a focal point within the garden and a viewing platform for the 
landscape· beyond. William Eddis described the scene in 1769: "The 
garden is not extensive, but it is disposed to the utmost advantage; the 
center walk is terminated by a small green mount, close to which the 
Severn approaches: this elevation commands an extensive view of the bay 
and the adjacent country ... there are but few mansions in the most rich 
and cultivated parts of England which are adorned with such splendid 
romantic scenery."13 
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The energies of plantation owners were not lost on their many visitors 
as this 1793 account of David Meade's estate in Virginia attests: 

These grounds contain about twelve acres, laid out ob the banks of 
the James river in a most beautiful and enchanting manner. Forest 
and fruit trees are here arranged as if nature and art had conspired 
together to strike the eye most agreeably. Beautiful vistas, which 
open as many pleasing views of the river; the land thrown into many 
artificial hollows or gentle swellings, with the pleasing verdure of the 
turf; and the complete order in which the whole is preserved, alto­
gether tend to form it one of the most delightful r.ural seats that is to 
be met with in the United States, and do honour to the taste and skill 
of the proprietor, who is also the architect.14 

This discussion began by noting that knowing what people saw in these 
gardens was only the beginning of understanding the way in which the 
landscapes were seen. For instance, the description of the Meade garden 
is, at first, seemingly transparent: Meade's garden was enchanting because 
it had beautiful and pleasing vistas. Yet, beneath this observation lies 
another subtext-the landscape is worthy of praise; David Meade made 
it and owns it, therefore David Meade is worthy of praise. But even this 
syllogistic implication which brings "honour to the skill and taste of the 
proprietor" is complex and requires spectators (and garden historians) to 
bring certain assumptions to the scene. Understanding the audiences of 
these gardens and the assumptions they brought to them is critical if we 
are to assess how colonial American gardens were read and how perspec­
tives operated within them. 

Spectators of Chesapeake gardens were a diverse audience and their op­
portunities for views of a garden differed markedly depending on whether they 
sailed past it, peeked at it over the garden wall, processed around it, or gazed 
upon it from the "great house." Unfortunately, history generally records only 
the reactions of those landowners or invited guests who had access to the 
privileged viewing spots. Rarely do we hear the voice of the slave who weeded 
the garden or the child who peered through the fence. Yet, the potential au­
diences of a garden become evident as we begin lo reconstruct the garden's 
form: the height of fences or walls, the locations of apertures (windows or gates) 
in those visual screens, prominent landmarks in the garden and the landscape 
beyond, sight lines through alleys of boxwood or avenues of trees, the rela­
tionship of house and garden. 
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Interpretations by archaeologists, historians, and cultural geographers 
have tried to explain the meanings of such garden views and vantage 
points. In general, views looking into the garden have been seen as at­
tempts by their owners to enhance tHeir status by displays of wealth, ex­
pertise, and taste. For instance, Mark Leone has postulated that the peak 
of garden construction on the eve of America's break with England may 
be explained as attempts to shore up an eroding power base through the 
ostentatious display of resources.15 Views looking out of the garden have 
been regarded as claims to a relationship with the outer world by linking 
the private landscape with distant landmarks or broad vistas. 16 

Views within the landscape may-through the iconography of statuary, the 
symbolism of objects such as sundials or arches, or the connotations of spaces 
such as groves-make claims to a mythical past17 or to "natural" and there­
fore inevitable forces such as time, geometry, or astronomy .18 In the long tra­
dition oflandowners, the Chesapeake planters rooted themselves in the past 
in an attempt to project their positions into the future and placed themselves 
in nature in such a way as to make those positions appear natural and be­
yond challenge.19 Views within the landscape have also been seen as attempts 
to control the experience of the visitor through manipulation of access and 
sight lines in the garden. For example, Dell Upton has presented an interest­
ing analysis of late-eighteenth-century American gardens as a series of so­
cial barriers. He argues that, like the hierarchical arrangement of public and 
private spaces within the plantation house, the landscape presented obstacles 
to the white visitor in the form of trees, terraces, and dependencies which had 
to be passed in order to reach the central seat of the planter. The extent of 
one's access was an index of one's status. Upton further observes that this 
formal pattern of movement was constantly circumvented by the black slaves 
upon whose labor the plantations were dependent. While slaves were not 
subject to the social posturing of the gentry, in part because their subservi­
ence was ensured by force, the freedom to transgress the processional land­
scape of the planters allowed the slav~ one means of forming a private land­
scape with meanings distinct to their own community and their own social 
relations.20 

The Archaeology of Vision in the Charles Carroll Garden 

Given the importance of the control of optical sight in these eighteenth­
century gardens, the recovery of garden perspectives is essential to the 

( 
-, 
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interpretation of these spaces. But how, two hundred years later, can one 
reconstruct the views and vistas which figured so prominently in their 
visitors' descriptions? One method is to locate the garden i,n three-dimen­
sional space using visual, textual, and, most significantly, archaeological 
evidence. The latter is of course constrained by the preservation of the 
colonial landscape remains and by the costs of archaeological investiga­
tion. Excavations are time consuming (and t4~refore expensive), and the 
scale of landscape archaeology generally requires dealing with large ar­
eas and often vast amounts of earth moving. Furthermore, archaeology is 
destructive; once the soil layers of a garden's stratigraphy are excavated, 
they are lost. 21 Garden archaeology justifies its costs and intrusiveness in 
cases where recovering the physical evidence of a garden provides infor­
mation that is not recorded in any other way. These finds include plant 
remains in the form of pollen, phytoliths, or seeds;22 ephemeral soil fea­
tures such as planting beds, tree holes, and ramps which are rarely re­
corded on deed records, insurance maps or other plan-views; circulation 
routes such as avenues, stairs, walks; and evidence of garden architec­
ture such as walls, grottos, and pavilions. 

Of particular importance for the reconstruction of perspective is that gar­
den archaeology not only identifies these features, hut it locates them in three­
dimensional space. Much as measured architectural drawings record a stand­
ing structure, systematic excavations allow one to plot the exact positions of 
buried garden features. Two-dimensional rep~sentations such as plat maps 
or insurance records provide evidence of a site's plane geometry, but only the 
three-dimensional reconstruction of garden elements provides the evidence 
needed for reading the solid geometry of a garden.23 Furthermore, archaeol­
ogy reveals what was actually built, as opposed to what was planned in pre­
sentation drawings or imagined in artist renderings. 24 

The Charles Carroll site in Annapolis, Maryland, provides an example 
of the use of archaeologically recovered evidence for reconstructing and 
interpreting vision.25 The site dates to the late seventeenth century when 
the property was purchased by Charles Carroll the Settler at the same time 
as the capital of the colony was moved from St. Mary's City to Annapo­
lis.26 The site's most famous inhabitant, however, was the Settler's grand­
son, Charles Carroll of Carrollton, who was horn there in 1737 and made 
it his chief residence after returning in 1765 from sixteen years of educa­
tion in France and England. By the time of his death at the age of ninety­
five, Carroll of Carrollton was known primarily as "the last living signer" 
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of the Declaration of Independence, hut today he is recognized for his role 
in the formation of the new American nation. Carroll served as a commis­
sioner in negotiations for a French Canadian alliance in 1776; he argued 
a view of the constitution in the widely read "First Citizen Debates" which 
challenged British authority and supported local autonomy;27 he was the 
only Roman Catholic to sign the Declaration of Independence; and he 
served in the Continental Congress ·and both state and federal legislatures. 
Carroll's participation in the political process is all the more significant 
because, in the colonial government prior to 1776, his Catholicism denied 
him the right to vote and access to elected office. 

It was during the time of his early political activities in the 1770s that 
Carroll embarked on an ambitious program of architectural and landscape 
improvements at his Annapolis seat. Of particular interest for this discus­
sion was the construction of a terraced garden to the east of the house in 
the triangular plot created by Carroll Creek (now Spa Creek}, Duke of 
Gloucester Street, and the house (map 12.1). The garden consisted of a 
series of slopes and terraces falling to the waterfront below and connected 

Map 12.1. The Carroll House and garden, Annapolis. 
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by turfed ramps. The dimensions of the garden were based on the core of 
the brick house adjoining the garden, and the sides of the right triangles 
created by the intersecting ramps and terraces were jn 3-4-5 proportions.28 

This Carroll si te was excavated over the course of five field seasons 
(1987-91) by Archaeology in Annapolis.29 Investigations focused on the 
garden and the house, including a wing demolished in the mid-nineteenth 
century. The strategy for the garden excavations was determined in part 
by clues from the existing topography, in part by documentary evidence, 
and in part by practical constraints of funding and access. The techniques 
used to recover perspectives in the garden can be summarized as follows. 
The first step was Lo make a topographic map ohhe existing surface of the 
garden which was remarkably intact given its location in the heart of 
Annapolis's Historic District. A remote sensing survey was then conducted 
which combined the nondestructive techniques of ground-penetrating 
radar, soil resistivity, and magnetometer readings lo locale below-ground 
anomalies. Each of these techniques-whether reading reflected sound 
waves, differences in the conductivity of electrical currents, or different 
measurements of density- identified anomalies below grounrl; further, the 
identilication of features such as buried paths, areas of fill dirt, or utility 
lines relied on interpreting the shape of the feature (fig. 12.2). Such iden­
tifications were therefore tentative and undated. 

To corroborate and clarify the findings of remote sensing, the next stage 
of investigation was Lo begin digging, which complemented the site his­
tory known from documentary and visual sources. At the Carroll site, we 
combined two complementary types of testing: coring and excavations. The 
coring provided a limited view of a wide area while the excavations pro­
vided a detailed view of a small area. Cores were taken by driving a metal 
tube into the ground and retrieving soil samples from a depth of up Lo eight 
feet (figs. 12.2 and 12.3). These samples provided a picture of the stratig­
raphy or soil layers and told the story of the garden's construction by cut­
ting and filling the natural slope of the hillside. Excavation squares (five 
feet by five feet) were placed in areas of particular interest identi1ied by 
the remote sensing, by documentary sources, or by the coring samples. For 
instance, the only evidence of intact planting beds in the garden were found 
on the top terrace where cores indicated the least nineteenth- and twenti­
eth-century disturbance. In another example, testing of the "deep feature" 
to the south of the house identilied by remote sensing revealed a late-eigh­
teenth-century refuse pit. 
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" . late 18th c. plantlngs 
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Spa Greek 

==--10011 

Fig. 12.2. Summary of findings from remote sensing survey of the Carroll 
garden by Bruce Bevan in 1987 using ground-penetrating radar, soil re­
s istivity, and magnetometer sensing. 

The Meaning of Vision in the Charles Carroll Garden 

While the function of perspective in Carroll's garden is certainly not 
unique among landscape gardens or even among post-medieval visual 
arts,30 the excavations provided a basis for reconstructing and interpret­
ing the particular operation of vision at this site (fig. 12.4). Identifying the 
views into and out of Carroll's garden gives us an idea of how it was in­
tended lo be seen by a variety of audiences and therefore what meanings 
may have been encoded in the space. The problem remains of account­
ing for spectators such as the laborers in the garden who interacted with 
the space in very different ways from the invited guest or even passing 
public. But reconstructing the intended views and circulation routes is the 
first step in understanding the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of garden 
perspectives from different locations. The audiences of Carroll's garden 
had the potential for three distinct sets of vantage points which will each 
be explored in more detail below: views from outside the garden looking 

. in, views within the garden, and views from the house. 
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' 

Fig. 12.3. Soil core 
sample being taken 
from the Carroll 
garden. 

The principal views of the garden from the outside were from the wa­
terfront because the garden wall effectively screened the garden from view 
lo street traffic. Any passing boat rounding Carroll's point and heading up 
the well-traveled creek had a view of the house with the garden in the 
foreground . As the traveler journeyed upstream, the oblique relation of the 
garden and house resolved into a full frontal perspective with views straight 
up the ramps. As noted above, a common function of Chesapeake land­
scape gardens was lo enhance the view of the house. The Carroll garden 
was no exception, and the archaeology of the garden revealed several ways 
that Carroll made his house appear larger and therefore more impressive 
to the water traffic along the creek. Leone and Paul Shackel have reported 
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Outbuildings 

Pavillion 

Fig. 12.4. Reconstructed plan of the terraces, walks, and ramps in the 
Carroll garden based on archaeological, documentary, and photographic 
evidence. 

how the varying widths of the terraces made it difficult for the observer at 
the base of the garden to estimate the distance lo the house and therefore 
made the house appear larger than it was.31 Carroll also emphasized the 
height of the Georgian-style brick structure by building a terrace with a 
stone retaining wall on the waterfront side of his house. From the base of 
the garden the lower portion of the ground floor is hidden by this wall, 
making it difficult to determine the number of floors or to judge the height 
of the house. In addition to its role as a visual screen, the terrace's sunken, 
rectangular sh~pe suggests it may have served as a bowling green, although 
there is no documentary reference to its function. 

A second aspect of the view presented to spectators outside the gar­
den helps to explain the unusual oblique relation of the house and gar­
den. It has been noted that the relation of Carroll's house and his triangu­
lar garden is unique in the American colonies, and one explanation for 
the peculiar shape and location of the triangular garden to the east of the 
house has been that they were determined by the existing parameters 
of the street and creek.32 While there are English precedents for the 
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Map 12.2. A plan of 
the harbor and city of 
Annapolis, 1781, 
known as the French­
man's map. The 
Carroll property is on 
the peninsula in the 
upper right of the 
town indicated by 
"d" on the map. 
Courtesy of the 
Maryland Stale 
Archives, Special 
Collections, Marion 
E. Warren Collec­
tion, MSA SC 1890-
3502. 

symbolic association of triangular shapes and ·the number three with Ca­
tholicism,33 Carroll never explicitly linked the shape of his garden lo his 
religious faith . Instead, the orientation of house and garden may have been 
an intentional arrangement lo associate Carroll's urban seal with a promi­
nent symbol of power. From the waler, the house aligns with .the sta tehouse, 
the highest landmark in the city. The state capitol building was situated 
on a hill and conscribed by a circle with radiating streets by Gov. Francis 
Nicholson, creator of Annapolis's baroque town plan of 1695.34 Its visibility 
is evidenced by the Frenchman's map of 1781 which lists only four land­
marks in its key, two of which are the statehouse (a) and the Carroll house 
(d) (map 12.2). Both the buildings were standing when Carroll began con­
struction of his garden in 1770, and he appears lo have taken advantage 
of this existing relationship. As a late-nineteenth-century photograph taken 

The Archaeology of Vision • 281 

Fig. 12.5. Redemplorisl students, Annapolis, Maryland, 1864. This ear­
liest known photograph of the St. Mary's site shows the Carroll House 
flanked by the Redemplorists' rectory (1858) and the statehouse dome in 
the background. Courtesy of St. Mary's Parish Archives. 

from the waler view demonstrates, the foreground of the garden served as 
a frame for the house and the apparently adjacent domed lower of the 
capitol, symbol of Maryland's provincial government and the single most 
recognizable element of Annapolis's colonial skyline (fig. 12.5). 

Carroll also enhanced the views of the house from outside the garden 
by placing his most elaborate architectural elements on prominent loca­
tions for public view. For example, he constructed his two brick pavilions, 
described by Peale as an octagonal temple and a summerhouse, overhang­
ing the waler al each end of the stone seawall al the base of the garden.35 

Carroll also constructed a gatehouse al the street entrance of the garden 
which would have been visible from the north side of the promontory. The 
public visibility of these structures is particularly notable given that there 
appears to have been no obvious architectural foca~ points within the gar­
den such as along axial vistas of the terraces or at the top of the garden in 
line with the central ramp and alley. This emphasis on the view of the 
garden from without, rather than the experience of the visitor within, again 
demonstrates the outward focus of Carroll's garden design. 

The second set of vantage points, those within the garden, include views 
looking at the house, al the vista beyond the garden, and at focal points 
within tl1e garden. These views were available to the Carroll family and 
invited guests, as well as any laborers or slaves. Arriving via the water­
front entrance,36 visitors were led by a series of ramps and terraces 
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... 

Fig. 12.6. Detail of the Carroll Mansion from Sachse's Birdseye View of 
Annapolis, 1858. Courtesy of the Maryland Stale Archives, Special Col­
lections, Joseph Bonaparte Girault Collection, MSA SC 1195. 

upward toward the highest terrace where they were presented with a strik­
ing view of a rolling, verdant lawn in the foreground,37 Carroll Creek in 
the middle ground, and the woocfs and meadows of the opposite bank re­
ceding in the distance. Carroll framed this expansive view with a pavil­
ion al each end of the garden seawall and, using the varying widths of the 
terraces and the foreshortening effect of the slopes Lo "bring in the coun­
try," created the impression that the waler at the base of the garden was 
closer than it actually was. In doing so, Carroll blurred the line between 
"his" properly and the landscape beyond and made .a visual claim that 
reinforced his political and social aspirations. 

The third set of vantage points operated from the various windows and 
viewing platforms of the house itself, particularly from the porch on the 
east end of the now demolished eastern "frame house" visible in the Sachse 
view of 1858 (fig. 12.6). As proposed above, Carroll manipulated lines of 
sight i11 the first two sets of vantage points lo create optical illusions which 

~ 
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Fig. 12. 7. A series of computer-assisted drawings using topographic lines 
lo create perspeclival views. The vantage point looks south from the lop 
of the Carroll garden toward the creek below. The viewer of the drawings 
is in the same position as the viewer at the top of the garden: The viewer's 
eye is shown at four elevations (10, 15, 20, and 25 degrees), representing 
posi tions al increasing heights above the garden. The views demonstrate 
that the higher the viewer, the less the effect of the foreshortening illu­
sion created by the terraces and slopes of a falling garden. 

affected viewers both within and without the garden. But for the third 
audience-those within the house-Carroll presented an opportunity lo 
"see through" the illusions. Clearly Carroll realized that the illusionistic 
aspects of the garden are most effective when viewed from the eye level 
of a person standing in the garden. For instance, the foreshortening effect 
is minimized as one's height above the garden increases (fig. 12. 7). It would 
seem calculated, therefore, that the principal art iculation of the house and 
garden was from a porch on the first floor (i.e., one floor above ground level) 
off the eastern end of the house. Because of the elevated position of the 
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windows, doors, and porticos, viewers from the house were not subject to 
the same manipulations of perspective as those in the garden or looking 
up from the water level of the creek. Visitors privileged enough to be ad­
mitted into the private sanctuary of the house were not only exempted from 
the managed perspectives, they were also given the ideal vantage point 
to observe the patterns of the parterre plantings and the plane geometry 
of the garden's triangular layout of ramps and terraces. 

Using archaeological, architectural, and documentary evidence, it has 
been possible to assemble a picture of the garden Charles Carroll of 
Carrollton crafted in the 1770s. The reconstructed plan of this three-di­
mensional space then allowed us to decipher the'creation of views from 
within and from without the garden. This evidence of the manipulation of 
perspective in turn suggested the positions of spectators of Carroll's land­
scaping efforts. But the question remains: what did these views mean to 
the garden's viewers? In his book on the psychology of perspective, 
Michael Kubovy argues that perspective in Renaissance painting had 
several uses: the "structural" rationalization of the representation of space, 
the "illusionistic" appearance of depth, the "narrative" effect of drawing 
the spectator's eye to a key figure or action, and the symbolic effect of 
providing artists with a new code for concealing allusion and meaning in 
their work. The manipulation of perspective in Carroll's garden, I would 
argue, served all the same functions. It presented its owner as a master of 
the allied arts of geometry, botany, and architecture. It enhanced or ne­
gated the illusion of depth depending on the position of the spectator. It 
drew attention to the Carroll's architectural signature-his massive brick 
house. Finally, the garden's 3-4-S' proportions encoded a knowledge of 
geometry and classical harmonic proportions. 

The positions of spectators provide further clues for interpreting the 
meaning of vision in Carroll's garden. The emphasis on the external views 
of the garden suggests that Carroll was concerned with displaying his 
holdings to the full spectrum of Annapolis society. To this audience, the 
garden was a display of wealth in a medium that was timeless and natural 
and therefore immune to challenge. Carroll's position was presented as 
"natural" because it wa8 embedded in an agrarian, idyllic nature: a man 
with the resources and the right to own them. It can be argued that for those 
admitted into the garden, the vista from the top terrace embracing the 
landscape beyond was an act of incorporation-Carroll's visual claim on 
the world beyond his walls. Finally, the most select audience (the family 
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and visitors to the house)_was given an elevated view which not only gave 
them the best prospect for appreciating the plane geometry of parterres 
and garden plan, but also exempted them from the foreshortening illusions 
of the terracing. This display of the manipulation of the rules of perspec­
tive, the propagation of plants, and the tenets of classical architecture 
suggests that Carroll's message to his privileged guests was of a select and 
sophisticated variety. To those more fluent in the intricacies of the En­
lightenment arts, the garden bespoke the skills of a natural legislator and 
the right to practice them.38 In sum, the perspectives of the garden pre­
sented Carroll as a man with all the qualifications for governing-money, 
the knowledge to use it, and the right to have it. And the perspectives were 
designed so that optical illusions enhanced Carroll's position before a 
broad audience while the ability to create illusions was demonstrated to 
a smaller but more empowered audience. 

• • • 

The manipulation of sight lines for different viewers suggests some of the 
meanings Carroll inscribed in his landscape, but it also raises the prob­
lem of how those meanings were read by a disparate audience. Each of 
the interpretations relies on the same supposition as the author of the 
description of Meade's garden presented above: each assumes a link be­
tween the property seen by the spectator and the property's owner. They 
assume, too, that attempts to naturalize one's position through the medium 
of the garden relied on a shared concept of what was "natural." But did 
all the spectators of Carroll's garden participate in the same notions of 
property, time, space, nature, and natural rights? 

The Renaissance has been examined as a time of pivotal change in the 
relation between the subject and the object or the viewer and the viewed. 
The argument is that for the first time in painting-and it would follow in 
landscape design-the centrality of the spectator is paramount. A picture 
(and a garden) is organized "in terms of the point of view of a particular 
individual who observes from a particular point ·of view at a particular 

t " 39 Th" " . . " l' . f momen . 1s one-pomt perspective re 1es on a perceplion o space 
as continuous, infinite, homogeneous, and quantifiable, as well as on a 
h.umanist notion of the spectator as an individual. One such writer, Leonard 
Goldstein, suggests that this transformation of vision is linked to the eco­
nomic structure which marked the shift to a post-medieval world, namely 
the new form of private property in commodity production which is today 
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called capitalism. He concludes, "All this means that the individual prop­
erty owner, generalized in.Renaissance philosophy as Man, becomes in­
deed the center of action and of interest, the measure of all things, for it 
is indeed man who more and more comes to control the world around him 
and lo determine its nature. The increasing control of man over himself 
and nature is a product of man as entrepreneur, as active, rational orga­
nizer of commodity production.',4() 

Grounding perspective in the economic means of production would 
simplify interpretations of vision in the garden, but it also raises a num­
ber of questions with which I close. If vision is culturally constructed, can 
we assume that the audiences of these colonial landscape gardens shared 
a common understanding of what they saw? Certainly slaves and planters 
participated in the emerging American economy in very different ways. 
Did they, in Whorl's words, "consult a common substratum of logic or 
reason," or were their cultural vocabularies different enough that the gar­
dens served as a means of communication only among a small group of 
elites with similar landscaping tastes and political ambitions? Further­
more, is capitalism a precondition for the connection of vision and prop­
erty? Can we make similar connections between elevated position and 
status, between the display of resources and claims of power in the gar­
dens of Islamic palaces and Roman theaters, to say nothing of prehistoric 
landscape architecture such as Andean mountain terracing or Pueblo vil­
Iages?41 In short, is there any aspect of vision in the garden which is uni­
versal, or is the relativity implied by the subjectivity of vision uncompro­
mising? 

Notes 

This essay is reprinted in slightly edited form with permission from "Site and 
Sight in the Garden," an issue of the Journal of Garden History 14 (I) (1994): 
42-54, guest-edited by Elizabeth Kryder-Reid and D. Fairchild Ruggles. The 
work reported here is indebted to the Archaeology in Annapolis fjeld crews and 
colleagues who excavated the St. Mary's site under the auspices of the Univer­
sity of Maryland at College Park and Historic Annapolis Foundation. I am es­
pecially grateful to Mark Leone for his intellectual guidance and to Barbara Little, 
Paul Shackel, and Parker Potter for making my entry into the project such an 
easy one. I wish also to thank Robert Worden for his generous assistance in navi­
gating the St. Mary's Parish Archives, the editors of the Carroll Papers for their 
help with that material, John Dixon Hunt for the opportunity to present the col­
lection in which this essay originally appeared, and Therese O'Malley for her 
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insightful comments and invaluable support. I wish to thank Dede Ruggles for 
her enthusiasm and camaraderie in our similar pursuits. Finally, I offer thanks 
to the editors of this volume for tackling the monumental task of assembling and 
making sense of the work that has been Archaeology in Annapolis. 
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