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Irecently saw a terrifi c show 
on the History Channel about 
Thomas Jefferson; his home, 
Monticello; and the University 

of Virginia (UVA) campus, for which Jeffer-
son planned and principally designed most 
of the original buildings. We all know that 
Jefferson was one of the founding fathers of 
our country, primary author of the Declara-
tion of Independence and third president of 
the United States. Many people also know 
that he was an architect, but few know how 
innovative, accomplished and truly infl uen-
tial his work was. 

Many scholars have written volumes 
about the numerous innovative and tech-
nically advanced architectural features (for 
their time) and building techniques of Mon-
ticello. I could imagine an equal number of 
papers could be written, if they haven’t al-
ready, about the infl uence of the UVA cam-
pus on contemporary higher education. 
However, my interest was piqued by how 
Jefferson deliberately adopted a neoclas-
sical style in the design of Monticello and 
UVA to reference, and thus identify with, 
the architecture of the Classical Greeks. He 
used planning principles from the Athenian 
Agora and architectural details from tem-
ples and other public buildings. 

Jefferson was certainly not the fi rst to 
work in the neoclassical style. In fact, it 
had been the dominant architectural style 
throughout Europe for the better part of a 
century. In Jefferson’s examples, however, 
the show pointed out that he was doing more 
than just emulating the popular architectur-
al style of the day. Jefferson was advancing 
his ideals and aspirations for the New World, 
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free from the tyranny of the feudal system and 
monarchy, by associating—through architec-
ture—with the democratic ideals of the Classi-
cal Greeks. Lofty aspirations indeed. In doing 
so, Jefferson may have been the most infl uen-
tial American architect. Frank Lloyd Wright, 
I would presume, would want to argue this 
point. 

In granting Jefferson this infl uence, how-

ever, I think the show made an excellent point. 
Consider for a moment how many governmen-
tal and institutional buildings are built in a neo-
classical style. It is a very easy and manage-
able intellectual leap to connect an architec-
tural style or idiom with a cultural or ideolog-
ical belief system. 

In essence, it would appear that we are a 
culture and a nation that practices the notion 
that our public architecture, architectural styles 
or architecture in general can say something 
about who we are and what we believe. Our 
public architecture does not defi ne us as indi-
viduals to the extent that our homes do, but in 
a national sense it does present a particular face 
to the world. 

If this is true, then what do our current build-
ings (and homes) say about us now and what 
will they say about us after we are gone?

Do our buildings say, “we are environmen-
tally mindful and at one with our surroundings” 
or do they say, “we want to separate ourselves 
from nature”? 

Do our buildings say, “we use only what 
we need” or do they say, “we take everything 
we can get”?

Do our buildings say, “we are optimistic and 
forward-looking” or do they say, “we are defen-

sive and waiting for the other shoe to drop”? 
Do our buildings say, “we are reasonable 

and coherent” or do they say, “we are confused 
and lacking direction”? 

Do our buildings say, “we are poetic and 
inspired” or do they say, “we are dull and un-
imaginative”? 

Do our buildings say, “we are the genuine 
and authentic” or do they say, “we are artifi cial 

and derivative”?
Do our buildings say, “we are free” or do 

they say, “we are constrained”? 
Do our buildings say, “we are the world” or 

do they say, “we are an island to ourselves”?
Many who know me would be quick to 

point out that I am fairly comfortable and prac-
ticed at letting my opinions be known. Howev-
er, my point here is not necessarily to express 
or share my opinions about these matters, but 
rather that you ask these questions yourselves, 
form your own opinions and act (or react) ac-
cordingly. 

I think it is safe to say that architectural ex-
pression, like most forms of art, rises and falls in 
the realm of opinion. Not only does beauty lie in 
the eye of the beholder, but also no one opinion 
is totally right, and no one totally wrong. Fur-
ther still, and perhaps more importantly, only 
time itself can judge what is timeless. 

You know the old saying about “I don’t 
know much about art, but I know what I like.” 
I would suggest that, in terms of architecture, 
this is not true and actually a bit naïve. For in 
reality, if you can see, hear, feel and reason, you 
have all the tools needed to understand and ap-
preciate most of the joyous elements of expe-
riencing architecture. After all, do you have to 
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be a priest to know God? Do you have to be a 
chef to enjoy fi ne cuisine? Do you need to be 
Mozart to enjoy good music?

With that knowledge in hand, I would sug-
gest that you extend your questioning of “what 
I like” to ask, “why do I like it” or, in the con-
text of what we are discussing here, “what does 
it say”? 

As an example, I might suggest that you ob-
serve and consider the appearance and layout of 
the new Austin City Hall. The Design Architect 
for the building, Antoine Predock, had some 
very compelling imagery and concepts for the 
site placement, spatial layout and appearance 
for the building. You can read about these con-
cepts at www.predock.com/austin.1.html. Read 
his reasons, take a look at the building for your-
self, and see if it does (and says) what he in-
tended. If it doesn’t, what does it say about itself 
and about Austin? More interestingly, can it say 
what it says without an explanation?

Architects are trained to use their talent, 
knowledge and experience to assist clients in 
creating buildings that satisfy their functional 
and budgetary requirements. However, in jux-

taposition with this, they are also trained to as-
sist in creating an aesthetic expression, to “say 
something,” using the language of architecture. 
In a home, clients may wish to express who they 
are as individuals: their interests, aspirations 
and ideals. In a commercial structure, clients 
will often wish to illustrate the business they 
are in, exhibit their commitment to quality and 
professionalism, or even manifest their level of 
success. In the best, and perhaps most satisfy-

ing examples of architecture there is a careful-
ly executed balance between these infl uences 
in what Marcus Vitruvius Pollio, Roman archi-
tect, engineer and author in the fi rst century BC, 
called “Firmness, Commodity and Delight.”

Judged and viewed in the public realm, 
architecture and architectural expression for 
buildings takes on another role entirely. It is 
less personal and more about its effect on the 
community in which it resides, and even its role 
in the benefi t of the greater good. 

Over the next few days, as you drive, walk, 
jog or bike around our city, take a moment to 
look at the buildings and homes around our 
town and ask yourself, what do they say? As 
you question these things and form your opin-
ions, my single greatest hope is that you further 
consider the effect architecture, and architec-
tural expression, has on your life and the lives 
of those around you. I hope that when you re-
ally think about, the effect surprises you, and in 
your surprise, you discuss it with your friends 
and family. 

Much like Jefferson, I believe that architec-
ture is a language and a means to express who 

we are and what we believe, and I too have a 
lofty aspiration: that as a city, state, nation and 
culture we can be proud of what our architec-
ture says about us. g

Michael Antenora, AIA, is a principal in An-
tenora Architects LLP. The fi rm offi ces at 200 
E. Live Oak Street in Austin. For more infor-
mation call 512-462-1848 or visit www.anten-
oraarchitects.com.
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Most of us spend almost as much time 
going between the rooms in our homes as we 
do in them. It’s rare to be in any one place 
for a long time without having to do or get 
something in another part of the house. It 
could be argued that a home’s transitional 
spaces are as important as the rooms them-
selves. Yet, stairs and hallways are usually 
at the bottom of the to-do list when it comes 
to decorating or redecorating a home. Too 
often, this means that they are fi nished only 
halfway or never gotten to at all. 

Generally, stairs and hallways tend to be 
less inspiring than other spaces. The limit-
ed space offers fewer options to work with, 
making it diffi cult to know what to do with 
them. But adding style to the spaces be-
tween rooms can tie your whole home to-
gether—and it’s not as hard as you might 
think.

Add a few details, and your stairs can be 
much more than just a functional and drea-
ry architectural element. Try taking an ac-
cent color from the rest of your décor (col-
ors from your furniture, tapestries or art-
work, for example) and paint the staircase 
walls with it. In her San Diego Union-Tri-
bune article, “Interesting Details Can Make 
Stairway(s) a Stunning Attraction,” interior 
designer Christine Brun recommends paint-
ing only one wall fi rst. “Once color is up 
on one wall,” Brun writes, “you might bet-
ter determine if the situation can handle the 
same color on all of the surfaces.” 

Once the color’s up, hanging decorative 
frames with family photos or artwork can 
liven up the stairway while keeping with the 
aesthetic fl ow of the rest of your home. This 
is also a good way to put empty wall space 
to use while displaying precious pieces that 
might otherwise be relegated to a spare bed-
room or storage. Brun proposes choices like 
arranging “the display of a collection, such 
as wall clocks,” or painting a mural on the 
walls. However you decorate your staircase, 
take special care to make sure items on the 

Transitional Home Décor
walls are no more than a couple of inches 
deep, ensuring safe and easy mobility up 
and down the stairs.

Hallways are another often-neglected 
transitional space that can be easily given 
a stylish makeover and even made to feel 
larger. Paint the narrow ends of the hall-
way walls a deeper color than the longer 
wall sides, according to eHow.com’s arti-
cle “How to Decorate a Hallway,” and you 
can make the hallway appear wider. A sense 
of spaciousness can be further achieved by 
keeping the doors and moldings the same 
brightness as the hallway walls, as opposed 
to painting the trim darker.

If the hallway is wide enough, a narrow 
table or bookcase can fi t along one wall and, 
by the placement of a few accessories, can 
add color and interest to the space. EHow.
com suggests putting up pictures, detailed 
paintings or prints that are intended for up-
close viewing along the hallway. This can 
create the feel of a complete and separate 
place in the house, encouraging passersby 
to stop and actually inhabit the hallway, like 
they would any other room in the house. 

When choosing the paint color for your 
stairs or hallway, it’s a good idea to consid-
er the amount of light available and choose 
a tint or shade accordingly. If you still need 
more light, adding small lights along the 
staircase or hallway can be the best way to 
make these transitional spaces both safe and 
interesting, and just as rich and stylish as the 
rooms themselves. 

—Whitney Angstadt


