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INTRODUCTION

Few universities in the
Uni ted  States  can
boast an origin story as
deliberate,  visionary,
and  architecturally
s t u n n i n g  a s  t h e
University  of  Virginia.
Founded  by  Thomas
Jefferson,  the  third
President of the United
States  and  principal
a u t h o r  o f  t h e
D e c l a r a t i o n  o f
Independence,  UVA
opened  its  doors  in
1 8 2 5  w i t h  a
revolutionary  concept
of  higher  education.
M o r e  t h a n  j u s t  a
college,  Jefferson’s

“Academical  Village”
was designed to be a
living  laboratory  for
e n l i g h t e n m e n t
ideals—a  place  where
learning,  architecture,
and  nature  wou ld
blend  to  create  an
env i ronment  that
educated  the  whole
person. The history of
the  University  of
Virginia  i s  a  r i ch
tapestry of intellectual
a m b i t i o n ,  s o c i a l
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ,
resilience through war,
a n d  a n  e n d u r i n g
commitment  to  public
se rv i ce .  F rom  i t s
founding  principles  to
its  modern  role  as  a
world-class  research
institution,  UVA  has
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consistently  shaped
A m e r i c a n  h i g h e r
e d u c a t i o n  w h i l e
grappl ing  with  the
complexities of its own
past.

THE FOUNDING
VISION OF
THOMAS
JEFFERSON

Jefferson’s  dream  of  a
public  university  was
decades in the making.
As early as the 1770s,
he  had  proposed  a
s y s t e m  o f  p u b l i c
education  for  Virginia,
b u t  p o l i t i c a l
circumstances  delayed
its  realization.  After
re t i r i ng  f r om  the
presidency,  Jefferson
turned his full attention
to  establishing  “an
institution  on  the  hill”
in  Charlottesville.  He
believed  that  a  well-
educated citizenry was
e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e
s u r v i v a l  o f  a
democratic  republic.

Unlike  the  existing
private  colleges  such
as  Harvard  or  William
& Mary, UVA was to be
truly  public—state-
supported  and  free
from religious doctrine.
Jefferson  personally
d e s i g n e d  t h e
curriculum, the campus
architecture, and even
recruited  the  first
faculty  from  Europe.

The
Academic
al Village
Concept
The  core  of  Jefferson’s
d e s i g n  w a s  t h e
Academical  Village,
a  physical  layout  that
placed  professors’
pavilions  and  student
rooms around a central
lawn, anchored by the
Rotunda  at  its  head.
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This  arrangement  was
n o  a c c i d e n t :  i t
s y m b o l i z e d  t h e
interconnectedness  of
knowledge,  faculty,
and  students.  Each
pavi l ion  housed  a
professor,  with  the
classroom  on  the  first
floor  and  living
q u a r t e r s  a b o v e .
Students  lived  in  the
flanking  ranges,
creating  a  community
of learning where daily
i n t e r a c t i o n  w a s
encouraged. This was a
radical  departure from
the  rigid,  cloistered
model  of  European
universities.  Jefferson
a lso  ins is ted  on  a
library  (the  Rotunda)
rather than a chapel as
the  central  building,
e m p h a s i z i n g  t h e
primacy of reason over
religion.

EARLY YEARS AND
DEVELOPMENT

(1819–1860)

After a long legislative
battle, the University of
Virginia was chartered
in 1819 by the Virginia
General  Assembly.
Classes began in March
1825 with an inaugural
f a c u l t y  o f  e i g h t
p r o f e s s o r s .  T h e
c u r r i c u l u m  w a s
remarkably  modern:
students  could  choose
from  eight  schools
(Ancient  Languages,
Modern  Languages,
Mathematics,  Natural
Philosophy,  Natural
History,  Anatomy  and
M e d i c i n e ,  M o r a l
Philosophy,  and  Law).
T h e r e  w e r e  n o
mandatory  religious
services,  and students
were  allowed  to  elect
t h e i r  c o u r s e s  o f
study—an early form of
the  elective  system.
Jefferson,  who  was
then  81  years  o ld,
personally  greeted
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each incoming student
and oversaw the daily
operations  until  his
death  on  July  4,  1826.
The  early  decades
were  marked  by  both
promise  and  turmoil.
Student  discipline  was
a  constant  challenge;
Jefferson’s ideal of self-
governance  clashed
w i t h  t h e  r o w d y
behavior of young men
from  wealthy  planter
families. The university
experimented  with  a
student-run  “honor
system,”  which  would
later become one of its
m o s t  r e v e r e d
traditions.  Despite
these  growing  pains,
t h e  a c a d e m i c
reputation of UVA grew
steadily.  Its  medical
school was among the
best in the South, and
its law school produced
m a n y  p r o m i n e n t
jurists.

THE UNIVERSITY
DURING THE CIVIL
WAR

T h e  C i v i l  W a r
(1861–1865)  was  a
catastrophic period for
the  Un ive r s i t y  o f
Virginia.  Located  in  a
state that became the
battleground for  much
of the war, UVA saw its
s tudent  body  and
faculty  decimated.
Many students enlisted
in  the  Confederate
a r m y ,  a n d  t h e
un ivers i ty  c losed
briefly  in  1863.  The
Rotunda was used as a
hospital  for  wounded
soldiers  from  both
sides.  When  the  war
ended,  UVA  was  left
financially  battered
and  with  a  great ly
diminished enrollment.
The Reconstruction era
forced the university to
c o n f r o n t  i t s
dependence  on  the
slave  economy  that
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had  built  its  campus
and  supported  i ts
operat ions.  In  the
decades that followed,
UVA slowly rebuilt, but
the scars of the conflict
a n d  i t s  l e g a c y  o f
s lavery  remained
deeply  embedded  in
t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n ’ s
history.

LATE 19TH AND
EARLY 20TH
CENTURY
EXPANSION

The late 1800s were a
p e r i o d  o f
modernization  and
growth.  Under  the
leadership of President
John  A.  G.  Davis  and
l a t e r  E d w i n  A .
A l d e r m a n ,  t h e
university  began  to
expand  its  academic
offerings.  New  schools
w e r e  c r e a t e d :
engineering  (1836,
t h o u g h  f o r m a l l y
o rgan ized  la te r ) ,
a g r i c u l t u r e ,  a n d

graduate  studies.  In
1898,  the  university
admitted  its  first
graduate  student  who
was not a white male,
though full  integration
would take many more
decades. Women were
first  allowed  to  attend
summer  sessions  in
1901,  but  they  were
not admitted as regular
degree  students  until
the  1920s,  and  only
t h e n  t o  c e r t a i n
p r o g r a m s  l i k e
education and nursing.
It  was  not  until  1970
that UVA became fully
coeducat ional  for
undergraduates.

The
Honor
System
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Codified
One  of  UVA’s  most
distinctive  features,
the Honor System, was
formally established in
the late 19th century.
I t  is  a  student-run
system  that  holds
e v e r y  s t u d e n t
accountable to a single
pr inc ip le :  “ that  a
student  will  not  lie,
cheat,  or  steal .”  A
single  violation  can
result in expulsion. This
system has been both
praised for fostering a
community of trust and
criticized  for  its  often
inflexible  application.
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i t
remains a cornerstone
of  the  UVA  student
experience  and  a  key
element in the history
of the University of
Virginia.

ARCHITECTURAL

LEGACY AND THE
ROTUNDA

No discussion of UVA’s
history  is  complete
without  a  deep  dive
into  its  architecture.
Jefferson’s  original
design for the Rotunda
was modeled after the
Pantheon  in  Rome,
s y m b o l i z i n g  t h e
u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f
knowledge.  The  entire
campus—known as the
L a w n  a n d  t h e
s u r r o u n d i n g
p a v i l i o n s — w a s
designated  a  UNESCO
World Heritage Site in
1 9 8 7 ,  t h e  o n l y
university  campus  in
the  United  States  to
hold that distinction.
The Rotunda itself has
endured  dramat ic
events.  In  1895,  a
devastating  fire  broke
out  in  the  bui lding
during  a  graduation
celebration,  destroying
much  of  the  interior
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and  the  library.  The
university  rebuilt  the
Rotunda  under  the
guidance  of  architect
Stanford  White,  who
redesigned the interior
to  c reate  a  la rger
auditorium but altered
some  of  Jefferson’s
original proportions. In
the  1970s,  a  major
restorat ion  led  by
architect  Frederick
D o v e t o n  N i c h o l s
returned  the  Rotunda
to something closer to
Jefferson’s  vision,
albeit  with  modern
s t r u c t u r a l
reinforcements. Today,
the Rotunda stands as
t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e
university,  used  for
ceremonies,  lectures,
and  as  a  symbol  of
enlightenment.

THE UNIVERSITY IN
THE MODERN ERA
(1950–PRESENT)

The  mid-20th  century
was a time of profound

c h a n g e  f o r  U V A ,
mirroring  the  social
u p h e a v a l s  i n  t h e
broader  American
society.  Desegregation
became a critical issue.
A l though  the  U.S .
Supreme Court’s  1954
Brown  v .  Board  o f
Education  decision
outlawed  segregation
in  publ ic  schools ,
Virginia resisted. UVA’s
first  African  American
u n d e r g r a d u a t e ,
Gregory Swanson, was
admitted to the School
of Law in 1950 after a
court  order,  but  full
u n d e r g r a d u a t e
integration  did  not
occur  until  1955.  The
un ivers i ty ’ s  s low
progress  on  racial
inclusion  has  been  a
subject  of  ongoing
scrutiny  and  reflection.
In  recent  years,  UVA
has  taken  steps  to
a c k n o w l e d g e  i t s
h i s to r i ca l  t i e s  t o
slavery,  including
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c o m m i s s i o n i n g  a
m e m o r i a l  a n d
participating  in  the
Universities  Studying
Slavery  consortium.

Expansio
n and
Research
Growth
F r o m  t h e  1 9 6 0 s
o n w a r d ,  U V A
transformed  from  a
regional  liberal  arts
ins t i tu t i on  in to  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
research  university.
E n r o l l m e n t  g r e w
exponentially,  new
professional  schools
were  added  (including
the  Darden  School  of
Business, the School of
Architecture,  and  the
S c h o o l  o f  D a t a
Science), and research
expenditures  climbed

into  the  hundreds  of
millions. The university
also became a leading
center for medical and
biomedical research. In
2019,  UVA  celebrated
its bicentennial  with a
y e a r - l o n g
commemoration  that
looked  both  backward
and forward.

NOTABLE ALUMNI
AND THEIR IMPACT

The  Un ivers i ty  o f
Virginia  has  produced
an impressive array of
leaders  in  every  field.
T w o  U . S .
Presidents—Woodrow
Wilson  (who  was  a
student  for  a  short
t i m e  a n d  l a t e r  a
professor)  and John F.
Kennedy  (honorary
degree) are associated
with  the  university,
t h o u g h  n e i t h e r
graduated  from  UVA.
H o w e v e r ,  m a n y
notable alumni include:
Robert  F.  Kennedy



History Of The University Of Virginia 9

9

(LLB), Edgar Allan Poe
(who  briefly  attended
but left due to financial
difficulties),  journalist
Katie  Couric,  author
John  Grisham  (who
later  taught  at  UVA),
and tennis star Michael
Chang. In science, UVA
alumni  contributed  to
the development of the
first  artificial  heart  and
the  discovery  of  the
first  treatment  for  HIV.
T h e  u n i v e r s i t y ’ s
influence  extends  into
l a w ,  b u s i n e s s ,
medicine, and the arts.

CHALLENGES AND
ONGOING
TRANSFORMATION
S

L i k e  a l l  h i s t o r i c
institutions,  UVA  has
not  been  immune  to
controversy.  The 2007
murder  of  student
Yeardley Love brought
national  attention  to
dating  violence.  In
2014,  Rolling  Stone

magazine  published  a
discredited  article
about an alleged gang
rape  at  a  fraternity,
which sparked intense
debate  about  campus
sexual  assault  and
media  ethics.  More
recently, the university
has  struggled  with
issues of diversity and
inclusion.  In  2020,
protests  following  the
murder  o f  George
Floyd  led  to  renewed
calls  for  confronting
UVA’s historical ties to
s lavery  and  whi te
s u p r e m a c y .  T h e
un ive rs i t y  began
removing the names of
Confederate  leaders
from  buildings  and
dedicated  a  Memorial
to  Enslaved  Laborers
on  the  Lawn  in  2020.

Modern
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Campus
and
Global

Reach
Today,  the  University
of Virginia enrolls over
26,000  students  from
all 50 states and more
than 100 countries. Its
academic  programs
cons is tent ly  rank
among  the  top  public
universit ies  in  the
United  States.  The
u n i v e r s i t y ’ s
commitment  to  public
service is embodied in
its motto, “That I may
serve .”  Whi le  the
p h y s i c a l  c a m p u s
remains a testament to
Jefferson’s  genius,  the
m o d e r n  U V A  i s  a
dynamic,  forward-
looking institution that
continues  to  adapt  to

t h e  n e e d s  o f  a
changing  world.

CONCLUSION

The  history  of  the
U n i v e r s i t y  o f
V i r g i n i a  i s  a
mic rocosm  o f  the
A m e r i c a n  s t o r y
itself—a blend of  lofty
i d e a l s ,  h u m a n
i m p e r f e c t i o n ,
resilience, and growth.
From  Jefferson’s
visionary  blueprint  to
the  bustling  research
university  of  the  21st
cen tu ry ,  UVA  has
rema ined  a  p lace
where  tradition  and
innovation  coexist.  Its
beautiful  grounds  and
historic  architecture
serve  as  a  constant
r e m i n d e r  o f  i t s
founding  principles,
wh i le  i t s  ongo ing
efforts  to  reckon  with
its past ensure that its
future  will  be  more
inclusive. As one of the
most  significant  public
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inst i tut ions  in  the
United  States,  UVA
continues  to  fulfill
Jefferson’s dream of an

educated  citizenry,
proving that the power
of learning can indeed
shape history.


