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Violet Bank is an architecturally sophisticated and strikingly hand-
some Federal-style dwelling set on the ridge above the Appomattox River a-
cross from Petersburg, The one-story frame structure rétains its original
beaded weatherboarding, although the formerly wood-shingled roof is now
covered with modern composition shingles, The foundations as well as the
two exterior-end chimneys are coated with scored stucco. The most distinguishing
features of the house are the three-part bays framing the depressed front
entrance. The entrance and the two adjacent windows are sheltered by a
tetrastyle portico with somewhat unusual reeded Dorie columns. Each column
has shaft necking at about one third of its height. Instead of a pediment,
the portico is topped by a low parapet.

The graceful frontispiece features sidelights and an elliptical transom
with delicate tracery, Its design is repeated for the rear entrance. All
six windows on the facade are triple~hung and are framed with louvred shutters.
The rear of the south room is lighted by a single triple-hung window with
narrow sidelights,

The house originally had a long (82 feet) two-story wing projecting
from the northern third of the rear elevation, The south side of the wing
was shaded by a two-level colonnade. At its northern end was a one-story
service section, making the wing's over-all length over a hundred and eight
feet. The wing was removed in the early part of this century when the present
street system was installed around the house. The removal of the wing re-~
duced the house to what is essentially a two-room building.

Violet Bank's interior possesses some of the finest Adam-style decoratifve
trim in the state. The south room is the most richly ornamented and features
an elaborate plaster-work cornice and frieze. The frieze contains a repeated
anthemion motif while the cornice employs an acanthus leaf molding in its
crown and base. In the ceiling is a beautifully executed Adamesque oval
medallion. Its center has a gilded acanthus leaf patera with sunflower core.
A ring of plain molding separates the center from a wide frieze of bell-
flover garlands tied with bows. Gilt rosettes in the centers of the curves
formed by the garlands further ornament the frieze. Framing the composition
is a band of gilt rosettes,
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The ceiling medallion in the north room is similar but it lacks the
outer band of gilt rosettes. The north room also lacks the anthemion frieze
but its plastet cornice has a leaf molding crown and a rinceau in its eoffit,
Below the soffit are unusual reeded dentils. Both north and south rooms have
pedestal-type wainscoting with paneled dados. Both rooms also have Regency-
style King of Prussia marble mantels with free-standing Doric colonnettes.
The doorways throughout the first floor have symmetrically molded trim with
squared rosettes in the cormers. Like its flanking rooms, the center hall
has a plaster-work cormice and ceiling medallion, but of more simple design.

The house retains most of its original fabric and is in a good state of
preservation. The first floor is maintained as a small, tastefully appointed
museum of local and Civil War history, while the basement has been modermized
to serve as a public library. Although practically all of the original
plantation has been developed for housing, enough land is retained around ths
house to give it a setting of reasonsble dignity. The front yard is set off
by unusually large “eucumber tree,” or Magnolia Acumunata. -
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STATEMENT O_F SIGNIF[CANCE. B
Violet Bank is an architecturally sophisticated Federal-style

plantation house situated on the heights above the Appomattox River across
from Petersburg. The house is noted for its fine Adamesque plaster
ornamentation and for its use of octagonal-ended bays in its plan. This
latter feature is a distinguishing characteristic of several architecturally
important Virginia houses including Point of Honmor in Lynchburg, the Hancock-
Wirt-Caskie House in Richmond, and several demolished Richmond houses,
Octagonal-ended projections were a favorite device of the architect, Benjamin
Henry Latrobe who used them in a house design thought to be for the Mayo
family of Richmond. This design was the prototype for the other above-
mentioned houses, although Latrobe is not known to have been directly in-
volved with any of their designs, Latrobe, however, does mention in his
Journal that he visited Thomas Shore of Violet Bank in 1796 while Shore was
building the first house on the site, This house burned in 1810 and the
present house was erected im 1815. With the new house being so unlike any-
thing in the immediate vicinity, one might conclude that Shore, having made
an early acquaintance of the talented architect, consulted him for ideas for
his new house. Shore also may have seen the several Richmond houses with
octagonal~ended projections that had been constructed by 1815. The form
indeed was infectious as a variation of it was employed for Oak Hill, a
plantation house a half-mile to the west of Violet Bamnk.

Thomas Shore acquired the Violet Bank property from John Martin in

1777. The some 140 acres were included in a grant originally made to
Fdward Tunstall in 1637. Tunstall's land was acquired in 1665 by George
Archer, and it was then that the river bank opposite Petersburg came to be
called Archer's Hi1l. The origin of the name Vioclet Bank for Thomas Shore's
portion of Archer's Hill is uncertain. One theory has it that the name was
derived from the thick growth of violets on the hillside. Another is that
the name is an allusion to a quotation from Shakespeare's Midsummer's Night'
Dream. Shore is known to have had a set of Shakespeare's works at Violet Bank.

wm

‘Violet Bank passed to Shore's eldest daughter, Elizabeth, wife of Johm
Gillam of Petersburg, in 1824. The house served as General Robert E. Lee's
headquarters from June 8, 1864 until November 1, 1864. It was there that
Lee received news of the explosion at the Crater.

Violet Bank's frort yard is noted for its extraordinary "cuoumber tree
or Magnolia Acuminata, believed to be the largest known example of the species
in the country.
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