


7. Description 

Condition Check one Check one 
- excellent -deteriorated 2 unaltered 2 original site 
2 good - ruins -altered -moved date N/n 
-fair - unexposed 

Describe the present and original (if known) physical appearance 

The F i r s t  Baptist  Church is b u i l t  of hard-pressed red brick on a rough gran i te  foundation. 
A t  s a l i en t  points,  notably i n  the  three gable walls of the church, stone and terra-cot ta  t r i m  
of a golden hue adds a decorative note of contras t .  The major external features  a r e  the tower 
and sp i re  which pro jec t  from the southwest corner of the  modified cruciform church. Measuring 
180' t o  the  i ron f i n i a l ,  the  sp i r e  gave the church the d i s t inc t ion  of being the  c i t y ' s  t a l l e s t  
building upon completion. The main entrance t o  the  church is contained within the base of the 
tower and i s  recessed within an arch decorated with voussoirs of t e r r a  co t ta .  To the  r i gh t  of 
t h i s  entrance is  a rounded appendage with a conical roof,  containing the f i r s t  runs of the  
s t a i r  leading t o  the  sp i re .  The shaf t  of the tower, which i s  r e l a t i ve ly  unadorned i n  i ts  f i r s t  
stages, i s  supported on each face by steeply sloping angle but t resses .  In  s i lhouet te ,  these 
but t resses  give the sha f t  a s l i gh t ly  tapering appearance and visual ly  prepare for  the  increased 
slope of the  spire .  Above the ridge of the church roofs,  the tower has a double-arched window 
i n  each face. Directly above these windows, each face contains a row of smaller arched windows 
A simple cornice terminates the  brick tower and serves a s  a base f o r  the  broach sp i r e .  A t  the 
t rans i t iona l  stage between the broaches and the octagonal sectioned sp i re ,  each face has a 
lucarne, o r  dormer window, divided by mullions i n to  a double-lancet form. 

The main facade of the  church, facing Eleventh S t ree t ,  and the two sides a r e  centered 
with large rose windows framed within Gothic arches covered with hood moldings. Wooden tracery 
defines the  pa t te rn  of the  rose windows within the arches. Below the rose windows, each wall 
contains a row of seven closely spaced lance t  windows, a l so  capped with hood moldings. Each 
gable is f i l l e d  with decorative terra-cot ta  panels above a t r i p l e  window of narrow rectangular 
sections. Gables a r e  terminated with raking cornices which r e s t  upon engaged columns s e t  with- 
i n  the  walls. Between the projecting f ron t  wall of the auditorium and the tower is a one-story 
vestibule, balanced on the opposite s ide  by a secondary entrance. 

Straddling the roof above the crossing i s  a fleche. Its eight  louvred faces or iginal ly  
acted a s  vent i la tors  f o r  the  gas chandelier suspended d i rec t ly  below. The louvred stage is 
capped with an octagonally sectioned sp i r e  whose form echoes on a grea t ly  reduced scale  the  
slope of the  main sp i re .  

To the r ea r ,  the  ex te r ior  of the  church displays a great  var ie ty  of projecting and re- 
ceding planes covered with an equal var ie ty  of gabled, hipped, and rounded roof sections. 
Contained within a r e  the  or ig ina l  Sunday School rooms, a pas tor ' s  study, and church parlor.  
To the rear  of these wings, the building terminates i n  a large rounded "apse." Although t h i s  
feature was or ig ina l ,  i n  1902 it was taken down and r ebu i l t  fur ther  from the auditorium t o  
provide addit ional classroom space. While the  apse would seem t o  imply visual ly  and l i t u r -  
g ica l ly  t h a t  there  is a deep chancel within, such is  not the  case. 

When the church was dedicated i n  1886, the  loca l  press carr ied an enthusias t ic  account 
of the  in te r ior : -  

. . 
Far above you, res t ing  on slender columns and lo f ty  arches, the  ce i l ing  
a r t i s t i c a l l y  grained, lit up by a chandelier of cobweb workmanship and 
some twenty gas j e t s  on the four walls; before you a vast  amphitheatre 
sloping down towards the bapt i s t ry ,  encased i n  purest  Vermont marble, 
draped with purple plush velvet  and bearing the inscr ipt ion,  "Buried 
with Him i n  Baptism," and surrounded by a platform covered with a s o f t  
carpet of b r igh t  hue. Above the bapt i s t ry ,  clad i n  sombre walnut, is 
the great  organ. 

(See Continuation Sheet %1). 



8. Significance 

Period 
- prehistoric 
- 1400-1 499 
- 1500-1 599 
- 1600-1699 
- 1700-1799 
X 1800-1899 
- 1900- 

Areas of Significance--Check and justify below 
- archeology-prehistoric -community planning - landscape archilectureX religion 
- archeology-historic - conservation -law -science 
-agriculture -economics - literature -sculpture 
X architecture -education -military . - sociall 
-art - engineering - music humanitarian 
-commerce - explorationisettlement - philosophy theater 
- communications - industry - poiiticsigovernment t ranspor ta t ion  

- invention - other (specify) 

Specific dates 1884-86 BuilderiAmhitect John R. Thomas (a rch i tec t )  

Statement of Significance (in one paragraph) 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

The F i r s t  Baptist  Church i s  a major archi tectural  landmark for  the  c i t y  of Lynchburg 
and i s  a most accomplished example of High Victorian Gothic architecture.  Construction 
was begun i n  1884, and although several  addit ions have since been made, the  or ig ina l  portion 
stands essen t ia l ly  a s  it did when it was completed i n  September 1886. In  addit ion t o  i t s  
archi tectural  merit ,  the  church houses an o ld  and inf luent ia l  Baptist  congregation and 
stands a s  evidence of a period of impressive growth and prosperity i n  Lynchburg. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

A t  the  time of i ts  dedication i n  1886, the F i r s t  Baptist  Church was described i n  the  
Lynchburg News a s  being " in  the Romanic ( s i c )  s t y l e  of archi tecture  of the th i r teen th  cen- 
tury, and a t  a l a t e r  period, when the rounded windows and dome-shaped roofs of the  old 
Basilica made way f o r  pointed aches ( s i c )  and gables." It was a val iant ,  i f  garbled, attempt 
t o  describe a building the l i k e s  of which had not been seen i n  the c i t y  before. Designed 
by New York a rch i t ec t  John Rochester Thomas, the church was and remains an impressive example 
of the High Victorian Gothic s ty le .  Seeds of t h i s  s t y l e  had been sown a s  ear ly  as  1849 with 
the publication of John Ruskin's Seven Lamps of Architecture. In  both t h i s  work and i n  h i s  
l a t e r  Stones of Venice, Ruskin promulgated the beauty and t r u t h  of medieval archi tecture ,  
not a s  found i n  h i s  native England, but primarily i n  I ta ly .  He was not,  however, a copyist 
but hoped t h a t  the s p i r i t  which produced the bes t  examples of past  archi tecture  could be 
revived to  insp i re  the designers of h i s  time t o  be t t e r  works. Among the aspects of I t a l i a n  
archi tecture  which he most admired were bold and contrasting uses of color and material ,  
differences i n  sca le  and texture,  and a res t ra ined use of ornament. 

Lynchburg's F i r s t  Baptist  Church manifests a l l  these "Ruskinian" charac te r i s t ics  t o  a 
marked degree. The dark red brick walls contras t  with the yellow stone and terra-cotta t r i m ,  
and although the trim is decorative, it demonstrates a degree of s t ruc tura l  in tegr i ty .  Gable 
ends display prominent horizontal  bands of stone exactly a t  the  point where, ins ide,  the 
ce i l ing  of the sanctuary terminates. Dominating the e n t i r e  composition i s  the  massive tower 
and steeple,  whose ou t l i ne  is mimicked by the de l ica te  f leche over the crossing of the main 
roofs. Projecting and receding planes play a prominent ro le  i n  the design and provide ye t  
another theme of contrasts.  

True a l so  t o  Ruskinian pr inciples ,  the  church owes no allegiance t o  a spec i f ic  s t ructure  
of the past .  Actually, it is a s  much indebted t o  German Gothic a s  I t a l i an ,  but  i n  a l l  aspects 
it combines elements of the  Gothic vocabulary i n  a manner expressive of i ts  own time. 

In addit ion t o  i t s  i n t r i n s i c  a rch i tec tura l  meri t ,  the church stands a s  an impressive 
monument t o  an expansive.period i n  the his tory of Lynchburg and cen t ra l  Virginia. During 
the 1880s, Lynchburg had pretensions of becoming "the Pittsburgh of Virginia, and perhaps 
of the  South." Even Harper's Weeklx, i n  i ts  issue of December 4 ,  1886, suggested tha t  " i f  
one wants t o  see what the  new south is," one should come t o  Lynchburg. The F i r s t  Baptist  

(See Continuation Sheet #2) 
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10. Geographical Data 
Acreage of nominated property 

Quadrangle name Lynchbum. Va. Quadrangle scale 1 : 24000 
UMT References 
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Verbal boundary descr ipt ion and just i f icat ion Occupying c i t y  l o t  a t  E corner  of Court and 11th S t s . ,  
measuring 152' X 165 ' ,  t he  165' f r o n t i n g  on Court S t .  JUSTIFICATION: The bounds have been drawn t o  
coincide with those of the  l o t  of which the  church and the  churchyard a r e  s i t u a t e d .  

Lis t  a l l  s tates and count ies for  propert ies overlapping state or county boundaries 

state N /A code county N /A code 

state N/A code county N/A code 

I 1 Form Prepared By 
namefiitie S. Allen Chambers f o r  Virg in ia  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Commission 

organization Virgin ia  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Commission date April  1981 

street number 221 Governor S t r e e t  teleohone (804) 786-3144 

Richmond state Virgin ia  23219 
city or town 

12. State Historic Preservation Officer Certification 
The evaluated significance of this property within the state is: 

-national 2 state - local 

As the desianated State Historic Preservation Officei for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 89- 
665), 1 herecy nominate this property for inclusion in the ( h i o n a ~  Register and certify that i t  has been evaluated 
according to the criteria and procedures set forth by th$eritage Conservation an9 Recreation Service. 

State Historic Preservation Officer signature d&& fitlaid 
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6. REPF3SENTfiTION I N  EXISTING SURVEYS 

(2)  Virgin ia  H i s t o r i c  Landmarks Commission Survey 
1969, 1971 S t a t e  
Virgin ia  His to r i c  Landmarks Commission 
221 Governor S t r e e t  
Richmond, Vi rg in ia  23219 

7. DESCRIPTION 

In  more mundane terms, t h e  sanctuary was a t y p i c a l  auditorium church, where t h e  comfortably 
sea ted  congregation had unobstructed views of  t h e  p u l p i t ,  choi r  l o f t  above, and g i lded organ 
pipes behind. Pews were curved and rad ia ted  from t h e  foca l  po in t  of  t h e  p u l p i t .  The two 
main a i s l e s  l ead  diagonally from t h e  two corner entrances down t o  t h e  p u l p i t .  A narrow c e n t r a l  
a i s l e  extends only a s  f a r  toward t h e  p u l p i t  a s  i s  necessary before  t h e  narrowing ranks of 
pews can be entered a s  e a s i l y  from t h e  s i d e  a i s l e s .  The s lender  columns noted i n  t h e  dedicatory 
account a r e  of  c lus te red  Gothic design,  and although grained t o  appear a s  wood, they a r e  
a c t u a l l y  of  i r o n .  The s e a t i n g  a r e a  of  t h e  sanctuary,  which remains l a r g e l y  a s  i t  was o r ig ina l ly  
is e s s e n t i a l l y  a rec tangular  space measuring 85'  x 7 5 ' .  The arrangement of t h e  columns and 
t h e  p a t t e r n  of t h e  s t a i n e d  pine c e i l i n g ,  however, c r e a t e  a t  l e a s t  a suggest ion of a cruciform 
space. Among t h e  most impressive f e a t u r e s  of t h e  i n t e r i o r  a r e  t h e  r o s e  and l a n c e t  windows i n  
t h e  r e a r  and s i d e  wa l l s .  These a r e  a l l  f i l l e d  with t h e  o r i g i n a l  s t a ined  g l a s s ,  which was 
manufactured i n  Lynchburg by wil l iam A .  Hefferman. The g l a s s  is colored i n  b r i g h t  primary 
co lo r s  and arranged i n  a b s t r a c t  geometrical pa t t e rns .  

By t h e  1920s, t h e  enrollment of t h e  Sunday School had increased t o  the  po in t  t h a t  a new 
Sunday School annex had t o  be b u i l t .  Designed by Lynchburg a r c h i t e c t  Stanhope Johnson, t h e  
new add i t ion  faces  Eleventh S t r e e t  t o  t h e  l e f t  of t h e  church. Completed i n  1928, it harmonizes 
well with t h e  o lde r  bu i ld ing  i n  s c a l e ,  m a t e r i a l ,  and design.  I n  1941, t h e  i n t e r i o r  of the  
sanctuary was modified wi th  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of a divided chancel.  Space f o r  t h e  chancel was taken 
from t h e  o l d  Sunday School, and t h e  o ld  organ and ra i sed  choi r  were removed. Archi tec t  f o r  
t h i s  renovation was again  Stanhope Johnson. Woodwork i n  t h e  new chancel,  including a high 
wainscot, cho i r  pews, p u l p i t ,  and communion t a b l e ,  is decorated with Gothic molding. The foca l  
p i n t  of t h e  new chancel is a s ta ined-glass  window, a l s o  of Gothic design,  containing i n  i ts  
c e n t r a l  panel a r e n d i t i o n  of  Holman Hunt's well-known pain t ing ,"Chr is t ,  t h e  Light  of t h e  World." 
This window and four  smal ler  memorial windows i n s t a l l e d  a t  t h e  same time were made by the  Payne 
Studios of Pat terson,  New Jersey .  Below, Gothic paneling,  which d isguises  t h e  b a p t i s t r y  when 
not i n  use, a c t s  a s  a reredos .  A t  t h e  same time t h e  chancel was c rea ted ,  t h e  o l d  chandelier  
and wal l  l i g h t s  of t h e  sanctuary were replaced with wrought-iron chandel iers .  

The s t e e p l y  s loping l o t  on which t h e  church s tands  maintains much of  i t s  o r i g i n a l  aspect .  
Massive g r a n i t e  r e t a i n i n g  wa l l s  capped wi th  t h e  o r i g i n a l  i r o n  fence separa te  both t h e  Court 
and Eleventh S t r e e t  yards from t h e  sidewalks below. On Court S t r e e t ,  a n  opening is c u t  i n t o  
the  r e t a i n i n g  wal l  t o  provide an  entrance t o  t h e  basement. The entrance t o  t h e  churchyard, 
which is a t  t h e  i n t e r s e c t i o n  of t h e  two streets, is emphasized by two l r o n  pos t s  wi th  globe 
l i g h t s .  Within t h e  churchyard, walks a r e  of  f l ags tone ,  and ornamental p l a n t i n g  has been kept  
t o  a minimum. 
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8. SIGNIFICANCE 

Church, which had been dedicated only th ree  months e a r l i e r ,  was then t h e  l a r g e s t  church e d i f i c e  
i n  t h e  c i t y  and much l a r g e r  than i t s  congregation warranted. I t  was a time of enthusiasm and 
expectat ion,  however, and nothing b u t  t h e  b igges t  and b e s t  would do. 

The church, which is t h e  four th  bu i ld ing  i n  which t h e  congregation has worshiped, houses 
t h e  c i t y ' s  o l d e s t  Bap t i s t  congregation. Dating i ts  establishment from a meeting held  i n  Ju ly  
1815, t h e  church has  subsequently been responsib le  f o r  t h e  organiza t ion  of nine o the r  Bapt is t  
churches i n  and around Lynchburg. F i r s t  Bap t i s t  Church has  a l s o  played a s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  i n  
t h e  h i s t o r y  of i t s  denomination i n  t h e  s t a t e .  In  1893 t h e  Bap t i s t  Young People 's  Union of 
Virgin ia  was organized i n  response t o  l e t t e r s  s e n t  t o  o the r  churches by t h e  already-exist ing 
Bap t i s t  Young People ' s  Union of t h e  Lynchburg church. In  1919 it was instrumental  i n  securing 
f o r  Lynchburg t h e  Virgin ia  B a p t i s t  Hospital .  During t h e  1930s, the  church contr ibuted  more 
t o  t h e  s t a t e  denominational organiza t ion  than any o the r  congregation. I n  t h e  1950s, t h e  church 
played a dec i s ive  r o l e  i n  t h e  purchase and development of  Eagle Eyrie, an  e s t a t e  t e n  miles 
west of the  c i t y ,  t o  serve  a s  t h e  Virgin ia  Bap t i s t  Assembly Ground and summer camp. 

During t h i s  same per iod ,  t h e  members of t h e  church s t ruggled  with t h e  ques t ion  of whether 
t o  remain a t  t h e  downtown l o c a t i o n  o r  t o  move t o  a suburban s i t e ,  which would have been more 
convenient t o  many of  i t s  members. The decis ion  was reached t o  remain. Now, a s  t h e  church 
bui ld ing approaches i ts  centennia l  year ,  it becomes ever more apprecia ted  a s  one of Lynchburg's 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l  and h i s t o r i c a l  landmarks. 

SAC 




