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DESCRIBE THE PHESENT AND ORIGINAL (it known} PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The approximate dimensions of the Greek Revival Portsmouth Court llouse,
built in 1846, are seventy-cight feet long on the High Strect side by
fifty-seven feet on the Court Street side. The building stands one story
above a ground level basement f(loor and is tepped by a pancled parapet
and a Doric cntablature without triglyphs. Supporting the entablature
around the three principal sides are plain Greek Doric pilasters placed
between each of the bays of the main floor. The building originally was
surmounted by a domed cupola with a drum surrounded by eight Greek Ionic
columns, but this has been removed.

The court house is solid masonry construction throughout, with lintels) /'
.sills, and belt course of cut stone. The gray painted brick walls are
laid in American bond. A minor extension on the north side is the only

exterior addition to the building.

The principal entrance to the court house inilially was through a recessed
portico on the main level of the Court Street f{ront., This portico was
closed up around 1867, and the stonc steps were moved to the lligh Street ©
side. The principal entrance is now through the projecting tetrasty.ic
Doric portico set on an arcade on the High Street front. This portico
was topped by a pediment.

The ground floor of the building originally was divided into three rooms - |
one for elections on Lie east end, and two "entirely fireproof” cicerk's i
offices on the west. The entire ground floor has been completely i
modernized. fThe main floor contained a court room with dimensions of i
fifty-seven . fect by [ifty-four feet and twenty-foot ceilings., There were |
‘two jury rooms on the west end of the building and two additional rooms |
on either side of the recesscd portico. About 1867, when the entrance was [

|

!

changed to the High Street side, the original court room was divided into
two separate court rooms.

The building is conspicuously situated on the northwest corner of Portsme. il
ma jor intersection. The yard is surrounded by an iron fence and is plantcd@
with ornamental trees. The Court Strect front faces the town's Confederaic’
Monmument , while the Digh Street tront looks over vencrable Trinity Churen.
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ATATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The present Portsmouth Court House was built in !'8406 as the Norfolk
County Court House and served in that capacity until 1960, when the
county moved its seat of government to Great Bridge. The Gourt liouse
was designed by a Portsmouth native, William B, Singleton, who was
also the architect for the MacArthur Memorial (formerly the court
house for the city of Neorfolk). The builder was Willoughby G. Butler.

The desipgn of the new building was highly admired, and according to a
contemporary description, the court house was ''designed to be a beautiful
structure, highly ornamental to the town, and proudly indicating the
liberality and importance of the County.' The site chosen for it was

the location of the old clerk's office, across the street from the

1803 Court House.

It was decided from the beginning tihat both the city and the county
would use the building if Portsmoulh ever became an independent city.
Portsmouth rececived a charter in 1858, and in 1867 the main courl room
was divided into two rooms for the scparate courts, The building is
now used entirely by the city of Portsmouth,

The importance of the Portsmouth Court House, which serves as the
judicial center of the city, is enhanced because it is the city's oldest
public building and it was desipned by a native of tihe city. The compact
and graccfully proportioned building survives as a distinguished example
of Greck Revival governmental architecturc in a state noted for the
quality of its many Greek Revival court houses.
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Bu;;61Marshall W., Portsmouth Undcr Four Flags, 1752-1961. Portsmouth, Va,:

Unpublished history of the Portsmouth Court House prepared by the Portsmouth
Historical Association, copy on file at Virginia Historic Landmarks
Commission, Richmond, Va.
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U.S.G.S. 7.5 guadrangle (Scale:1:24000)
Norfolk South, Va. 1955
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