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The Wythe House i s  based on William Salmon's Pa l l ad io  Londinensis,  
or  The London A r t  of Bui ld ing ,  f i r s t  published i n  1734. Care fu l ly  designed 
i n  t h e  e a r l y  Georgian s t y l e ,  the  house i s  b r i c k ,  l a i d  i n  Flemish bond, and 
is two s t o r i e s  h igh ,  below a low hipped roo f .  The s t r u c t u r e  i s  54 f e e t  
long and 39 f e e t  deep and i t s  two chimneys occur i n  t h e  end s lopes  of t h e  
roof .  The windows have n ine  over n ine  l i g h t  s a sh  throughout,  bu t  t h e  g l a s s  
s i z e  i n  t h e  sash  of t h e  upper windows i s  g r e a t l y  reduced, and t h e  second 
f l o o r  openings a r e  a l s o  smaller .  This diminution was an e f f o r t  t o  increase  
t h e  s c a l e  of  t h e  bu i ld ing  and i s  very  success fu l  i n  t h i s  case ,  where a 
s t r u c t u r e  of  only  moderate s i z e  appears t o  have t h e  importance of a much 
l a r g e r  one. The windows, w i th  t h e i r  broad muntins aad wide frames, a l s o  
give i n t e r e s t  t o  a ve ry  conservati ,ve facade. The cen te r  doorway of  the  
f ive-bay facade i s  unenriched except by i t s  f i n e  paneled double door and 
r ec t angu la r  transom. The ch ie f  beauty of  the  bu i ld ing ,  however, l i e s  i n  
i t s  good l i n e s  and f i n e  brickwork. This l a t t e r  i s  q u i e t  and r a t h e r  
uniform, wi th  a simple beveled water  t a b l e  and unmolded b e l t  course,  both  
i n  gauged b r i c k ,  a s  a r e  t h e  f l a t  a rches  of  t h e  windows. The windows, doors ,  
and corners  of  the  house have rubbed d res s ings ,  and a t  the  eaves l i n e  i s  
a modillioned corn ice .  

Restored i n  1926-31 and 1939-40, t h e  Wythe House i s  maintained i n  
e x c e l l e n t  cond i t ion  and i s  open t o  v i s i t o r s  a s  a h i s t o r i c  house museum. 

I 
I n  p lan  t h e  house has t h e  s tandard Georgian cent ra l -ha l l -and-four  

room arrangement, which i s  repea ted  aga in  on t h e  second f l o o r .  1 The wide 

1. The f i r e p l a c e s  i n  each of t h e  two i n t e r i o r  chimneys, however, 
a r e  cu r ious ly  placed s i d e  by s i d e  on each f l o o r .  

- c e n t r a l  h a l l  has  a f i n e  s t a i r  ascending i n  one long run ,  on t h e  south  
s i d e  of  t h e  h a l l ,  t h e  house fac ing  e a s t .  Like t h e  e x t e r i o r  of  t h e  house, 
t h e  open s t r i n g  s t a i r  i s  we l l  designed,  and t h e  a r c h i t e c t u r a l  f e a t u r e s  
a r e  d e l i b e r a t e l y  simple. The h a l l  has no panel ing except t h e  s t a i r  
spandrel .  For f i n i s h  i t  has only a molded c h a i r  r a i l  on a p las te r -board  
and a s i n g l e  crown mold a t  t h e  c e i l i n g  l i n e .  However, t h e  s t a i r  has a 
beauty t h a t  comes from f i n e  ma te r i a l s  and wel l - s tudied  d e t a i l .  The newel 
post  i s  square,  t h e r e  a r e  no ramps i n  the  well-molded h a n d r a i l ,  and it i s  
rece ived  a g a i n s t  t h e  face  of t h e  g a l l e r y  p o s t ,  which has  a f i n e  turned 
pendant. There a r e  suavely s c r o l l e d  brackets  a t  the  s t a i r  ends, above a 
molded s t r i n g  p i ece ,  and the  walnut b a l u s t e r s  a r e  r i c h l y  turned.  Except 
f o r  t h e  s t a i r  t h e r e  i s  no o t h e r  important wood work i n  t h e  house. P l a s t e r  
dadoes, however, occur throughout,  wi th  c h a i r  r a i l s  on p las te r -boards  and 
s i n g l e  molded corn ices .  
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STATEMENT O F  5 1 C N I F I C A N C E  

The Wythe House was t h e  home from 1755 t o  1791 of  George Wythe, a 
Signer  of t h e  Declara t ion  of Independence f o r  V i rg in i a ,  lawyer, p o l i t i c i a n  
f i r s t  p rofessor  of law i n  t h e  United S t a t e s ,  and chancel lor  of Virg in ia .  
Designed and b u i l t  by t h e  amateur a r c h i t e c t  Richard T a l i a f e r r o  about 1755, 
the  Wythe House i s  a r c h i t e c t u r a l l y  one of  V i r g i n i a ' s  f i n e s t  examples of  a 
Georgian b r i c k  town house. 

v, 

Br ie f  Sketch of t h e  L i f e  of  George Wythe, 1726-1806. 

George Wythe was born i n  1726 on h i s  f a t h e r ' s  p l a n t a t i o n  on Back Rive 
about 8% m i l e s  no r th  of Hampton, El izabeth  Ci ty  County, Virg in ia .  Afer a 
b r i e f  at tendance a t  the  College of William and Mary, probably i n  the  
grammar school ,  he s tud ied  law a f t e r  a fash ion  i n  Pr ince  George County and 
i n  1746 was admitted t o  t h e  bar .  He  became as soc ia t ed  i n  p r a c t i c e  w i t h  
John Lewis, a prominent Spo t s lvan ia  County a t torney .  I n  1747 Wythe 
married John ' s  s i s t e r ,  Ann Lewis, who d ied  i n  1748. Wythe remained a t  
Spotsylvania f o r  about  e i g h t  years .  I n  1755 h i s  e l d e s t  b ro the r  d ied  and 
and George i n h e r i t e d  t h e  f a rge  family e s t a t e .  Having represented  
Williamsburg i n  t h e  House of Burgesses i n  1754-55, Wythe now made h i s  
home i n  t h a t  town. About 1755 he married El izabeth  T a l i a f e r r o ,  daughter 
of Col. Richard T a l i a f e r r o  of "Powhatan," James C i ty  County, V i rg in i a ,  
p l a n t e r  and a r c h i t e c t .  Wythe now p rac t i ced  law d i l i g e n t l y ,  a l s o  began t o  
s tudy the  law i n  e a r n e s t ,  and delved i n t o  t h e  c l a s s i c s  and t h e  l i b e r a l  
sc iences ;  he was admitted t o  t h e  ba r  of t h e  General Court. His b r i l l i a n t  
ca ree r  r e a l l y  began i n  1758 w i t h  t h e  advent of Francis  Fauquier a s  t h e  
Royal Governor. Wythe became h i s  in t imate  f r i end .  Wythe was a r ep resen t -  
a t i v e  i n  t h e  House of  Burgesses from 1758 t o  1768, mayor o f  Williamsburg 
i n  1768, and c l e r k  of t h e  House o f  Burgesses,  1769-1775. 

- . /The Wythe House was dec lared  e l i g i b l e  f o r  the  Regis t ry  of National  
~ i s t o z c  Landmaas i n  May 1970, under Theme XX, subtheme Arch i t ec tu re ,  
Pa r t  I --Colonial / .  

I n  1775 he was sen t  a s  a de lega te  t o  t h e  Cont inenta l  Congress, where 
he served u n t i l  the  c l o s e  of  1776. He a b l y  supported Richard Henry Lee's 
r e s o l u t i o n  of  independence and signed t h e  Declara t ion  of Independence. 
Wythe was speaker of  the  Virg in ia  House of  Delegates i n  1777 and i n  1778 
became one of t h e  t h r e e  judges of the  new Vi rg in ia  high cour t  of chancery. I With Thomas J e f f e r s o n  and Edmund Pendleton, Wythe was assigned t h e  

(continued) 
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8 .  Statement of  S igni f icance:  (1) Wythe House 

tremendous t a s k  o f  r e v i s i n g  t h e  laws of V i rg in i a ,  h i s  po r t ion  covering t h e  
period from the r evo lu t ion  i n  England t o  American independence. The 
committee's r e p o r t ,  embracing 126 b i l l s ,  was made t o  t h e  Virg in ia  genera l  
assembly i n  1779, most of t h e  b i l l s  being adopted i n  1785 under Madison's 
leadersh ip .  The r e v i s i o n  was thorough, i n t e l l i g e n t ,  and c o n s i s t e n t  wi th  
revolu t ionary  p o l i t i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s .  

On December 4 ,  1779 Wythe was appointed "Professor  of Law and Police" 
a t  t h e  College of William and Mary., the  f i r s t  cha i r  of law i n  the  United 
S t a t e s .  Among h i s  s tuden t s  were Thomas J e f f e r s o n ,  John Marshal l ,  and 
James Monroe. I n  1788 Wythe represented  Williamsburg a t  t h e  Virg in ia  
convention which r a t i f i e d  the  Federal  Cons t i tu t ion .  I n  1788 the  s t a t e  
j u d i c i a l  system was reorganized and Wythe became so le  chance l lo r ,  holding 
t h i s  o f f i c e  u n t i l  1801, when t h r e e  chancery d i s t r i c t s  were c rea t ed ;  he 
continued,  however, t o  p re s ide  over t h e  Richmond d i s t r i c t .  He resigned h i s  
professorsh ip  i n  1790 and i n  1791 removed t o  Richmond, where he formed a 
small  law school of  h i s  own. Among h i s  s tuden t s  was Henry Clay, who was 
a l s o  c l e r k  of t h e  cour t .  

With o t h e r  eminent Virg in ians  of the  period Wythe was opposed t o  
s l a v e r y  and by h i s  w i l l  emancipated h i s  Negroes. This w i l l  l ed  t o  Wythe's 
death.  H i s  grand nephew, George Wythe Sweeney. was named p r i n c i p a l  
b e n e f i c i a r y ,  while  a legacy t o  a s l ave  was t o  come t o  Sweeney i f  t h e  servant  
d i ed .  To secure t h i s  legacy,  o r  perhaps t h e  inhe r i t ance ,  Sweeney poisoned 
some coffee  wi th  a r s e n i c .  The Negro drank some; Wythe a l s o  drank some. 
The s l ave  d ied  f i r s t ,  bu t  Wythe l ingered  long enough t o  d i s i n h e r i t  Sweeney, 
who, t r i e d  f o r  murder, was acqu i t t ed  f o r  lack  of evidence, s ince  the  
testimony of t h e  Negro cook, the  p r i n c i p a l  w i tness ,  was not  admissible  i n  
Virg in ia  cour t s  a t  t h a t  time. Wythe d ied  a t  Richmond on June 8 ,  1806 and 
was buried i n  the  churchyard of S t .  John ' s  Episcopal Church, Richmond. 

I His tory  of the  House I 
The house was b u i l t  fo r  Wythe by h i s  father- in- law,  t h e  noted Virg in ia  

amateur a r c h i t e c t  Richard T a l i a f e r r o ,  about 1755 and Wythe i n h e r i t e d  i t  
upon T a l i a f e r r o ' s  dea th  i n  1775. Wythe res ided  i n  the  house u n t i l  1791. 
The house was occupied b r i e f l y  by Thomas J e f f e r s o n ,  and served a s  head- 
qua r t e r s  fo r  George Washington p r i o r  t o  t h e  s i ege  of  Yorktown (1780) and 
f o r  Comte de Rochambeau a f t e r  t h e  surrender  of Lord Cornwallis.  

The Wythe House, i n  ve ry  poor cond i t ion ,  was purchased by Bruton Pa r i sh  
i n  1926, and between t h a t  d a t e  and 1931, the  s t r u c t u r e  was r epa i r ed  and 
r e s t o r e d ,  under supervis ion  of t h e  Reverend D r .  W i l l i a m  Goodwin. The bu i ld -  
ing was then used a s  a pa r i sh  house u n t i l  1937, when i t  was acquired by 

Colonial  Williamsburg, Inc.. The major t a s k  i n  the  1939-40 r e s t o r a t i o n  was 
t h e  i n s t a l l a t i o n  of appropr ia te  mantels ,  a s  t h e  o r i g i n a l s  had long s ince  
d i s a p p e a r e d .  The l i t t l e - a l t e r e d  house i s  maintained i n  e x c e l l e n t  condi t ion  
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