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SUMMARY ARCHITECTURAL DESCRTPTION

The Sweet Briar College Historic District consists of 27.22 acres on the
campus of Sweet Briar College. Sweet Briar College is located on a rural
3,300-acre campus one mile south of Amherst in Amherst County. The
nominated boundaries include 22 contributing buildings--residentisl,
academic, and administrative--constructed between 1906 and 1931 from the
design of architects Ralph Adams Cram of Boston and his firm of Cram,
Goodhue & Ferguson and/or Pendleton Clark of Lynchburg, Virginia; portions
of the original campus plan designed by Cram between 1901 and 1942; and the
landscaping designed between 1929 and 1961 by landscape architect Charles
Gillette of Richmond. The nominated boundaries were drawn to exclude
buildings that predate or antedate Cram's association with Sweet Briar
College, or that are not integral features of his campus plan.

The campus plan is strongly influenced by Beaux Arts theories of design and
is organized around several intersecting axes. Many of the buildings are
connected to each other by colonnades or stone balustrades. The
contributing resources are three- and four-story, hip-roofed buildings in
the Georgian Revival style laid in Flemish bond with glazed headers and
limestone or wood trim. They consist of six dormitories (1906-1925), the
former refectory (1506), the library (1929), two administration/classroom
buildings (1906-1925), a gymnasium (1931), a student health center (1%23),
and ten faculty residences/apartments (1906-circa 1913). While most of the
buildings have gone through several interior renovations, the exteriors
have remained largely unchanged. The five noncontributing resources
consist of the admissions office (Hill House), designed by Clark in the
1920s and later faced with brick, the chapel (1966), two dormitories (1956-
1961), and a dining hall (1981) and are not associated with Cram, although
several of them are situated as originally planned by the architect.
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ARCEITECTURAL DESCRIPTION

The Sweet Briar College Historic District consists of 27.22 acres on the

campus of Sweet Briar College. The historic resources at Sweet Briar
College are located on a rural 3,300-acre campus, one-half mile south of
Amherst, in Amherst County in south-central Virginis. The surrounding

landscape is characterized by gently rolling hills with both open and
forest land.

The principal entrance to the college campus is on the east, from U.S.
Route 29, through a pair of brick gateposts, Sweet Briar Drive, a one-
and-one-half-mile paved road, leads west from the gate and loops to the
north of the nominated resources before terminating in a parking lot on the

west side of the campus. An unnamed secondary road runs east of most of
the nominated resources and circles around the faculty
residences/apartments on the southeast. These roads define the north,

east, and west boundaries, with a line following a change in elevation and
treeline serving as the south and southwest boundary.

The nominated boundaries include 22 contributing buildings--residential,
academic, and administrative--constructed between 1%06 and 1931 from the
design of noted architect Ralph Adams Cram of Boston and the firm of Cram,
Goadhue & Ferguson and Pendleton Clark of Lynchburg; portions of the
original campus plan designed and revised by Cram between 1501 and 1342;
and the landscaping designed between 1929 and 1961 by landscape architect
Charles Gillette.

The campus plan, despite several changes, has remained generally true to

Cram's original scheme. Strongly influenced by Beaux-Arts theories of
design, the plan is organized around several intersecting axes, and a
strict hierarchy of spaces (see the accompanying perspective plan). The

principal axis, marked by a paved sidewalk, runs east.west and terminates
in the chapel (#B on the accompanying perspective plan) on the east and a
roundabout on the wvest. Twvo smaller axes run north-south from the
refectory (#5) and the library (#7). The faculty residences are grouped on
either side of a secondary axis that extends southeast from the main
academic group.

The 22 contributing buildings consist of six dormitories, the former
refectory (now an art gallery and library), the library, two
administration/classroom buildings, a gyomnasium, a student health center,
and ten faculty residences/apartments.
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The contributing buildings are two- and three-story red brick structures
built in the Georgian Revival style and are in a good state of

preservation. They feature Flemish-bond brickwork with glazed headers,
wood and/or limestone trim, and much classical decoration on both the
interior and exterior. Many of the buildings are connected to each other

by colonnades or stone balustrades, While most of the buildings have gone
through several interior renovations, the exteriors have remained largely
unchanged. Four dormitories were built as the northern half of a quadrangle

on the far eastern side of the campus. Moving east to west these buildings
are:

Randolph dormitory (built in 1908--#1 on the accompanying perspective plan)
is a three-story-and-basement, nine-bay-long, three-bay-deep brick building
with a slate hipped roof and twvo chimneys with corbelled caps. There are
slightly projecting gable-roofed bays at the north and south ends and at
each corner., There is a wide classical wooden cornice, as well as stone
and brick belt courses marking each story. The principal entrance is on
the wvest, entered under a brick colonnade; it consists of a central door
with sidelights. There are additional entrances on the east and north
elevations. All windows are topped by brick jack arches and have stone
trim and ledges. VWindows on the second story are set within brick blind
arches, some of them stuccced, and have either double-hung sash or are tri-
partite. The interior features two sitting rooms, a central stair hall, and
bedrooms on the first floor, with bedrooms on the second and third floors.
The south sitting room has a fireplace with Georgian Revival-style mantel.

Manson dormitory (built in 1910--#2 on the plan) is connected to Randolph
by a two-story colonnade. It is a three-story-and-basement, nine-bay-long,
three-bay-deep brick building with a slate hipped rocf and two chimneys
with corbelled caps. There are slightly projecting gable-rcofed bays at
the east and west ends and at each corner. There is a wide classical
cornice, as well as stone and brick belt courses marking each story. The
principal entrance is on the south, entered under a brick colonnade, and
consists of a central door with sidelights. There are additional entrances
on the east and west ends. All vindows are topped by brick jack arches and
have stone trim and ledges. Windows on the second story are set within
brick blind arches, some of them stuccoed, and either have double-hung sash
Or are tripartite. The interior features two sitting rooms, a central
stair hall, and bedrooms on the first floor, with bedrooms on the second
and third floors. There is a mail room and post office in the basement.

Carson dormitory (built in 1906--#3 on the plan) is a six-bay long, three-
bay deep,



United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTGRIC PLACES
CONTINUATION SHEET

Secticn 7 Page_4 Sweet Briar College Historic District
Amherst County, Virginia

three-story, brick building with a slate-covered hipped roof, paired end
chimneys, and entrances on all four elevations. There are slightly
projecting gable-roofed bays at the east and west ends and at each corner.
There is a wide classical wooden cornice and stone belt course, as well as
stone keystenes above some of the windows. Windows on the first story have
either double-hung sash or are tripartite and are set within stuccoed blind
arches. A pedimented portico on the north is a 1991 additien.

Gray dormitory (built in 1906--#4 on the plan) is connected to Carsocn
dormitory by a colonnade. The dormitory is a six-bay long, three-bay deep,
three-story, brick building with a slate-covered hipped roof, paired end
chimneys, and entrances on four elevations. There are slightly projecting
gable-roofed bays at the north and south ends and at each corper. There is
a wide classical wooden cornice and stone belt course, as well as stone
keystones above the windows on the first and second stories. Windows on
the first story either have double-hung sash or are tripartite and are set
wvithin stuccoed blind arches. Vindows on the first and third stories lack
the arches. A brick arcade topped by a stone balustrade connects Gray
dormitory with the bell tower popularly known as the Cupola, an open brick-
and-stone pavilion with a copper domed roof.

Equidistant between Randolph and Gray dormitories and connected to them by
arched colonnades, is the former Refectory (built in 1906--#5 on the plan),
now the Anne Gary Pannell Center, containing classrooms, an art gallery,
and offices. The refectory is a tall, three-story, gable-roofed brick
building oriented north-south. It features a three-bay pedimented facade
with brick pilasters topped by stone Ionic capitals marking each bay. The
first story is clad with cut stone laid in regular courses. The central
‘entrance has a metal double door and is topped by a flat architrave.
Vindows on the second story have 20/20 double-hung sash set within stuccoed
blind arches topped by a stone keystone. The wvindows on the third story
are round and have stone trim. Short false fronts project on either side
of the main section, and have brick aedicules, presumably designed to hold
sculptures. Atop the building is a tall wooden tower with classical trim,
arched louvered windows, and a domed top. The interior of this building
vas remodeled in 1986 for use as an art gallery and library.

To the west of Gray dormitory is Benedict Hall (built 1906--#6 on the

plan), a handsome Georgian Revival-style three-story, nine-bay, brick
structure with a shallow-pitched roof and a stone balustrade along the roof
line. A brick colonnade distinguishes the south elevation of the first

story, with two entrances set within the colonnade. The second and third
stories are designed as a piano nobile with the seven central bays recessed
behind a porch of stone Ionic columns. The columns are echoed to the rear
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of the porch by stone pilasters. One-bay-wide projections with a central
arched vindov topped by a round window with Gibbes surround are at the east
and vest ends of this building. The interior has been completely remodeled
and now contains an auditorium, classrooms, and offices. To the south of
Benedict Hall is a courtyard with balustrade and stone steps leading to a
terrace.

The Mary Helen Cochran Library (built in 1929--47 on the plan) is to the
vest of Benedict Hall and is set back behind a small grassed courtyard.
This three-story, seven-bay, hip-roofed, brick building has flanking two-
bay, two-story wings. The most ornate of the academic¢ buildings designed
by Cram, the library features Corinthian pilasters alternating wvith arched
vindows on the south facade, a roof-top balustrade, and elaborate stone
Georgian Revival-style decoration over the two entrances. These entrances
are flanked by engaged stone pilasters and are topped by a broken
segmental-arched head, in the center of which is a stone cartouche with
swags and garlands. A two-story brick wing was added to the rear of the
library in 1967. The interior is also quite elaborately decorated. The
main reading hall has a plaster ceiling with garland and swag decorations,
a two-story gallery on the south end, and paneled reading rooms on the
first and second floors. The reading rooms feature fireplaces with
Georgian-style mantels and floor-to-ceiling bookcases.

To the vest of the library is Pletcher Hall (built 1925--#8 on the plan), a
three-story brick building, different in only minor details from Benedict
Hall. The three-story, nine-bay, brick building features an arched and
colonnaded first story with a twvo-story loggia above and a balustraded
roofline. Some wood trim was used around windows, a departure from
Benedict Hall. The interior still features a central entrance hall with
handsome Georgian Revival panelling. Administrative offices and classrooms
are also located in this building. There is no enclosed courtyard or
terrace on the south as there is with Benedict.

At the southern terminus of the axis leading from the refectory is Fergus
Reid dormitory (built 1925--#9 on the plan), a three-story, fourteen-bay,
brick building with a pedimented entrance portico on the north. This
entrance portico features an arched entrance with flanking arched windows.
The windovs on the first story are set within blind arches and are topped
by stone keystones. There are paired chimneys at the east and west ends of
the building, as well as modified Palladian windows. The interior is the
most architecturally sophisticated of all the dormitories and features a
large entrance hall with full-height Georgian Revival paneling and two
sitting rooms, the west one with a fireplace with a Georgian-style mantel.
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Flanking Fergus Reid dormitory and connected to it by arched colonnades are
Grammar (built 1906--410 on the plan) and Dew (built 1956--#C on the plan)
dormitories. Grammar is a three-story, hip-roofed, Georgian-style, brick
building with an entrance on the west elevation. The dormitory has a wide
classical cornice, stone-and-brick belt courses marking each bay, and
paired end chimneys. Slightly projecting gable-~roofed bays are at the
north and south ends, at the corners, and at the entrance. Dew dormitory is
a noncontributing resource and is described elsewhere in this nomination.

The Daisy Villiams Gymnasium (built in 1931--#11 on the plan) stands at the
far wvest end of the academic group and is a large, gable-roofed, brick
building with an entrance on the north and simplified classical limestone
detailing around the central entrance and windows. A brick natatorium
vith an exterior marked by blind arches and shallow aedicules is on the
vest. The interior of the gymnasium has offices, a basketball court with
stands, and changing rooms. A bronze roundel with a bust of Daisy
Villiams, in whose memory Swveet Briar College was founded in 1901, is set
above the central stair hall,

Immediately to the southeast of the academic group is the Mary Harley
Student Health Center (1925--#12 on the plan) a two-and-one-half-story,
- five-bay, hip-roofed, brick building vith a pedimented entrance portico on
the north facade and paired chimneys on the east and vest ends. There are
secondary enitrances on the east and south elevations. The central entrance
is set within an arch vith an Adam-style fanlight and is flanked by windows
set within stuccoed blind arches.

Ten faculty residences/apartments-~-#13-15, 17-22, including the house known
as the Deanery (#16), wvere built between 1906 and 1913, and are located in
a double rov to the southeast of the student health center. The houses on
the east of the main road are large and imposing two-and-one-half-story,
hip-roofed, Georgian Revival-style, brick, double residences with dormer
vindows, stone and wood trim, and one-story porches with elaborate
classical detailing. The houses on the west side are considerably simpler
in style and appearance. They are two-story, hip-roofed, stuccoed frame
buildings in the American Four-Square mode, with a central dormer window on
the front facade, and front and back porches.

Most of the elaborate planting and landscape features envisioned by Cram
for the campus were never realized. Instead, the campus is marked by
naturalistic plantings of native trees and shrubs and wide expanses of
grass. Beginning in the late 1920s, landscape architect Charles Gillette
prepared a number of plans for roadvays, a monumental entrance, and
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plantings. Most of these plans survive and indicate the gradual move away
from a formal entrance and approach to the campus toward the present one in
vhich the academic buildings are accessed from the rear or north.

The five noncontributing buildings are located at different points
throughout the campus. None wvere designed by Cram, but several of them
stand at the locations originally designated by the architect. The
buildings include Hill House (built in the 1920s--#A on the plan), a two-
story brick building with an entrance on the south serving as the
admissions and financial aid office. The house has been extensively
remodeled on the interior and refaced with brick on the exterior. Memorial
Chapel (built in 1966--#B on the plan) terminates the eastern end of the
main axis. The chapel is built in the Georgian style with a pedimented
portico, classical entrance, and tall central tower and steeple. Dew (built
in 1956--#C on the plan) and Meta Glass (built in 1962--#D on the plan)
dormitories are three-story, brick, Georgian-style dormitories that
completed the southern half of the quadrangle. To the west of Glass
dormitory is Prothro Commons (built in 1981--4E) a brick and glass modified
Georgian- style dining hall.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The portion of the Sweet Briar College campus nominated to the National
Register of Historic Places is significant on the state level as the work
of architect Ralph Adams Cram of Boston and his firm of Cram, Goodhue &
Ferguson. Cram (1863-1842), one of the foremost American architects of the
20th century, executed several prestigious commissions for ecclesiastical
and academic buildings during his career, including the designs for the
Cathedral of St. John the Divine in New York City, the chapels at WVest
Point Academy and Princeton University, and campus plans for Princeton and
Rice Institute. The buildings executed to Cram's designs at Sweet Briar
College, vhere he served as architect between 1901 and 1942, are among the
fev examples of his work in Virginja, and the only classical ensemble by
him in the state. They also comprise his firm's first large-scale
commission for a college. Although primarily known as an exponent of the
Gothic Revival style, Cram produced a complex of Georgian Revival buildings
for Sweet Briar that has set the standard for collegiate architecture in
Virginia for the rest of the century,
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HISTORY

Sweet Briar College, one of the first four-year liberal arts colleges for
vomen in the South, wvas founded in 1901 through the bequest of Mrs. Indiana
Fletcher Williams as a memorial to her only child, Daisy. The school is
situated in Amherst County on the 3,300-acre Fletcher plantation known as
Sweet Briar, from which the college takes its name. The original
plantation house, known as Sweet Briar House, was built in the early 15th
century and was remodeled in the Italianate style between 1851 and 1852.
Now the residence of the president of Sweet Briar College, the house is
listed individually on the National Register of Historic Places} and is
outside the boundaries of the College Historic District.

In early 19801 the first Board of Trustees for the college (then known as
Sweet Briar Institute) contracted with architect Ralph Adams Cram of Boston
to prepare an architectural plan for the nev school, anticipated to house

and educate approximately 400 female students. Most of the original
trustees wvere Episcopalian clergymen and were familiar with Cram through
his extensive writings on ecclesiastical architecture. In particular Dr.

John McBryde, first president of the Swveet Briar Institute Board of
Trustees and chairman of its Executive Committee, had been impressed with

an article by Cram in an issue of The New Churchman.Z

At McBryde's request, Cram journeyed to Amherst County in early 1901 to
assess the site. During their first meeting, McBryde indicated & strong
preference for the Georgian style of architecture for the new school, a
decision with which Cram concurred; in the architect's words, "history,
tradition, and architectural style predetermined the course to follow."?
There followed a discussion as to whether yellow or red bricks should be
used for the construction of the campus buildings. McBryde questioned the
use of red brick, as he had no wish to see "red splotches on the
landscape.“ Samples of clay from the Sweet Briar property wvere brought to
Blacksburg to be fired into bricks. The resulting color, a muted pink-red,
supposedly was pleasing to MecBryde and as a result "the Board ordered
estimates and plans from Cram, Goodhue & Ferguson of Boston for two
dormitories, an academic building, and a refectory."s

Cram's drawings for the proposed Sweet Briar Institute campus were
completed in 1902 and displayed in Lynchburg, the nearest large town, in
the windows of the Lynchburg Traction and Light Company where, accerding to
a contemporary nevspaper account, "they can be seen by all persons who may

be interested in the best of architecture and in modern ideas for
educational institutions. These pictures are exceedingly handsome and
attractive in appearance. That they will be greatly admired by the public
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is a foregone conclusion."® The dravings vere also published in the August

23 and 30, 1902, issues of American Architect and Buillding News, indicating

the significance attached to his designs by his peers.

The plan prepared by Cram for the new college was striking in its
sophistication and originality. The original scheme was for a grand
classical arrangement of 17 Georgian Revival brick buildings around a great
quadrangle with parterres and formal plantings, fountains, and pools.
Vhile it was not strictly symmetrical, the plan was formal and axial. The
principal axis ran east-west and terminated on the east end with a chapel.
Two smaller axes ran north-south, The eastern side of the campus was
designed to be largely residential; the western side was dominated by the
academic buildings, including a refectory, library, fine arts center, and a
"commencement hall.”® Dorzitories were organized in a quadrangle
arrangement; each dormitory group was bilaterally symmetrical.
Commencement Hall, designed with an impressive dome and connected to
flanking buildings by colonnades, served as the central €focus of the
architectural complex. A secondary axis ran socuth from the hall to a semi-
circular court, around which wvere a science building, library, gymnasium,
and industrial building.

The central focus of Cram's landscape plan was the oval pond and roundabout
at the south end of the composition. Arcades and colonnades defined and
enclosed the composition and provided a transition between the buildings
and the balustraded terraces. The principal entrance to the campus was
from the south, by way of a road that circled arocund the campus from the
north and west.

Cram's original plan sav many alterations and he was forced to redesign the
campus layout several times during his tenure as architect for the college.
This was largely due to lack of funds, as well as a general preference on
the part of Sweet Briar officials and the president for a simpler, less
formal layout. Thus, although many of the buildings as originally planned
vere executed, the formal approach and landscaping vere largely abandoned.

The style chosen by Cram for the buildings at Sweet Briar was Georgisn, not
a style for which he was particularly well known during his architectural

career, but the only one he felt was appropriate for a school in rural
Virginia. Cram described Virginia's Georgian style as "ample, courteous
and generally aristocratic,” and the architecture of the antebellum
Southeast as "the style that may really be called almost indigenous to
America."’/ On the other hand, he shunned meticulous copying of earlier
American colonial prototypes and regarded buildings that attempted
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archeological accuracy as "stupid.” Instead, Cram designed the buildings
at Sveet Briar to be individualistic, yet united by a sure sense of
proportion, classical detail, and quality of execution,

H. Stafford Bryant, in his article "Classical Ensemble," suggested several
English prototypes as inspiration for some of the buildings designed by
Cram for Sweet Briar College. The small domed brick pavilion that
terminates the colonnade leading from Gray dormitory, the so-called
"cupela,’ has been compared to Lord Pembroke's hridge at Wilton built to
the design of Robert Morris. Fletcher and Academic (now Benedict) Halls
shov similarities with the Queen's House at Greenwich and the Banqueting
House in London, both designed by Inigo Jones. Both the refectory, built
in 15806, and the library, built in 1928, feature a giant order of pilasters
alternating with arched windows, similar to the Senate House at Cambridge,
dating from 1722.8

The inspiration for Cram's campus plan and layout for Sweet Briar College
is more difficult to trace and is based on both the history of college
architecture in the United States and then-popular Beaux Arts theories of
design. Cram, wvho made many detailed studies of American campus designs
throughout his career, wvas influenced by New England prototypes as well as

several southern colleges, particularly South Carolina College at Columbia,
and Thomas Jefferson's University of Virginia.

The campuses of most New England schools are arranged around either a
quadrangle, as at Harvard University, or along a row, as at Yale
University. Some colleges, such as Dartmouth College (originally
constructed along a row) combined features of both plans. The plan of such
gsouthern colleges as Washington College (later Washington & Lee University)
and South Carolina College also combined features of the row plan and
guadrangle popular at several New England colleges.

At the University of Virginia a strongly architectural focal point was
established at the Rotunda, from which the academic and residential
buildings developed on eijither side of a long allee. Not only was the
comprehensive and cohesive arrangement of spaces at University of Virginia
revolutionary for its time, but the symbolic and didactic qualities of the
Roman classical architecture chosen by Jefferson made it a uniquely
personal architectural masterpiece.

Partly due to Stanford White's reconstruction of the Rotunda and subsequent
additions to the college grounds, the University of Virginia was "re-
discovered" by architects at the turn of the century. Many followers of
the Beaux Arts school of design admired Jefferson's vision of a unified




































