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B DESCRIPTION 

XEXCELLENT 

_GOOD 

_FAIR 

CONDITION 

_DETERIORATED 

_RUINS 

_UNEXPOSED 

CHECK ONE 

_UNALTERED 

'~LTERED 

CHECK ONE 

)LORIGI NAL SITE 

_MOVED DAT~---

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND O~IGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

Grace Church, Cismont, with its adjacent cemeter)JJ is set in a copse of ancient 
trees on a hill~'above Route 231 in Albemarle County. The architect of the Gothic 
Revival building was recently reveal~d through fhe discovery,,among the. paperg of a 
parishioner, of architeetUt'?ledrawi.ng.stsigned1 11w.istrickland,,. ,Alt'Crlt./N~~hville·.···.l9~li .. 
April {18)4711• ,,.· Bntlt .at mid:c~nt.u~y:and::1:ep~:i),}:, ~nrtheain.tel'.'j_or -afterra 41:h~aSµ'.t\"qus 
f.i.re ·tn•·l895, ··the.· ~:l{tetmo~csmrvives?ihtact as St;f:i:e~+and c~nceived. it. 

The church is cons1:x-u~t;edt-cS'f ashlar masonry with a squaie';:td*et-" pto Jee ting 
slightly from the center of the west end, and a one-story entrance "Portal" 
appended to that. The 1895 chancel is laid in coursed. rubble masonry and has 
an asymmetrical gable :roof and four l?ncet windows of various sizes,with geo­
metrical tracery in the largest one. 

Strickland's plans call for a church roughly iri the DecOrated style, though 
not of archaeological character by any means. Two-stage clasping corner buttresses 
with octagonal pinnacles or "minarets" mark tlle corners of .the building and the 
portal. Buttresses on the side walls divide the bUflding into three bays, each , 
with a two-part lancet window with plate tracery. On the faca,d~,-~imilar windows' 
but with hood moldings, flank the tower, and raking courses of rectangular machi;. ' 
cOlations provide further embellishment. The tower itself wa~ clesigned with a 
tall lower stage pierced by a lancet window with plate tracery, surrounded with 
crockets and an elaborate cross at the apex. A deeply cut scotia molding marks 

r 

the transition to the belfry stage with its triple lancet windows: on each facade. 
Another band. of molding supports the corbelled battlements which crown the tower. 
Strickland designed the portal to have a pointed arch opening arid curvilinear 
machicolations or "pedimental tracery",on its parapeted gable. A small, plain 
one-story vestry room of about the same size as the portal,was planned for the 
east end. The exterior of the church follows this design closely. For the hood ~ 

moldings of the east-end windows were substituted voussoirs of slighter projec­
tion with prominent keystones. This treatment was also used on the side-wall 
windows, for which Strickland had intended. ns,:~~j;;:eriQ.r .eml:>.¢l\~Elhw~nt~h•: Tll~d§ide 
buttresses were omitted and the building was lengthened one bay. Two small 
flanking setbacks were placed on each side of the tower,rather than the one, 
Strickland drew. Some other changes were made, probably during ehe 1895 ,'tecon­
struction. The tower window crockets were excised,. and the vestry room was re­
placed by the present larger chancel. In addition,Perpendicular-style tracery 
replaced Striciland~s Decorated-type plate tracery. 

On the interior~ Strickland's plans called for an auditorium church with a 
nine-inch-deep "Recess of the Pulpit" containing a door to the vestry room in the 
east end. One entered the church through the portal and turned right or left into 
the auditoriumtb\:ur;o~gh doors accommodated by the intrusion of the tower into the 
main room. After the fire,an axial entrance was created, and the rear wall of 
the auditorium was moved forward and aligned with the east wall of the tower, 
providing space for small rooms on either side. That on the north is presently 
used as a choir room, while that on the south contains a stair to the tower. The 
addition of the new chancel after •the fire sig;naled a change from .Low-- to. High­
Church orientation. The depth of the chancel was increased by the creation of 
small side chapels, delineated by heavy pointed arches and squat octagonal columns_, 
in the northeast and southeast corners of the auditorium. The openwork timber 
roof and stained-glass windows also postdate the fire. 
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II SIGNIFICANCE 

PERIOD 

_ PREHISTORIC 

_ 1400-1499 

_1500-1599 

_1600-1699 

_ 1700-1799 

X1aoo-1ass 
_1900-

AREAS OF SIGNIFICANCE -- CHECK AND JUSTIFY BELOW 

-ARCHEOLOGY-PREHISTORIC _COMMUNITY PLANNING _LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE 

_ARCHEOLOGY-HISTORIC _ CONSERVATION _LAW 

-AGRICULTURE _ ECONOMICS _LITERATURE 

LRCHITECTURE _EDUCATION _MILITARY 

_ART _ENGINEERING _MUSIC 

_COMMERCE _EXPLORATION/ SETTLEMENT _ PHILOSOPHY 

_COMMUNICATIONS _INDUSTRY _POLITICS/ GOVERNMENT 

_INVENTION 

XRELIGION 

_SCIENCE 

_SCULPTURE 

_SOCIAUHUMANITARIAN 

_THEATER 

_TRANSPORTATION 

_OTHER (SPECIFY) 

SPECIFIC DATES 1847, 1895 ~/ARCHITECT William Strickland 

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Grace Church, a picturesque Gothic Revival building in the Cismont vicinity of Albemarle 
County, is the only known work in Virginia of William Strickland (1788-1854), one of the 
nation's leading architects during the first half of the nineteenth century. Strickland 
trained under Benjamin Henry Latrobe and is responsible for the designs of such noted 
works as the Philadelphia Exchange, the Second Bank of the United States in Philadelphia, 
and the Tennessee State Capitol. Most of his architectural works are in a heroic Greek 
Revival style, his Gothic works are comparatively rare, a fact that adds interest to 
Grace Church. 

Strickland's authorship of Grace Church's design had been forgotten until recent years 
when his signed drawings (dated 1847) turned up in the Rives family papers at the Univer­
sity of Virginia. The Rives family seat was at the nearby estate, Castle Hill. The 
building of the church was a project of Mrs . William Cabell Rives, wife of the noted sena­
tor and diplomat. Most of the Episcopal churches in the area during the antebellum period 
were relatively rude structures, simple wooden chapels surviving from the colonial period, 
thus, Mrs. Rives took special care to have her parish church be a fine specimen of archi­
tecture. The use of the Gothic style for Episcopal churches during the mid-nineteenth 
century was a product of the romantic movement begun in England. Like a number of archi­
tects of the period Strickland drew inspiration from the small, medieval parish churches 
of English villages. 

The original interior woodwork of the church was executed by a craftsman named Mcsparren, 
an Englishman brought from the North by Mrs. Rives. While he was in the area, Mcsparren 
also constructed the woodwork for Cobham Park, a large Georgian-style mansion nearby, 
built for William Cabell Rives, Jr. Grace Church's woodwork was destroyed when the build­
ing was gutted by fire in 1895. Whether or not it followed the designs indicated in 
Strickland's drawing is not known. The present interior and chancel date from the re­
construction following the fire, and though fairly modest in concept, the design is 
typical of ecclesiastical work of the period. The exterior survived essentially as Strick­
land designed it, and the church continues to house an active congregation. 

Grace Church is the successor of a colonial chapel, "Walkers," the site of which is marked 
by a boulder in the front yard of the present building. The chapel took its name from the 
Walker family who originally established Castle Hill plantation. Grace Church today is 
known for the colorful blessing of the hounds ceremony that takes place there annually. 
Fox hunting is an old tradition in the area, being popularized by Dr. Thomas Walker of 
Castle Hill who introduced the "Walker strain" of foxhounds to Virginia in the eighteenth 
century. 

DTU & CCL 



ll~~JOR -~HIJ.tQG_RAfllICJ\t REFERENCES 
Historical Guide to Albemarle County. 1924. 
O'Neal, William B., editor. Architectural Drawing in Virginia, 1819-1969. Charlottes­

ville: School of Architectu~e of the University of Virginia, 1969. 
Stanton, Phoebe B. The Gothic Revival and American Church Architecture. Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins Press, 1968. 

lll]GEOGRAPHICALDATA 
ACREAGE OF NOMINATED PROPERTY _-=F--=i:..cv--=ec........=a=c=r--=e=s __ 
UTM REFERENCES 

A l!...iz.J I 71 3 I 6 I 1 I 4 IO I 14 I 2 11 ,s p I 7 J O I 
ZONE EASTING NORTHING 

cli_J I I I I 1 1 I I I I , I 1 , I 
VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION 

• j 

sL.i._J! I, I 
.ZONE EASTING 

I I I I 
NORTHING 

0 LLJ 11, l I I ' I I I 

LIST ALL STATES AND COUNTIES FOR PROPERTIES OVERLAPPING STATE OR COUNTY BOUNDARIES 

STATE CODE COUNTY 

STATE CODE COUNTY 

mFORM'PREPARED BY 
NAME / TITLE 

Virginia Historic Landmarks Commission Staff 
ORGANIZATION 

Virginia Historic Landmarks Connnission 
STREET & NUMBER 

CODE 

CODE 

DATE 

January, 1976 
TELEPHONE 

221 Governor Street (804) 786-3143 
CITY OR TOWN STATE 

Richmond Virginia 

IE)STATE HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICER C~RTIFICATION 
THE EVALUATED SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS PROPERTY WITHIN THE STATE IS: 

NATIONAL_ STATE..!_ LOCAL __ 

As the designated State Historic Preservation Officer for the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 ( Public Law 8 9-665) . I 
hereby nominate this property for inclusion in the National Reg ister and certify that it has been evaluated according to the 

criteria and procedur h by the National Park Service. 

TITLE Ju • s R. Fishburne, Jr., Executive Director 
mission 

DATE 

GPO 89 2- 453 



.,Wi'£'1i«- ·~kl·mttf•s--~~ ~e:~=enuit~ -~ e:-·et>imt,;y-·-V-,r,· ... ii,.,.<•.k~.-. 

c~piecl from O'Heal, William B. Architectural Drai.dn in Vir ini 181 -1 6. 
University of Virginia Virginia Museum., 1969. 
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William Strickland's Drawing for Grace Church, Albemarle County, Va. 
copied from O'Neal, William B. Architectural Drawing in Virginia 1819-1969. 

University of Virginia/Virginia M~seum, 1969 • 
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copied from O'Neal, William B. Architectural Dravin in Vir inia 181 1 6. 
University of Virginia Virginia Museum, 1969. 
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