
Vassar Art Library, April 11 – June 6, 2022

The Campus Green
The Olmsted Firm’s Designs for Vassar College



 
1. The Family Tree of the Olmsted Firms 1858–1958
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“What are they doing at Vassar?” asked Scribner’s Monthly in August, 
1871, in a long essay reporting on the new college giving women the 
same education as men. The author extolled the wonders of the sur-
rounding Hudson Valley, comparing it to the most beautiful landscapes 
of rural England or northern Italy, before proceeding to describe the 
campus itself, featuring landscape “gems of loveliness”. Strikingly, 
the article credited this campus landscape to Frederick Law Olmsted 
(1822–1903), known as the father of American Landscape Architecture, 
and his partner Calvert Vaux (1824–1895), claiming that, “A third of the 
two hundred acres is laid out and planted with a view to ornament, after 
a plan from Messrs. Olmsted and Vaux; the other two-thirds are worked 
as farm and garden, for use by the College family.” Was this attribution 
fact, or urban legend?

5IF�0MNTUFE�mSN�XBT�JOEFFE�POF�PG�UIF�GPSFNPTU�DSFBUJWF�GPSDFT�JO�
American campus planning, working with over 150 colleges, among 
them Stanford, Washington University in St. Louis, and American Uni-
WFSTJUZ�JO�8BTIJOHUPO�EVSJOH�UIF�mSN�T�FYJTUFODF�VOEFS�WBSJPVT�OBNFT�
from 1857 to 1979. Yet their renown as planners of important parks 
BOE�QVCMJD�DPNNJTTJPOT�IBT�MPOH�PWFSTIBEPXFE�UIFJS�TJHOJmDBOU�XPSL�
in campus design, studies of which are relatively few and fragmented. 
"EEJUJPOBMMZ�UIF�TJHOJmDBOU�DPOUSJCVUJPOT�PG�0MNTUFE�T�TPOT�BOE�PUIFS�
NFNCFST�PG�UIF�mSN�IBWF�ZFU�UP�CF�GVMMZ�EJTUJOHVJTIFE�

5IF�CJDFOUFOBSZ�PG�'SFEFSJDL�-BX�0MNTUFE�T�CJSUI�PO�"QSJM���������IBT�
spurred renewed attention to these and other aspects of the Olmsted 
mSN�T�QSPKFDUT�BOE�MFHBDZ��5IJT�TUVEZ�USBDFT�UISFF�HFOFSBUJPOT�PG�UIF�
0MNTUFE�mSN�BU�7BTTBS�DPOUSJCVUJOH�B�OFX�DBNQVT�DBTF�TUVEZ�UP�UIF�
Olmsted annals, and a new layer to Vassar campus history. Research 
in the Library of Congress, the Frederick Law Olmsted National Historic 
Site, and Vassar Special Collections has uncovered a trove of unpub-
lished drawings, documents and photos, revealing what F. L. Olmsted 
BOE�IJT�BTTPDJBUFT�EJE�BOE�EJE�OPU�DPOUSJCVUF�UP�7BTTBS�T�DBNQVT�



3

���&HJEJVT�$��8JOUFS�7BTTBS�'FNBMF�$PMMFHF�MJUIPHSBQI�����
���8JMMJBN�/PUNBO�7BTTBS�.BJO�#VJMEJOH�TFFO�GSPN�UIF�OPSUIXFTU�����



4

"T�JT�XFMM�LOPXO�7BTTBS�$PMMFHF�PQFOFE�JO������BT�B�TJOHMF�NPOV-
mental building situated in an expansive rural landscape. Occupying 
land once home to the Munsee Lenape peoples, the new college was 
located on a plain that had previously been a racetrack, and thus had 
been completely deforested. Matthew Vassar envisioned these open 
mFMET�BT�B�WFSEBOU�QBSL�MJLF�TFUUJOH�UP�CF�QMBOUFE�XJUI�nPXFS�HBSEFOT�
a botanical garden, and ornamental and fruit-bearing trees. Yet at the 
UJNF�PG�7BTTBS�T�VOFYQFDUFE�EFBUI�JO�+VOF������UIF�DBNQVT�XBT�TUJMM�B�
relatively bleak landscape, its lawns edged with small conifers. 

*O�GBDU�JU�XBT�UIF�EFBUI�PG�UIF�DPMMFHF�T�GPVOEFS�JO������UIBU�QSPNQUFE�
the Board of Trustees to write to Fredrick Law Olmsted for his profes-
TJPOBM�BEWJDF��5IF�USVTUFFT��&YFDVUJWF�$PNNJUUFF�TPVHIU�iUP�FNQMPZ� 
one of the best landscapists in the community to prepare a complete 
plan for laying out and ornamenting the college grounds with special 
reference to securing the best location for a statue of the founder.”  
F. L. Olmsted, together with Calvert Vaux, visited the Vassar campus in 
"VHVTU�PG�������5IF�OFYU�EBZ�0MNTUFE�XSPUF�UP�IJT�XJGF�.BSZ�SFQPSUJOH�
his impressions of Vassar: “They have a miserable plan to be amended, 
UIBU�T�BMMw��5ISFF�EBZT�MBUFS�B�7BTTBS�HSPVOET�DPNNJUUFF�NFU�BOE�SF-
corded that Olmsted and Vaux had made an outline sketch for improve-
ments to roads and paths. However, no trace of the drawing has been 
GPVOE�EFTQJUF�TFBSDIFT�GSPN������UP�UIF�QSFTFOU��BOE�OP�FWJEFODF�
IBT�FNFSHFE�CFZPOE�UIF�4DSJCOFS�T�FODPNJVN�UIBU�BOZ�DIBOHFT�XFSF�
undertaken as a result. Perhaps Vassar actually owed some long-lost 
MBOETDBQF�HFNT�UP�UIF�QBJS�T�JEFBT��NPSF�MJLFMZ�FBSMZ�BDDPVOUT�PG�UIFJS�
campus contributions were exaggerated, and developed into legend. 
What is certain is that the senior Olmsted did not lay out the campus. 

By the 1890s, the college had outgrown Main Building—“Vassar is 
Overcrowded,” as the New York Times reported in 1895—and progres-
TJWF�JEFBT�BCPVU�XPNFO�T�IPVTJOH�GBWPSFE�TNBMMFS�DPUUBHF�TUZMF�MJW-
JOH�BSSBOHFNFOUT�GPS�XPNFO��8JUI�B�HJGU�GSPN�+PIO�%��3PDLFGFMMFS�UIF�
college built one such dorm in Strong House, and made plans for a new 
classroom building. In order to site this new building—as well as more 
new dorms, with an eye toward future buildings including a chapel  
BOE�MJCSBSZ�+BNFT�.POSPF�5BZMPS�QSFTJEFOU�PG�7BTTBS�GSPN������UP�
1914, advocated for the creation of a master plan, and the hiring of  
F. L. Olmsted, once again, to create it. His memory and health declin-
JOH�0MNTUFE�IBE�SFUJSFE�GSPN�QSBDUJDJOH�UIF�QSFWJPVT�ZFBS��5IF�mSN�XBT�
UIFO�SVO�CZ�+PIO�$IBSMFT�0MNTUFE�	����o����
�'��-��0MNTUFE�T�OFQI-
ew-turned-adopted son, who had been a partner since 1884, and who 
was a talented and widely respected landscape architect in his own 
right; he would be the founding president of the American Society of 
Landscape Architects (ASLA) in 1899. 
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��� +PIO�$IBSMFT�0MNTUFE�	VOEBUFE

5. Vassar College and Grounds, Surveyed by the Class of 1878 (detail); with annotations for added 

XPSLJOH�CVJMEJOHT�JO�HSFFO�BOE�SFTJEFOUJBM�CVJMEJOHT�JO�SFE�QSFTVNBCMZ�JO�UIF�IBOE�PG�+��$��0MNTUFE
��� +��$��0MNTUFE�T�DFOUSBM�HSFFOTXBSE�TFFO�GSPN�PWFS�.BJO�#VJMEJOH�MPPLJOH�XFTU�4FQUFNCFS�����
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*O�+VMZ�PG������+��$��0MNTUFE�WJTJUFE�UIF�7BTTBS�DBNQVT��BT�XBT�IJT�
QSBDUJDF�IF�SFDPSEFE�mFME�OPUFT�GPS�JOUFSOBM�VTF�DBOEJEMZ�BTTFTTJOH�
campus and client. (“They are proud of a circular hedge of arbor vitae 
BCPVU�B�mFME�OPX�VTFE�GPS�BUIMFUJDT�XJUI�UISFF�OBSSPX�HBSEFO�CFET�BOE�
three walks around the outside.…”) From these notes, he worked up a 
formal report, emphasizing the crucial importance of professional guid-
BODF�JO�QMBOOJOH�B�DPMMFHF�DBNQVT��%SBXJOH�PO�UIF�iQSJODJQMFT�BOE�
rules governing convenience and design” championed by his father, 
+��$��0��BT�IF�XBT�LOPXO�BEWPDBUFE�GPS�UIF�SBUJPOBM�BMMPDBUJPO�PG�MBOE�
in the central campus for a growing nucleus of what he called working 
buildings (recitation rooms, assembly halls, laboratories), with a periph-
eral zone designated for residential buildings. He proposed that a large 
central greensward be formed by placing buildings on either side of 
.BJO�%SJWF�TUBSUJOH�XJUI�3PDLFGFMMFS�)BMM�BOE�JOEJDBUJOH�B�TJUF�PQQPTJUF�
it for a future chapel. 

Although he was a talented draftsman—his works have long been 
DPOGVTFE�XJUI�UIPTF�PG�UIF�BSDIJUFDU�)��)��3JDIBSETPO�+��$��0��NBEF�
no drawings for Vassar. Instead, he sketched the placement of the 
proposed new buildings on a topographical map provided by Vassar, 
using green for working buildings, and red for residential structures. 

5IF�0MNTUFE�mSN�XBT�LOPXO�GPS�JUT�OBUVSBM�QBSL�MJLF�EFTJHOT�BMUIPVHI�
they often favored a central quadrangular campus space as a focal 
point for social and academic exchange; and at this moment, following 
the 1893 Chicago Columbian Exposition, their campus designs were 
typically characterized by symmetrical geometric plans. The relative 
merits of the formal, symmetrical or the winding, picturesque modes had  
CFFO�B�SFDVSSJOH�JTTVF�JO�7BTTBS�T�IJTUPSZ�CFHJOOJOH�XJUI�UIF�EFDJTJPO�
UP�DSFBUF�BO�BYJBM�FOUSBODF�ESJWF�UP�.BJO�#VJMEJOH��4P�+��$��0��T�SFDPN-
mendation for the central greensward established the formal, quad-
SBOHVMBS�DPSF�PG�UIF�7BTTBS�DBNQVT��	0OMZ�UIF�1SFTJEFOU�T�)PVTF�CVJMU�
CFGPSF�+��$��0��DBNF�UP�DBNQVT�JOUFSSVQUT�UIJT�HFPNFUSZ�TDSFFOFE�CZ�
B�MJOF�PG�USFFT�UIBU�KVTU�OPUDI�POF�DPSOFS�
�5IF�USVTUFFT�EFDSFFE�UIBU�UIJT�
lawn must be protected from further building to preserve the symme-
try and quadrangular effect. This greensward survives to the present, 
CJTFDUFE�CZ�.BJO�%SJWF�JOUP�UIF�OPSUIFSO�-JCSBSZ�-BXO�BOE�UIF�TPVUI-
ern Chapel Lawn. Today, however, the overgrown tree canopy and the 
subsequent insertion of winding paths undermine the geometric clarity 
of the quadrangular space.
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'PS�UIF�TJUJOH�PG�BEEJUJPOBM�EPSNJUPSJFT�+��$��0MNTUFE�SFDPNNFOEFE�UXP�
alternative locations: either southeast of Main, which he preferred, or 
northwest of Strong, an area the college already favored. He advocated 
that the layout of dormitories for women should be different from those 
for men, explaining “the desirability of a somewhat greater degree of 
EPNFTUJDJUZ�BOE�QSJWBDZ�JO�B�XPNFO�T�DPMMFHF�w�*O�UIF�OPSUIXFTU�TJUF�
IF�GVSUIFS�QSPQPTFE�UIBU�UIFSF�XBT�FOPVHI�TQBDF�GPS�mWF�EPSNJUPSJFT�
and that the college might arrange them either en échelon—a pattern 
PG�TUBHHFSFE�XJOHT�UIF�mSN�IBE�MPOH�GBWPSFE�GPS�BTZMVNT�BT�XFMM�BT�
dorms, which shared functional requirements for light and ventilation—
or else in a quincunx formation, akin to the center and corners of a 
OJOF�TRVBSF�HSJE��*O�GBWPSJOH�UIFTF�BSSBOHFNFOUT�GPS�B�XPNFO�T�TDIPPM�
he declared: “The same motives also indicate that a less stiff and formal 
grouping of the dormitories than in quadrangles would be desirable.” 
The college overrode these recommendations, although for practical 
reasons rather than issues of gender, and erected   Raymond House 
across from Strong, following up with three more residence halls to form 
UIF�%PSN�2VBESBOHMF��

*U�JT�TUSJLJOH�UIBU�+��$��0MNTUFE�GPDVTFE�QSJNBSJMZ�PO�DBNQVT�QMBOOJOH�
and architectural issues, rather than landscape per se. There was not 
yet a conception of architecture and landscape design as separate 
spheres of activity; landscape architecture, like urban planning, was 
KVTU�FNFSHJOH�BT�B�EJTUJODU�EJTDJQMJOF�BU�UIJT�NPNFOU�BOE�UIF�BSU�PG�EF-
sign was understood to encompass a broad range of tasks and media. 
The elder Olmsted had argued for the ability to hire and manage engi-
neers, architects, and horticulturists when working at Stanford in 1890, 
since, he attested, the value of his services lay in the synthesis of these 
disciplines, thereby meriting the title of landscape architect; and it was 
Olmsted, Senior who gave this name to the profession.
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7 Frederick Law Olmsted, New York State Asylum, Buffalo; sketch of buildings arranged in the 
echelon plan, 1872. The buildings were designed by Henry Hobson Richardson with advice 
from F. L. Olmsted and Calvert Vaux.

�� 7BTTBS�$PMMFHF�%PSNJUPSZ�2VBESBOHMF�XJUI�3PDLFGFMMFS�)BMM�JO�UIF�GPSFHSPVOE�.BZ�����
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This professional situation had changed by the time that Vassar once 
BHBJO�DBMMFE�VQPO�UIF�0MNTUFE�mSN�UIJSUZ�ZFBST�MBUFS��#Z�UIJT�UJNF�UIF�
new buildings planned in the 1890s had been realized, and other de-
TJHOFST�IBE�CFFO�DPOTVMUFE�BNPOH�UIFN�4BNVFM�1BSTPOT�+S��-PSJOH�
Underwood, and Beatrix Farrand. So, with a changed campus, and a 
new president, Henry Noble MacCracken, the focus turned from master 
planning to developing several discrete areas of campus, and to plant-
ing around new buildings. MacCracken, who served as president from 
����o���FTDIFXFE�UIF�OPUJPO�PG�TVTUBJOFE�XPSL�XJUI�B�TJOHMF�EFTJHOFS�
JOTUFBE�TPMJDJUJOH�JOQVU�GSPN�B�SFWPMWJOH�SPTUFS�PG�EFTJHOFST�GPS�TQFDJmD�
QSPKFDUT��*O�UIF�����T�UIF�BUUFOUJPO�GPDVTFE�PO�B�OFX�RVBESBOHMF�PO�
the northeastern edge of campus. An unprecedented donation from 
Minnie Cumnock Blodgett enabled construction of the huge classroom 
building that would bear her name, dedicated to the study of euthenics, 
the application of the sciences and liberal arts to domestic and commu-
OJUZ�FOWJSPONFOUT�	B�mFME�UIBU�XBT�UIFO�DPOUSPWFSTJBM�BOE�TVCTFRVFOUMZ�
SFQVEJBUFE
��#MPEHFUU�)BMM�XBT�UIF�DFOUFS�PG�UIF�OFX�&VUIFOJDT�2VBE�
which also encompassed Kenyon Gym, Cushing House, and Wimpf-
heimer, a nursery school and childhood education center. Mrs. Blodgett 
GBWPSFE�IJSJOH�UIF�0MNTUFE�mSN�XIJDI�XBT�UIFO�MBOETDBQJOH�IFS�#SPPL-
CZ�FTUBUF�JO�(SBOE�3BQJET�.JDIJHBO��#Z�UIJT�UJNF�+��$��0MNTUFE�IBE�
EJFE�BOE�'SFEFSJDL�-BX�0MNTUFE�+S��	����o����
�LOPXO�BT�3JDL�XBT�
UIF�mSN�T�MFBEJOH�QBSUOFS��CVU�IF�XBT�UIFO�PDDVQJFE�CZ�XPSL�JO�$BMJ-
fornia and developing the landscape architecture program at Harvard, 
TP�PUIFS�NFNCFST�PG�mSN�UPPL�PO�DBNQVT�XPSL��3JDL�0MNTUFE�SFDPN-
mended to Vassar his partner Percival Gallagher (1874–1934), who had 
TJHOJmDBOU�FYQFSJFODF�BT�UIF�MBOETDBQF�BEWJTFS�UP�#SZO�.BXS�BNPOH�
other northeastern colleges. However, in a private note to Gallagher, 
Olmsted cautioned him that, “My impression is that the Vassar buildings 
and grounds are in a good deal of a mess and if I were you I would not 
TUSBJO�NZTFMG�WFSZ�IBSE�UP�UBLF�B�KPC�UIFSFw��%FTQJUF�UIJT�XBSOJOH�(BMMB-
gher accepted the invitation to advise Vassar, in what would become a 
fraught four-year relationship with the college.

Vassar hired Gallagher as Consulting Landscape Architect in the sum-
mer of 1929, initially asking him to work on the emerging Euthenics 
2VBE�	QJDLJOH�VQ�GSPN�'BSSBOE�CFGPSF�IJN
��5IF�DPMMFHF�DIBSHFE�IJN�
with surveying the zone, determining grading, and planning roads, 
QBUI�MBZPVUT�BOE�QMBOUJOHT��6OEFS�IJT�EJSFDUJPO�UIF�mSN�QSPEVDFE�
UIF�mSTU�DPNQSFIFOTJWF�TVSWFZ�PG�UIF�FBTUFSO�FOE�PG�7BTTBS�T�DBNQVT��
their technical diagrams and topographical drawings served as cru-
cial documents for the future development of this area, and evince the 
TQFDJBMJ[FE�TLJMMT�UIBU�UIF�0MNTUFE�mSN�DPVME�QSPWJEF��5IF�GPMMPXJOH�

���0MNTUFE�#SPUIFST�5PQPHSBQIJDBM�4VSWFZ�	EFUBJM
�+BOVBSZ��������
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March of 1930, Gallagher began working with groundskeeper Henry E. 
%PXOFS�UP�DSFBUF�B�QMBOUJOH�QMBO�GPS�UIF�BSFB�BSPVOE�#MPEHFUU�)BMM��"�
DMPTF�DPMMFBHVF�BOE�BMMZ�PG�1SFTJEFOU�.BD$SBDLFO�%PXOFS�XBT�B�,FX�
Gardens-trained horticulturist, who played a powerful role in campus 
EFWFMPQNFOU�EVSJOH�IJT�MPOH�UFOVSF�GSPN�����o����%PXOFS�IBE�CVUUFE�
heads with Farrand and engineered her ouster, but seemed to work well 
XJUI�(BMMBHIFS��UIFJS�DPSSFTQPOEFODF�SFWFBMT�UIBU�%PXOFS�XBT�SFDFQ-
UJWF�UP�(BMMBHIFS�T�SFDPNNFOEBUJPOT�BCPVU�UIF�QMBDFNFOU�BOE�DIPJDF�PG�
QMBOUJOHT�BOE�%PXOFS�JNQMFNFOUFE�UIF�QMBOT�XJUI�(BMMBHIFS�T�SFNPUF�
oversight.

The trustees next requested that Gallagher submit suggestions for the 
improvement of the Rock Lot—the plot housing Alumnae House and 
Williams Hall, so named for the large shale outcropping near the crest 
of the hill. In April 1930, Gallagher submitted a “Report Concerning 
Approaches to Alumnae House and Suggestions for Improvement of its 
Entrance Hall and Access to Basement Floor,” in which he suggested 
JNQMFNFOUJOH�B�POF�XBZ�USBGmD�QBUUFSO�BOE�CVJMEJOH�B�SFUBJOJOH�XBMM�UP�
BMMPX�UIF�BDDFTT�SPBE�UP�XJOE�BSPVOE�UIF�TPVUI�TJEF�PG�UIF�IJMM�	mHVSF�
��
��(BMMBHIFS�T�SFQPSU�BMTP�JODMVEFE�BEWJDF�BCPVU�UIF�SFOPWBUJPO�PG�UIF�
main entrance to the Alumnae House itself, in order to remedy what he 
EFTDSJCFE�BT�UIF�iBXLXBSEMZ�BSSBOHFE�ADFMMBSXBZ�w�UIBU�QSPWJEFE�BD-
cess to the basement. (Thus, once again, an Olmsted partner provided 
architectural and planning services, as well as landscape advice.) But 
UIF�USVTUFFT�SFKFDUFE�UIFTF�JEFBT�BT�UPP�DPTUMZ�BOE�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�TVN-
mer, asked him to revisit the site, this time to suggest locations for fu-
ture residential building sites on the lot, in addition to reconsidering the 
road, to give safer entrance/exit, and provide more parking. This time, 
Gallagher conceived a strikingly bold formal plan in which the main ac-
cess road cut a direct axial approach from the corner of Raymond and 
College Avenues, straight up the hill to the entrance of Alumnae House 
	mHVSF���
��5IJT�TFFNJOHMZ�JNQSBDUJDBM�QMBO�NFU�XJUI�PQQPTJUJPO�GSPN�
many parties, including the women faculty residents of Williams Hall, 
the trustees, and Alumnae House management, leading college general 
manager Keene Richards to propose that he could simply repave the 
FYJTUJOH�SPBE�JOFYQFOTJWFMZ��*O�+BOVBSZ�PG������(BMMBHIFS�XBT�TVSFMZ�
startled to receive a letter from architect Norman Newman saying that 
the college had hired him to submit a plan for the road instead; New-
man contacted Gallagher out of professional courtesy, and he gracious-
ly replied that there were no hurt feelings.
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����0MNTUFE�#SPUIFST�(SBEJOH�1MBO�GPS�3PDL�-PU�"QSJM����������%SBXO�CZ�$��"��5PXOF
����0MNTUFE�#SPUIFST�(SBEJOH�1MBO�GPS�"MVNOBF�)PVTF�+VOF����������%SBXO�CZ�$��"��5PXOF��

USBDFE�CZ�+��4���DIFDLFE�CZ�-ZMF�-��#MVOEFMM��BQQSPWFE�CZ�1FSDJWBM�(BMMBHIFS�
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����0MNTUFE�#SPUIFST�3FWJTFE�1MBO�GPS�&OUSBODF�%SJWF�BOE�1BSLJOH�BU�#FMMF�4LJOOFS�.VTJD�)BMM� 
+VMZ����������ESBXO�CZ�-ZMF�-��#MVOEFMM��BQQSPWFE�CZ�1FSDJWBM�(BMMBHIFS

13. Allen & Collens, Belle Skinner Music Hall West Elevation, 1930
14. Percival Gallagher, Belle Skinner Music Hall under construction, 1931
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%FTQJUF�UIJT�CSFBLEPXO�JO�UIF�QSPGFTTJPOBM�SFMBUJPOTIJQ�UIF�DPMMFHF�
DPOUJOVFE�UP�XPSL�XJUI�(BMMBHIFS�PO�PUIFS�QSPKFDUT�OPUBCMZ�QMBOOJOH�UIF�
roads, paths, and plantings around the newly constructed Skinner Hall 
PG�.VTJD�JO�UIF�TVNNFS�BOE�GBMM�PG�������5IJT�XBT�ZFU�BOPUIFS�QSPKFDU�
that dealt with new issues introduced by the automobile; drawings and 
letters document the exchanges among Gallagher, MacCracken, and 
3JDIBSET�BCPVU�USBGmD�DJSDVMBUJPO�BOE�QBSLJOH��.PSFPWFS�4LJOOFS�IBE�
CFFO�TJUFE�TP�UIBU�JU�TUFQQFE�PO�B�TJHOJmDBOU�QBSU�PG�UIF�%VUDIFTT�$PVO-
ty Ecological Laboratory, the seven-acre parcel devoted to plants na-
UJWF�UP�%VUDIFTT�$PVOUZ�DPODFJWFE�BOE�EJSFDUFE�CZ�UIF�WJTJPOBSZ�QMBOU�
ecologist and Chair of Botany Edith Roberts. MacCracken informed 
(BMMBHIFS�UIBU�%PXOFS�IBE�CFFO�HJWFO�DPOUSPM�PG�UIF�HSPVOET�XJUIJO�B�
���GPPU�SBEJVT�PG�UIF�CVJMEJOH�UIFSFCZ�TFUUJOH�VQ�B�EJGmDVMU�TJUVBUJPO�GPS�
%PXOFS�XBT�BU�MPHHFSIFBET�XJUI�3PCFSUT�BOE�MPTU�OP�PQQPSUVOJUZ�UP�
UIXBSU�IFS�QSPKFDUT��(BMMBHIFS�OBWJHBUFE�UIFTF�TIPBMT�CZ�SFDPNNFOE-
JOH�UIBU�OBUJWF�QMBOUT�TIPVME�DPOUJOVF�GSPN�3PCFSUT��MBC�SJHIU�VQ�UP�UIF�
building; although he also found it necessary to remove some of the 
trees growing in the Ecological Laboratory in order to improve views. 
But documents and drawings reveal that Roberts and Gallagher coop-
erated, and negotiated a mutually agreeable planting plan around the 
new music building, which was approved by the Grounds Committee in 
February,1932. 

In these and many other areas of campus, Gallagher worked closely 
XJUI�%PXOFS�GSPN�����o���UP�DPOTVMU�PO�QMBOUJOHT�EFWFMPQ�UIF�USFF�
canopy, and expand the arboretum that Farrand had established. He 
advised on the selection and siting of particular species, including the 
MJOEFO�USFFT�JO�GSPOU�PG�4LJOOFS�)BMM�BOE�UIF�+BQBOFTF�NBQMFT�BU�UIF�
DFOUFS�PG�UIF�%PSN�2VBE��CPUI�TUBOET�PG�USFFT�BSF�FYUBOU�UPEBZ��%PD-
VNFOUT�TVNNBSJ[F�UIF�QMBOUJOH�EFDJTJPOT�NBEF�EVSJOH�(BMMBHIFS�T�
DBNQVT�XBMLT�XJUI�%PXOFS�BOE�.BD$SBDLFO�NBLJOH�JU�EJGmDVMU�UP�LOPX�
whose ideas were whose. This collaborative approach was also at work 
JO�(BMMBHIFS�T�SFQPSU�PO�IJT�QSPQPTFE�i"SCPSFUVN�PG�0SOBNFOUBM�8PPEZ�
Plants,” advising—contrary to the ideas of Farrand and Roberts—that 
plants should be selected primarily for their decorative effect, rather 
UIBO�CPUBOJDBM�JOUFSFTU��i5IF�EJTQPTJUJPO�PG�UIF�QMBOUT�TIPVME�mSTU�PG�BMM�
be such as will enhance the landscape charm of the campus, and sec-
ondly afford horticultural and botanical interest to warrant its designation.” 

#Z�UIF�GBMM�PG������(BMMBHIFS�T�IFBMUI�IBE�EFUFSJPSBUFE�BOE�IF�XBT�
VOBCMF�UP�XPSL��*O�IJT�TUFBE�0MNTUFE�QBSUOFS�+BNFT�'SFEFSJDL�%BXTPO�
	����o����
�UPPL�PWFS�UIF�SFNBJOJOH�7BTTBS�QSPKFDUT�BEWJTJOH�PO�ESBJO-
BHF�JTTVFT�BSPVOE�4VOTFU�-BLF�BOE�TFSWJOH�CSJFnZ�BT�UIF�mOBM�DPOTVM-
UBOU�PG�UIF�0MNTUFE�mSN�UP�UIF�DPMMFHF�
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5IF�0MNTUFE�mSN�T�SFDPNNFOEBUJPOT�GPS�UIF�7BTTBS�DBNQVT�PGGFSFE�BU�
UISFF�EJGGFSFOU�NPNFOUT�JO�UIF�DPMMFHF�T�IJTUPSZ�FODPNQBTTFE�TUSJLJOHMZ�
varied approaches to campus planning and landscape design. Vassar 
could be a stubborn client, selectively implementing, adapting, or dis-
SFHBSEJOH�BMUPHFUIFS�UIFJS�SFDPNNFOEBUJPOT��1FSDJWBM�(BMMBHIFS�T�QSP-
posals, especially, were met with resistance. Beyond the Olmsteds, and 
UIF�EFTJHOFST�UIBU�QSFDFEFE�UIFN�4BNVFM�1BSTPOT�+S��-PSJOH�6O-
derwood, Beatrix Farrand—Vassar has continued to hire a succession 
of distinguished landscape architects and campus planners, including 
&FSP�4BBSJOFO�)JEFP�4BTBLJ�%JBOB�#BMNPSJ�.JDIBFM�7BO�7BMLFOCVSHI�
BOE�DVSSFOUMZ�3FFE�)JMEFSCSBOE�SFnFDUJOH�UIF�JUFSBUJWF�OBUVSF�PG�DBN-
pus planning. New layers have been added: buildings inserted, circu-
lation revised, and plantings replaced, recasting connections among 
buildings and campus sectors. Yet, we can still see the fruits of the 
0MNTUFE�mSN�T�SFDPNNFOEBUJPOT�OPUBCMZ�JO�UIF�GPSNBM�DIBSBDUFS�PG�
DFOUSBM�DBNQVT�FTUBCMJTIFE�CZ�+��$��0MNTUFE��UIF�HSFFOTXBSE�SJOHFE�
by working buildings and the residential quadrangle remain virtually 
VODIBOHFE�UIFJS�TJNQMF�BOE�DMFBSMZ�EFmOFE�GPSN�BOE�GVODUJPOT�SFnFDU-
JOH�UIF�0MNTUFET��QSJODJQMFT�PG�DPOWFOJFODF�BOE�EFTJHO�IF�TP�GPSDFGVMMZ�
FTQPVTFE�PWFS�B�DFOUVSZ�BHP��"OE�(BMMBHIFS�T�NFUJDVMPVT�TUVEJFT�MBJE�
the groundwork for the northeastern campus, and some of his planting 
recommendations have survived, and are still part of the campus arbo-
retum today. 

These stories remind us that complex processes, and varied voices 
BOE�WJTJPOT�IBWF�DPOmHVSFE�UIF�DBNQVT�GSPN�UIF�QMBDFNFOU�PG�CVJME-
ings, quadrangles, and trees, to the paths between them that shape our 
everyday experience. Plans and drawings show us contested ideas; the 
BSDIJWFT�ZJFME�WJWJE�UFTUJNPOZ�PG�EJBMPHVF�BOE�DPOnJDU�BNPOH�QFPQMF�
who have had strikingly different ideas and agendas. The focus of this 
exhibition on the development of the campus and its landscape over 
time underscores the importance of landscape design and steward-
ship to create a sense of place—a quality we have come to value all 
the more keenly after being banished to the virtual sphere imposed by 
the pandemic. This series of exhibitions aims to reveal how the campus 
came to be, and bring to light alternate visions of a Vassar that might 
have been—histories that help us make informed plans for the future.
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Land Acknowledgement  

We acknowledge that Vassar stands upon the homelands of the Munsee Lenape, 
Indigenous peoples who have an enduring connection to this place despite being 
forcibly displaced by European colonization. Munsee Lenape peoples continue 
UPEBZ�BT�UIF�4UPDLCSJEHF�.VOTFF�$PNNVOJUZ�JO�8JTDPOTJO�UIF�%FMBXBSF�5SJCF�BOE�
UIF�%FMBXBSF�/BUJPO�JO�0LMBIPNB�BOE�UIF�.VOTFF�%FMBXBSF�/BUJPO�JO�0OUBSJP��5IJT�
BDLOPXMFEHNFOU�IPXFWFS�JT�JOTVGmDJFOU�XJUIPVU�PVS�SFDLPOJOH�XJUI�UIF�SFBMJUZ�UIBU�
FWFSZ�NFNCFS�PG�UIF�7BTTBS�DPNNVOJUZ�TJODF������IBT�CFOFmUFE�GSPN�UIFTF�/BUJWF�
QFPQMFT��EJTQMBDFNFOU�BOE�JU�JT�IPMMPX�XJUIPVU�PVS�FGGPSUT�UP�DPVOUFS�UIF�FGGFDUT�PG�
TUSVDUVSFT�UIBU�IBWF�MPOH�FOBCMFE�BOE�UIBU�TUJMM�QFSQFUVBUF�JOKVTUJDF�BHBJOTU�*OEJHF-
nous Americans. To that end, we commit to build and sustain relationships with Native 
communities; to expand opportunities at Vassar for Native students, as well as Native 
faculty and other employees; and to collaborate with Native nations to know better the 
Indigenous peoples, past and present, who care for this land.  

Sources for further reading

Mardges Bacon, John McAndrew’s Modernist Vision: from the Vassar College Art 
Library to the Museum of Modern Art in New York (Princeton Architectural Press, 
2018).

:WPOOF�&MFU�i²DIFMPO�2VJODVOY�2VBESBOHMF��5IF�0MNTUFE�'JSN�BOE�$BNQVT�
1MBOOJOH�JO�UIF�&BSMZ�%FDBEFT�PG�7BTTBS�$PMMFHFw�Journal of Planning History,  
March, 2022.

:WPOOF�&MFU�BOE�7JSHJOJB�%VODBO�	7$����
�i#FBUSJY�'BSSBOE�BOE�$BNQVT�-BOETDBQF�
at Vassar: Pedagogy and Practice, 1925-29,” Studies in the History of Gardens and 
Designed Landscapes����	����
�����������

Karen Van Lengen, “Pedagogy and Place. The Legacy of the Landscape at Vassar 
College,” in Landscape and the Academy�FE��+PIO�#FBSETMFZ�	)BSWBSE�6OJWFSTJUZ�
1SFTT�%VNCBSUPO�0BLT������
��������

Karen Van Lengen and Lisa Reilly, Vassar College: An Architectural Tour (The 
Campus Guide) (Princeton Architectural Press, 2004).

Vassar Campus History: an online forum for the history of Vassar campus architecture, 
landscape, and soundscape. (http://vassarcampushistory.vassarspaces.net/)
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7KH�&DPSXV�*UHHQ��7KH�2OPVWHG�)LUP·V�'HVLJQV�IRU�9DVVDU�&ROOHJH 

Vassar Art Library 
"QSJM����o�+VOF�������
0SHBOJ[FE�CZ�:WPOOF�&MFU�"TTPDJBUF�1SPGFTTPS�PG�"SU�BOE�$BMFC�1��.JUDIFMM�7$����

15.  Vassar students studying in the Art Library, Northern Painting Study Room, c.1938
�����+PIO�.D"OESFX�	XJUI�5IFPEPSF�.VMMFS
�1MBO�PG�UIF�TFDPOE�nPPS�PG�UIF�"SU�-JCSBSZ�BOE� 

Taylor Hall, 1937, redrawn by Antoine Robinson

$PWFS��%FUBJM�PG�mHVSF���BEBQUFE�CZ�$BMFC�1��.JUDIFMM



This brochure was produced in conjunction with the exhibition The Campus Green: 
The Olmsted Firm’s Designs for Vassar College, installed in the Vassar Art Library. 
5IJT�BSDIJUFDUVSBMMZ�TJHOJmDBOU�TQBDF�UIF�mSTU�NPEFSOJTU�JOUFSJPS�JO�BO�"NFSJDBO�
DPMMFHF�XBT�EFTJHOFE�CZ�+PIO�.D"OESFX�XIP�UBVHIU�BSDIJUFDUVSBM�EFTJHO�BOE�
history at Vassar from 1932 to 1937, before going on to be the curator of architecture 
BU�.P."�	XIFSF�IF�EFTJHOFE�UIF�TDVMQUVSF�HBSEFO
��)F�EFTJHOFE�UIF�"SU�-JCSBSZ�JO�
1935–37, just a few short years after Olmsted partner Percival Gallagher made the 
ESBXJOHT�GPS�7BTTBS�$PMMFHF�UIBU�XF�EJTQMBZ�JO�.D"OESFX�T�CVJMEJOH��5IF�QSFTFOU�
working exhibition activates this important space conceived for the study of word and 
image. Rather than a museum exhibition of original drawings, we chose to present 
reproductions that can be viewed in these rooms dedicated to art and architecture. 
"�SFBEJOH�TIFMG�PG�QVCMJDBUJPOT�PO�UIF�0MNTUFE�mSN�BOE�DBNQVT�MBOETDBQF�EFTJHO�
accompanies the display.

The survival of documentary materials served as an organizing principle for our 
research, and this display. For the early years, and the campus visits by F. L. Olmsted, 
Vaux, and J. C. Olmsted, the extant material comprises mostly documents, which 
we present in the case in the central room of the Art Library, and which Yvonne 
Elet has analyzed in the article “Échelon, Quincunx, Quadrangle: The Olmsted Firm 
and Campus Planning in the Early Decades of Vassar College,” Journal of Planning 
History�������#Z�DPOUSBTU�EP[FOT�PG�0MNTUFE�mSN�ESBXJOHT�TVSWJWF�GSPN�UIF�QFSJPE�
when Percival Gallagher was Consulting Landscape Architect to the college, as well 
BT�(BMMBHIFS�T�QIPUPT�PG�DBNQVT�BOE�DPSSFTQPOEFODF��$BMFC�1��.JUDIFMM�SFTFBSDIFE�
and analyzed the Gallagher phase beginning as a 2021 Ford Fellow, and we present 
this material in Reading Room AL2 of the Art Library, originally designated by 
.D"OESFX�BT�UIF�"SDIJUFDUVSF�4UVEZ�3PPN��

This is the inaugural exhibition in a series about the history, preservation, and planning 
of the Vassar campus, organized by the Vassar Department of Art. 

3FTFBSDI�BOE�XSJUJOH�CZ�:WPOOF�&MFU�BOE�$BMFC�1��.JUDIFMM��

&YIJCJUJPO�BOE�HSBQIJD�EFTJHO�CZ�$BMFC�1��.JUDIFMM�XJUI�HVJEBODF�GSPN�5PCJBT�
Armborst. 

This exhibition is the culmination of several years of faculty and student research, and 
we are grateful to the many people who have contributed to this collaborative, iterative 
QSPKFDU��0VS�UIBOLT�UP�TUVEFOUT�JO�:WPOOF�&MFU�T�7BTTBS�DBNQVT�DPVSTF�JO������XIP�
contributed preliminary research: Nicholas Gorman, Colin Croghan, Julia Noonan, 
4JFOOB�3PQFSU�BOE�$IMPF�8JMMJBNT�4FBSMF��8F�BSF�JOEFCUFE�UP�UIF�'PSE�4DIPMBST�
1SPHSBN�BOE�UP�$ISJTUJOF�)PXMFUU�BOE�"MFYBOESB�)PGGNBO�GPS�FOBCMJOH�B�TVNNFS�PG�
SFTFBSDI�JO�������8F�FYUFOE�TQFDJBM�UIBOLT�UP�/JDIPMBT�"EBNT�(BSZ�)JMEFSCSBOE�
"SMFZO�-FWFF�%FEF�1FUSJ�BOE�.FH�3POTIFJN�GPS�TUJNVMBUJOH�DPOWFSTBUJPOT��UP�$IBE�
'VTU�GPS�VOEFSUBLJOH�ESPOF�QIPUPHSBQIZ�PG�UIF�HSFFOTXBSE��BOE�UP�5IPNBT�)JMM�GPS�
GBDJMJUBUJOH�PVS�VTF�PG�UIJT�MJCSBSZ�TQBDF��0VS�EFFQFTU�HSBUJUVEF�HPFT�UP�.JDIFMF�$MBSL�
PG�UIF�'SFEFSJDL�-BX�0MNTUFE�/BUJPOBM�)JTUPSJD�4JUF�&EJUI�"��4BOEMFS�PG�UIF�-JCSBSZ�PG�
$POHSFTT�.BOVTDSJQU�%JWJTJPO�4UFWF�.FSSJMM�BU�UIF�/BUJPOBM�"TTPDJBUJPO�PG�0MNTUFE�
1BSLT�BOE�3PO�1BULVT�BOE�%FBO�3PHFST�PG�UIF�7BTTBS�$PMMFHF�"SDIJWFT�BOE�4QFDJBM�
Collections Library for their assistance in locating and accessing source materials, 
and creatively overcoming library access limitations during the pandemic. 

This exhibition and brochure have been made possible with support from the Vassar 
%FQBSUNFOU�PG�"SU�"HOFT�3JOEHF�$MBnJO�'VOE�
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Image credits: 
Figures 1, 4, 5, 7, 9-14: Courtesy of the United States Department of the Interior, 
National Park Service, Frederick Law Olmsted National Historic Site; 2:  Library of 
Congress, Prints and Photographs Division; 3, 15, 16: Vassar Special Collections 
Library; 6, 8: Chad Fust. 

Text ©Yvonne Elet and Caleb P. Mitchell, 2022. No part of the contents of this 
brochure may be reproduced, in whole or in part, without the permission of the 
authors. 


