Vassar College

AN ARCHITECTURAL TOUR BY
Karen Van Lengen and Lisa Reilly

WITH PHOTOGRAPHS BY WILL FALLER

FOREWORD BY FRANCES D. FERGUSSON




i
° PARKING \
° BOOKSTORE




THE CAMPUS GUIDE

Vassar College

AN ARCHITECTURAL TOUR BY

Karen Van Lengen and Lisa Reilly

PHOTOGRAPHS BY

Will Faller

FOREWORD BY

Frances D. Fergusson

NEW YORK ‘ 20044




LTS R

i —

een made to identi
ubsequent editions

Special thanks to: Nettic Aljian, Janet Behning, Megan Carey, Penny (Yuen Pik) Chuy,
Russell Fernandez, Jan Haux, Clare Jacobson, Mark Lamster, Nancy Eklund Later, Linda
Lee, Katharine Myers, Scott Tennent, Jennifer Thompson, Joseph Weston, and Deb
Wood of Princeton Architectural Press —Kevin C. Lippert, publisher




defining
arranged
|
:I - -
_ ce of the finest quality. Eric Field
i - S a @ .
i Virginia, provided assistance in
ans included in the two introduct
shared his vast
Brenda Korfan
. We than Johnson, professor of architecture a

ance and mentorship. The Special
Patkus, was a huge resource for thi
an Rogers in Special Collections, who,

o1, for his

gently supported our research through
ue, a project manager for buildings and

husiastically prnvidcd maps, information, and

tectural docu

ddi




nced and fashionable architectural styles from the college’s founding
to the present day. Matthew Vassar brought money, brains, and enth
for the arts to his new college. He early proclaimed his determinatio
do “all things intellectual and material the best.”! Vassar lived by that dic-
tum, hiring the protean James Renwick, Jr., to build his college, the Main
Building of our present day. As Karen Van Lengen and Lisa Reilly so deftly
demonstrate, Vassar presidents have followed Matthew Vassar’s example,
adding notably over the decades to the architectural pleasures of
dinary campus. Those additions have been bold, inventive, often
scale, and varied in style. The result is one of the most beautiful,
mpuses one
I Campuses
style, generally Georgian or Gothic. Vassar, in the college’s determination to
be always of its time, gave much more stylistic freedom to its architects, ask-
ing only that they produce their best. Occasionally eyebrows rose, and typi-
cally energetic Vassar discussion ensued. In a less ordered world, the

architectural result could be disharmonious, perhaps even chaotic. At Vassar,

ing and its relation to the next. Green spaces have had as much prominence

in planning as the buildings. With rare exceptions, Vassar has known where

not to build buildings, protecting the open spaces, the verdant views, the
bordered quadrangles and circles, the special orbit of each structure and its
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unfolded, sometimes in sections, under the direction of its founder Matthew

Vassar along with a series of visionary presidents. These leaders developed

| the campus as an articulation of the college’s evolving educational mission

| and identity. In keeping with the strong sense of uniqueness and diversity

that has always been part of Vassar's identity, the college architecture today
does not adhere to one dominant style but features exquisite examples of

styles, including m eval revival, Second ire, colonial revival,

arts, high moderni , and postmodern re ntatives. The campu

ecture thus charts t  history of collegiate ation in America. Fr
fyou will e real coll
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the wealthy Poughkeepsie brewer in 1855 2 local girls’ school known as
Cottage Hill Seminary, formerly run by Vassar’s late niece, Lydia Booth.
Discussions with Lydia Booth had already spurred Vassar's interest in greater
educational opportunities for women, as his papers record, and he was soon
intrigued by Jewett’s idea.’ Once convinced that founding the first women's
college would be a worthy memorial to himself and a deserving philan-
thropic goal, Vassar pursued the project with characteristic energy and
enthusiasm. Tn 1859 he selected a site for the future college approximately
three miles east of Poughkeepsie.* In January of 1861, Vassar Female College
received a charter from the New York State Legislature, and in February, the
trustees elected Jewett the first president of the college.’ On February 26,
1861, Vassar presented an endowment of over $400, ooo and the deed to two
hundred acres to the new college’s trustees at their first meeting.® Although
later eroded by the financial instabilitics caused by the Civil War, Vassar's
gift was originally considered more than adequate for his purpose. As the
college became his life’s work, Vassar continued to add to his original gift as
the need arose.

From the beginning, Vassar and Jewett realized the importance of
architecture as a metaphor for the new educational venture the college repre-
sented. While education for women was not new, a college education on a
par with that available to men was. Vassar wanted the intellectual excellence
of his new institution to be apparent through its built form while also offer-
ing reassurance to a society uncomfortable with the idea of female equality
and independence. Being aware of the progressive nature of their proposal,
Vassar and Jewett sought a suitable architectural form to house their innova-
tive institution.

In 1862 Jewett traveled abroad to study educational institutions
while Vassar continued to develop the program and buildings for the new
campus.” Vassar was personally involved in every aspect of the college’s
design—sometimes to the frustration of Jewett and the board of trustees.

In his letters, diaries, and remarks at trustees’ meetings, Vassar expressed
concern about the safety and purity of the water supply, the effectiveness of
the heating system, daily progress of the building construction, and curricu-
Jar issues as well as his sense of the magnitude of his undertaking. In some
notes jotted down at the end of his diary of 1864, Vassar wrote, “The founder
of Vassar College and President Lincoln—Two Noble Emancipists—one of
Woman—the [other of the] Negro—."% While this claim may seem over-
stated today, Vassar's letters and diaries clearly reveal an intention to move
well beyond the status quo in women'’s education. His famous remark of his
intention “to build and endow a college for young women which shall be to
them what Yale and Harvard are to young men’ is revealing. He had come to
view women as men’s intellectual equals and wanted to provide a physical
plant for his college that was as impressive as that found at Harvard. He did

|
|
|
|
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ot wish to follow the modest path of the female seminary observed at
Mount Holyoke. This clearly shows that even though Vassar did put forward
the traditional view that women should be well educated because of their
critical social role as mothers and educators of their children, he also advo-
cated wider opportunities for women after college. These conflicting goals
reemerge in various ways throughout Vassar’s history. The early college’s fac-
ulty, curriculum, and academic facilities, for example, would proclaim the
sincerity of Matthew Vassar’s intention to revolutionize women's education
whereas the college’s regulations and residential arrangements suggested his
compliance with traditional social limits on women’s behavior.

Considering a female faculty necessary as role models for the stu-
dents, Matthew Vassar in fact wanted women professors for his new college,
stating in February of 1864, “Let us prove the certainty of woman’s higher
possible future by the best examples from the present. Let us recognize and
honor her existing talent first.” During a trustees’ discussion of faculty hires
in June 1864, Vassar said:

I wish to give one sex all the advantages t00 long monopolized by the
other. QOurs is, and is to be, an institution for women—not men. ...
This, I conceive may be fully accomplished within the rational limits of
true womanliness, and without the slightest hazard to the attractiveness
of her character. . .. We are defeated if we start upon the assumption
that she has no powers, save those she may derive or imitate from the
other sex. ... We are especially defeated if we fail to express by our acts
our practical belief in her pre-eminent powers s an instructor of her

own sex.?

The trustees, however, generally felt that a faculty of women would diminish
the college’s intended reputation as a female rival to Harvard and Yale, since
they would not be as well-trained or distinguished as a male faculty. In the
end, Vassar found his aim of an all-female faculty difficult to realize as few
women were qualified for positions as professors in the 1860s. In an early
instance of academic headhunting, however, the world-renowned astronomer
Maria Mitchell was successfully wooed by the Vassar trustees and became
one of two female members of the college’s original faculty, together with
physician and physiology professor Alida C. Ave ry.0

Another challenge Vassar faced was the fact that he could not
build upon any previous models for the development of his college’s campus.
Although the curriculum, faculty, and facilities could follow those at Harvard
and Yale, the college’s physical plant, with its need to provide young women
with an appropriate domestic environment, could not. While Princeton’s
multipurpose Nassau Hall of 1784 wasa popular prototype for Jate-eighteenth-
and early nineteenth-century American college buildings, by the 1860s,

NOILDNAaOHLINI \ (%




COLLE L:I'

e 0k a1

~
L]
&

e
;

_'—:-1;

i

I
e 'L-«J.H‘]T{Iﬂ‘ wf_ﬁ B ARAS
B [

Secomo: Svone

-r--m--

k(ll

I




Sentheast view of Avery Hall from Sunset Hill, . 1870

pioneering enterprise passed through the college’s gate to find the new cam-
pus dominated, then as now, by Renwick’s Main Building. Early engravings
suggest a parklike setting with formal gardens appropriate to the Second
Empire vocabulary of Main flanking the building and a more naturalized,
picturesque landscape beyond. Actual photographs from the early days of the
college show a plainer, less articulated landscape.

Behind Main stood three smaller subsidiary structures whose func-
tions tell much about the founder’s intention for his institution. Matthew
Vassar was particularly keen to provide a safe and hygienic home for the col-
lege community as well as a place outfitted with the most modern equipment
available. Discreetly tucked behind Main was a power plant, which used the
most modern technology available to provide steam heat and lighting for the
campus. The observatory, one of the best equipped in the nation, stood on a
small hill about cight hundred feet northeast of the Main Building. To the
southeast of Main stood the Calisthenium and Riding Academy Building,
which opened in the college’s second year, later known as Avery Hall, and
now transformed into the new Center for Drama and Film. The building had
outstanding facilities and was described by the New York Times as the most
beautiful in this country, second only to those at West Point.'® In addition to
the high academic standards Martthew Vassar set for his college, he also
wanted to provide for adequate physical exercise for his students, being aware
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Maria Mitchell with ber assistant Mary Whitney in the obserwatory, c. 1888

of the claim that women’s physical weakness rendered them unsuited to the
ctrains of serious academic study. An innovative program of daily physical
exercise was incorporated into the college’s curriculum. While the riding pro-
gram was closed for financial reasons less than ten years after the college
opened, the program of individualized physical education housed in the
Calisthenium became an enduring part of the college’s curriculum. This core
of buildings was augmented by the landscape feature known as the Circle on
Main’s east side, which provided further room for exercise and botanical study.
The lavish, well-equipped campus reflected years of planning by
both the college founder, Matthew Vassar, and its first president, Milo P.
Jewett. Relations between the founder, the trustees, and President Jewett had
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Avery Hall, nineteenth century

grown tense, however, as the college’s opening day neared, and in spring of
1864, Jewett resigned as president, following a break with Matthew Vassar.
Jewett thus never presided over the students whose college he had worked
for nearly ten years to shape. John Raymond (1864—78), member of the board
of trustees and “an educator of long experience,” replaced the man who had
given Vassar the vision for his college.”

Under its second president, the college continued to mediate
between offering women advanced educational opportunities and abiding by
social conventions. In a report prepared at the request of the United States
Commissioner of Education, Raymond outlined the college’s administrative
organization:

The internal organization has two branches, educational and domes-
tic. ... Domestic arrangements have of late been regarded in this coun-
try as of doubtful utility in colleges for young men; but the Founder and
the Board of Trustees deemed them indispensable, for the present at
least, in a college for young women. The plan of the buildings and the
organization of the college have been adjusted to this view.?

Raymond defined his presidential role as being an overseer of the interests
of the college, ensuring its adherence to outside regulations, and

serving as a guardian of the students’ religious and moral instruction. He
identified the lady principal as his chief executive aide and immediate head

of the college family, who Sexercises 4 maternal supervision over the
deportment, health, social connections, personal habits, and wants of
the students.” !

Vassar had hired Hannah Lyman as lady pri ncipal, a position
second only to that of the college president, to enforce high standards of
behavior among the students. Lyman herself had been educated under the
seminary system, which was marked by close supervision and a highly regu-
lated daily schedule. Lyman was particularly concerned with ladylike dress
for her charges and shunned the emphasis on plain clothing and domestic
duties that was part of the Mount Holyoke system. She required Vassar stu-
dents to change before dinner and personally measured their dress lengths.

Young women teachers who taught academic subjects under the
supervision of the professorial faculty oversaw the personal lives of their
students under Lyman's direction. Study time, room tidiness, and bath
schedules were all overseen by these women, who were known as corridor
mistresses and whose own lives were in turn controlled by Lyman herself.
From the beginning, this regulated life was challenged by Maria Mitchell, as
well as some of her male colleagues.?? The contrast between Mitchell, with
her emphasis on intellectual achievement, and Lyman's goal of ladylike
deportment, represented the dichotomy of women's collegiate education in
the nineteenth century. A profile of Vassar College written at the time of its
centennial in 1961 discussed Mitchell and Lyman, noting that these “two fig-
ures, the feminist and the lady, stood for two currents that flowed side by
side through Vassar.” 23 Vassar students themselves, unlike their Mount
Holyoke contemporaries, were unwilling participants in Lyman's highly reg-
ulated life and defied her system both openly and secretly. They used the
eccentricities of Main's residential quarters, which featured suites of rooms
that did not open directly onto the corridors, to avoid surveillance by Lyman
and her corridor mistresses. In fact, the building so carefully planned to allow
close supervision of its student residents inadvertently provided them with
many opportunities for clandestine activities.?* Helen Horowitz suggests
that the diversity of Vassar's student body in terms of age and background set
it apart from other women's institutions and may have been responsible for
the independent spirit of the Vassar woman from the start.”

As Vassar College charted unknown territory in its early years, it
became known for the success of its high-quality education. Restricting the
behavior of its pioneering students proved difficult, however. In the text of
the speech the founder was about to give at the time of his death he noted,
“If we only follow on in the old beaten paths we will make no progress. We

do no more than others have done before us. We are only copyists and not
2

progressionists. My motto is progress.”
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library were no longer adequate, and its academic program required updating
and regularizing. By this time, Wellesley’s campus included a music building,
art building and museum, as well as the residential cottages.™

President Taylor met the challenge of such modern competition and
gave visible form to Vassar’s revitalization by expanding the college facilities.
Taylor also made clear Vassar’s continuing presence as a serious institution of
higher learning through his revision of the college’s curriculum and restruc-
turing of its administration.*® Vassar’s second great period of building began
as Taylor successfully attracted donations from major philanthropists such as
John D. Rockefeller.

Taylor’s building program followed the examples of Smith and
Wellesley by extending the campus beyond the core of structures clustered
around Main, and by developing two other principal areas of building, one
primarily academic and the other chiefly residential. His success in refocus-
ing Vassar on its collegiate mission led to the need for new residential
facilities as it brought about an increase in enrollment that outstripped the
college’s available housing facilities. Many students were obliged to live in
boarding houses in Poughkeepsie, where it was difficult for the college to
guarantee adequate facilities. In order to accommodate the growing number
of students as well as offer housing equal to that of its rivals, a residential
precinct was developed to the north of Main Building, beginning with the
construction of Strong Residential Hall in 1893. Work continued with the
formation of a quadrangle through the construction of Raymond (1897),

Lathrop (19o1), and Davison (1902). Jewett House, originally known as

Renwick’s Gatehouse at Raymond Avenue

North Tower, completed the ensemble in 1907, with Josselyn added to the
housing stock in 1972. This expansion enabled the college to once again
become a truly residential community. In addition to upgrading student
accommodations, Taylor also developed housing for faculty across Raymond
Avenue, which offered them greater privacy and independence.

At the same time, the academic side of the campus underwent
major transformations as the college sought to u pgrade its facilities. With his
additions of New England Building (rgo1) and Sanders Classroom (1909),
Taylor established a center for the sciences on the south side of Main. The
alumnae provided considerable support in this great expansion, donating
the New England Building and Alumnae Gymnasium (1889). Rockefeller
Hall (1897) provided relief for the overcrowded classrooms. The perimeter of
the great lawns in front of Main was now defined by this new composition
of building types—a classroom building, a library, a chapel, and the
President’s House—as the many facilities once housed in Main moved to
larger, more modern buildings. Main was no longer the only building visible
from the gateway, although its dominance of the campus was assured by the
decision to keep the lawns in front of it clear of further development. For the
first time, the college had a campus of substantial buildings spreading out
across the landscape where Vassar had Jaid out his gardens and walkways.

Two eminent architectural firms designed over half of these build-
ings: Allen & Collens and York & Sawyer. Allen & Collens served as the
college’s consulting architects designing twelve buildings at Vassar (including
five of MacCracken's projects).’ The association began when Francis Allen
designed Strong House in 1893 and continued when he and Charles Collens
became partners in 19o4. After Allen's death in 1931, Collens continued as
consulting architect at Vassar until 1937. Boston-based, the firm built a large
number of well-known monuments including Riverside Church in New
York; Brown Tower, James Tower, and the Memorial Chapel at Union
Theological Seminary; and eight buildings at Williams College. Although
their buildings show a variety of styles, Allen and Collens are best known as

Gothic revival architects, as their work at Vassar suggests.

York & Sawyer began its celebrated partnership with the design of
Rockefeller Hall in 1897.% From this project, it became one of the most dis-
tinguished firms of its day and went on to design seven more buildings at
Vassar—three under President Taylor and four under his successor Henry
Noble MacCracken. York 8¢ Sawyer employed a medieval revival vocabulary
for four of its buildings at Vassar, a nd between the two firms, medieval
revival was established as the dominant style of the campus. York & Sawyer
also designed two colonial revival buildings as well as a beaux-arts structure
for the campus. Vassar’s medieval revival buildings are drawn from a variety
of sources, ranging from Romanesque to Gothic to Tudor. Built out of a
wide range of materials, they do not form a unified group, and all of them
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