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In the spring of 1847, the First Universalist Church of Provincetown 
decided to build a new church in order to provide space for its growing congre­
gation. The church, set slightly back from Commercial Street, is now crowded 
on all sides by late nineteenth and twentieth century buildings. 

The exterior of the structure is walled with white clapboards and decorated 
with classical elements. The gable fagade is divided into three bays by means 
of four giant pilasters decorated with recessed panels. These pilasters support 
a simple banded entablature and blank pediment. The entablature continues along 
the side elevations where it is supported by corner pilasters. 

The central bay of the gable end contains a doorway flanked by smaller 
pilasters and headed by a shelf entablature. The fenestration in each flanking 
bay is composed of four sash windows placed 2 over 2. These are incorporated 
into a single large unit by a common lintel and si l l . The unit is divided vertically 
by a muUion and horizontally by 2 panels with a meander motif. Three similar 
window units break each side elevation. 

The three stage steeple, which rises from the roof of the auditorium, has 
been for many years incorrectly identified with the style of Sir Christopher Wren. 
However, the proportions, massing and handling of classical detail are pure Greek 
Revival, of which style the steeple is an excellent example. 

The most significant feature of the church is the trompe £'oeil treatment 
of the auditorium. The wallpainting in egg tempera is the work of Carl Wendte, a 
young German artist, Wendte had traveled and studied in Italy which accounts for 
the Italianate flavor of the murals. 

The focal point of the auditorium is the illusionary apse behind the pulpit. 
The apse is a typical basilican feature, as is the coffered dome which is painted 
in perspective on the ceiling. Roman motifs are used throughout the mural. The 
Corinthian order is used for the pilasters which divide the walls into bays; two-
stage recessed panels have been painted between the bays; an entablature above 
the pilasters "supports" the flat arched and coffered ceiling; egg and dart molding 
outlines the coffers within the dome; and paterae decorate some of the coffers. 
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S T A T E M E N T O F S I G N I F I C A N C E 

The First Universalist Church is the second home of the Unitarian parish 
founded in Provincetown in 1829. The church was begun in 1847 and, according 
to local sources, is the oldest building on the Lower Cape stil l in its original 
state and being used for its original purpose. The most significant features 
of the church are its elaborate three-stage tower, often (though incorrectly) 
called the "Christopher Wren Tower, " and the trompe^'oeil paintings which 
decorate its ceilings and walls. 

The Universalist Church was built by ship's carpenters under the 
supervision of Benjamin Hallet of Barnstable. The immediate model for the 
building, with the exception of the tower, was a small church constructed in 
Fall River, Massachusetts, in 1845. Only the entrance and auditorium of the 
Provincetown Church were finished in 1847; the remaining sections of the 
building were not completed until the 1860s. 

The trompe d'oeil paintings of the auditorium are the work of a young 
German artist, Carl Wendte. Born in Verden, Hannover, in 1820, Wendte 
studied art in Siena, Italy, and became expert in the use of fresco and tempera. 
In 1841, Wendte and his wife came to America and settled in Boston. The 
painter's reputation gradually grew and his murals appeared in a number of New 
England churches, Wendte's work in the Universalist Church was done in egg 
tempera and shows the influence of his study of Italian churches. After leaving 
Provincetown, Wendte accepted a commission for a church in Boston; while 
working there he was stricken with pneumonia and died in 1848, at the age of 28, 

The tracher organ, which was installed in the First Universalist Church 
in 1850, is the oldest on Cape Cod. Its carved wooden pilasters framing the 
organ pipes are copies of the pilasters which appear in Wendte's murals. The 
original chandealier still hangs in the church and has globes, fonts and prisms 
of Sandwich Glass. . TT, .-^ " 
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October 30, 1972 
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Mr. Jerry Rogers, Director of Registration 
Office of Archeology and H i s t o r i c Preservation 
National Park Service 
1100 L Street, NW 
Washington, D.C. 20005 

Dear Jerry, 

Re: Moval and demolition and changes to be made of 
National Register properties i n Massachusetts 

The Loammi Baldwin Mansion, Woburn, Middlesex County, has 
been moved with an OAHP grant to Alfred Street, Woburn. A map 
indicating coordinates and new location i s enclosed. 

The Barnstable Old J a i l , Barnstable, Barnstable County, 
was moved with and OAHP grant to Route 6A,Barnstable (next east 
to the Trayser Museum). A map indicating coordinates and new 
location i s enclosed. 

Foster's Block, 404-406 Main Street, Worcester, Worcester 
County, has been demolished. Your o f f i c e i s already aware that 
the Rotch Counting House, 123 Front Street, New Bedford, B r i s t o l 
County, has also been demolished. 

Enclosed,too, i s an addition a l photograph of the North Easton 
Hist o r i c D i s t r i c t , Easton, B r i s t o l County, which National Register 
form .LS i n your emergency or "quick" processing f i l e . -» 

Fi n a l l y , a representative of the owner of the F i r s t Universalist 
Church, Provincetown, Barnstable County, has n o t i f i e d us that the 
condition of t h i s building has changed from "good" to "fair'.' 

Sincerely yours, 

QvAAĴ""?. 
Anne Wardwell 
Survey Director 

AW/plw 

ends. 
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FIRST UNIVERSALIST CHURCH (25-74-
00100-00). Provincetown, Barnstable Co. 
Private ownership (Church Parish). Greek Revi­
val Church significant for its interior trompe 
d'oeil painting. Project work, including stabiliza­
tion of the Church and bell tower. $4,500. 


