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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Portsmouth ^uclic Library Building is a two-story 
b^ick__structure with a hammered granite foundation. It Ts" 
essentially rectangular in nlan, though it has a najrro\. 

- pro"jec~fing ell^*at the, rear. On the front, it is seven bays 
wide, with a-marble s'trxngcourse between the stories7'* Ttre 
central three ̂ bays.of t'~>e nain (Islington Street) facade 
project four inches to -form a central, pavilion, wMch is 
surmounted by a .low pediment. In t'"e tympanum of the pediment 
is a small arched window* T' e cornice of tN e building is 
enriched with applied curved elements of the tyoe illustrated 
in ^late 26-D of Asher Benjamin's American Builder 8 s CoToanion 
Tlie main (north and east) doorways have arched openings 
embraced by flat entablatures supported en enga^cc Ionic 
colums, the latter having cnitais carved by William Hearing 
(1759-1813). The bui'cling >as a Icr.^-^ itched hip roof, and has 
two chimneys on the north elevation. There are "now"two 
skylights at the roof ridge, probabl^y-dating from the conversion 
of the Academy to a library in 1.896^^ The exterior appearance 
of the building is further enhanced by such features as the 
marble lintels anc slip-sills at: t'u windows, the delicate 
wrought-iron railings on tK e granite steps cf the two --ain 
doorways, anc t v:e stringcourse t' at extends around the 
main building.

The original exterior ^pper.rance of t'~e structure v;as 
orobably little different fr< rn its present appearance, though. 
the building ray have hac two other c f imneys en its rear 
(south) wall, anC it -^rrjably ^ad no skylights on the roof. 
The general exterior design of the building was ased uoon . 
that of the 1794 Phillins^Exeter Academy building (destroyed 
in 1870), which v-as designed by Eb^ncser Cliffcrd and Bradbury 
J§sHson of Exeter. The -ajor diffprenres between tV.ese two 
"buildings were that the nortsmcuth Academy wa:; brick rather
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than v;
In general,

Federal chimney placement, and had 
both the Exeter and Pcrtsir.outh

no 
acr.cerries

,-rJ

cupola.
were

based upon accepted norms for college buildings, and one 
specific prototype .-nay have been the Dartmouth College 
bui!4ing, pictured in tr"e February, 17^3, yassac^usctts 
I--'aga::ine.

The interior appearance of the Prrtsmouth Acedeny has 
been, greatly altered, especially by the 1896 rcrodelling. 
Originally, the structurr may r ave fo_loT';ed its Exeter- 
prototype in having a central s aJ Iwa)- and two rrajrr rooms on 
each floor. It at>De~rs likely that the stairway was located 
in t 1-*e rear ell . Despite the s" anges t'.at have occurn&4 
the interior, however, t% e building rr- ains one of X^^bei 
preserved errly aca.de^ic structures of northern N£&Xins 
and is a key mcnuimet in a rich locrl building t
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Architecture
erected_ as the c~f~~tTieThe Portsmouth Public Library building v;as 

Fortsmouth Ac_ademy. J.n ,U?.'Q9r At tliat _titne_, it wrs~cne 
finest ac a cleric bui?.dings in northern Nev~~E3ngTanet > and~wars in 
some ways ,suWr"ior, architecturally to the 1794 Phillips Exeter 
Academy building" that was. its prototype. In an architectural 

- sense, the building .i_&__inngrjtant as one of the few regaining 
early acadeirj..e,s, and is a structure "of "such" outstanding 
refinement that it has persistently been attributed to the 
Boston arc1 itect Charles Bulfinch.. Complete documentation 
for the erection of the building became available in 1966 s 
however, and this information ''.as shown that the designer of 
the structure was the local builder-arc'.iitect James NutterU^ 
(1775-1855), who was -aid $20.00 for his plans: TnTs~T 
information is critical, for it places the academy building 
within the context of a regirnal school of designers, of whom 
Nutter was cne of the most creative. Famed as a joiner who 
was "the '-.e?d of his crrft" in Portsmouth, Nutter executed 
the fine woodwork in the ^rrtsncuth Athenaeum (1804) and St. 
John's Church (1807).- TT e is known t- have designed other- - 
structures besides t% e Acadeny, byt the latter must be .  , : 
accounted Ms masterpiece. Nutter appears to have been the 
avvnrentice of Elis^e" ̂ hidden, who was' in turn the sen of the 
builder cf the farcous I.angdcn T'ansion in Portsmouth (1784) 
and the great-grandson of the ir.aster jciner of the Uarner 
| 7ouse (1716). T'.us, Nutter represents the transmission of the 
builder 8_s skill through five generations of local craftsmen, 
and^jt'-e Acadc-y building rrprrsents t' e final shase cf a local 
architectural evolution t'lat % ac progressed for nearly a 
century by 1809. T' e significance of tre Academy building is, 
further enhanced by the fact t 1 at Nutter wrote an aut 
autobiographical account of his early life and religious 
conversion, an al cst unique record cf the thoughts cf an 
early builder.
Education

Although Portsmouth had a high school in the early 
nineteenth century, the Portsmouth Academy was founded"to 
supplement the type of education orr-vioecl in the public 
/institution. As well as terching the standard academic 
^(Continued on Continuation Sv eet 2)



Robert S. Chase and James I . Garvin, " Portsmouth, An 
Architectural Evolution, n New >J amnshire Profiles
(December, 1970). 

-  James L, Garvin, "Portsmouth and the Piscataqua: Social 
History 'a'nd Material Culture,-11 Historical New Hampshire,
XXVI.: 2 (Summer, 1971), 1-48. 

 James Mutter, "The Experience of James Mutter," 
(unpublished- manuscript) *
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tional Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law 
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8. gIGKIFICASGE continued
Statement of Sirnificance

subjects, the Academy specialized in mathematics and navigation. 
The Portsmouth Academy was one of a number of sir;.ilar 
institutions founded in KeT. Hampshire during a great surge of 
academy-building in the early nineteenth century, and represents 
a major advance in educational standards in the region. 
Literature ^ *" "'

Both Thomas Bailey Aldric^n and James T* Fields, later to 
become prominent men of letters and editiors of The Atlantic 
Monthly, were educated here.
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