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17. DESCRtPTlON 

C O N D I T I O N 

(Chec* One) 

E x c e l l e n t • Good Q Fa i r • De te r i o ra ted • Ru ins I I Unexposed 

(Check One) 

g A l t e r e d • U n a l t e r e d 

( C h e c k One) 

n Moved O r i g i n o l Si te 

D E S C R I B E T H E P R E S E N T A N D O R I G I N A L ( I I k n o w n ) P H Y S I C A L A P P E A R A N C E 

H. H, Richardson was awarded the commission for Springfield's Hampden 
County Courthouse in a competition held in 1871. The architect employed the 
basic I-shaped plan, with the entrance (northwest) facade on one base of the I , a 
very simple rear facade on the other. The two-story main facade of the Court­
house faces Elm Street just off Court Square. The original high, hipped roof 
with its ta l l dormers (removed when Shepley, Rutan and Coolidge remodeled the 
Courthouse in 1906) added another story to the central mass of the building. A 
bell tower rises f r o m the cornice line at the center of this facade. The material 
used in al l the random ashlar facades of the Courthouse is a local Monson 
granite (light grey in color) of the kind used in two of Richardson's earlier o 
Springfield works, the Agawam Bank and the Western Railroad offices. ' : 

The f i r s t floor of the main facade of the Courthouse contains a ta l l slit * i ,* 
window on either side of a triple-arched entrance porch. A wide double flight oi .. 
stairs originally descended f rom the porch to the street. On the secOnd floor,: a. ./ 
double window with stone muUions is located over each of the three arches in the.. 
entrance-way. A balcony at the northern corner of the second story creates the - -
only real break in the symmetry of the facade; i t is supported by a number of 
corbelled brackets. An attempt has been made to counterbalance the asymmetri­
cal balcony with a narrow slit window to the right (southwest) of the second story 
windows. The base of the balcony interrupts a granite string course that runs 
around the building separating the f i r s t and second floors. The height of the main 
facade is marked by a narrow corbel table; above this rises a parapet with stepped 
crenelation which projects f r o m the facade the width of the table. Over the 
center of the main facade the crenelation is broken by the bell tower which 
projects the width of the corbel table and rises above the central mass. The 
entire tower, minus the ta l l pyramidal roof on the bell stage, bears a close 
resemblance to the watchtower above the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence (1298-1314). 
At the base of the tower, just above the break in the crenelation, is an empty 
clock casement. A large triple window divided by stone mullions is positioned 
directly above the casement. Above this large window, machicolations and 
crenelation separate the bell stage or belfry f r o m the main section of the tower. 
The bell stage itself, with its ta l l Romanesque arches, is topped with more 
crenelation at the base of its pyramidal roof. 

The dormers in the original high, hipped roof "were of stone with gables 
and mullions of Late Gothic type. One was placed on each side of the tower 
helping to integrate i t with the main mass of the building. The ta l l triple window 
in each of these dormers was basically a smaller version of the triple window 
at the base of the tower. Existing sketches and photographs of the original 
roof give li t t le information about dormer placement other than the location of a 
single dormer at each of the narrow ends of the hipped roof over the main facade. 

Finally, the rear facade has regularly spaced muUioned windows in both 
stories, with bearing arches in the masonry above the lintels of the lower row. 
Similar windows are used around the sides of the building on both f loors. 

[see Continuation Sheet] 
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SIGNIFICANCE 

PERIOD (Check One or More as Appropriate) 

[ I P r e - C o l u m b i a n I • 1 6 t h C e n t u r y 
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m 19th C e n t u r y 
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r~l C o n s e r v o t i o n • Mus ic n T r a n s p o r t a t i o n 

[ I Urban Plorviing 

• Other (Specify) 

I I I 

S T A T E M E N T O F S I G N I F I C A N C E 

The Hampden County Courthouse was designed in 1871 by Henry Hobson 
Richardson, who is generally considered the f i r s t great architect to work in a 
truly American idiom. Richardson is best known for his massive, monumental 
works of stone and brick and his use of very low arches which rise, in Syrian 
style, almost f rom the ground. The three arches in the entrance porch of the 
Hampden County Courthouse are rather high, however, indicating that the low 
Richardsonian arch had not yet evolved as part of the architect's style. 

The bell tower is the most prominent feature of the Springfield Courthouse. 
A similar tower was a major feature in Richardson's two previous works, the 
Brattle Square Church (July, 1870) and the Worcester High School (November, 1869), 
but in this case its use marked a change in his style: 

While this tower. . . may be agreeably seen f rom a distance and f rom 
al l sides above the building, i t is really an integral part of the building 
and not an attached independent motif like the Worcester or even the 
Brattle Square Tower .3 

Richardson's next commission was Trini ty Church (1873) and in it one detects an 
even greater integration of tower and central mass. 

Much of the success of the Courthouse, as it relates to the tower, was 
negated by the Shepley, Rutan and Coolidge remodeling of the building in 1906. 
The whole question of the removal of the original roof and dormers suggests 
other ideas concerning the significance of the building. Speaking of the 1906 
alterations, Professor Henry-Russell Hitchcock remarks, 

The difference in architectural quality due to these modifications, 
made only twenty years after Richardson's death by men who were his 
collaborators and pupils in the early eighties, provides an extraordinary 
demonstration of the sureness of his hand at this early date. It also 
indicates the almost total incapacity of his imitotors and pupils to 
understand what really made his work so f ine.4 

In Mrs. Marianna Van Rensselaer's opinion, it is the rear facade of the 
Courthouse, not the elaborate front facade, that is more significant architecturally. 

[see Continuation Sheet] 
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(7.) DESCRIPTION, Hampden County Courthouse, Springfield, Massachusetts 

In 1906 Shepley, Rutan and Coolidge remodeled the courthouse to meet the 
need for more space. The most drastic change involved the removal of the high 
roof and dormers. They were replaced by a flat roof that severely damaged 
the three-dimensional relation of the tower to the rest of the building. The 
addition of an east wing created the extra space needed without architectural 
conflict. The northwest and southeast facades of the addition contain a single 
range of mullioned windows on the f i r s t floor. The f i r s t and second story 
windows of the northeast facade of the*addition repeat the arrangement found on 
the rear facade of the main building. A major change to the main facade has 
been "the inexcusable substitution of a direct flight of stairs for the wide double 
flight before the entrance and the equally pointless introduction of Italian Gothic 
tracery in the belfry. 

. Henry-Russell Hitchcock, THE ARCHITECTURE OF H. 
AND HIS TIMES, Cambridge, The M. I . T. Press, 1966, page 

Ibid., p. 128. 

RICHARDSON 

(8.) SIGNIFICANCE, Hampden County Courthouse, Springfield, Massachusetts 

She prefers the rear facade "which is very plain, fi^atd^I^rlitilitarian in accent, yet 
so massive, dignified and well proportioned as to be really monumental. In 
elaborating on her preference, Mrs. Van Rensselaer states: 

It shows how much may be done for the simplest walls by carefully 
designed, strongly battered foundation courses. No device was used by 
Richardson more constantly or artistically than this, and there is none 
which plays a greater part in explaining the admirable sturdiness of a l l 
his structures. 

Ibid. , p. 127. 

^Ib id . , p. 128. 

^ Marianna Griswold Van Rensselaer, HENRY HOBSON RICHARDSON AND 
HIS WORKS, Boston, 1888, p. 55. 

6 
Ibid, 









October 27, 1971 

The Office of Archeology and Hist o r i c 
Preservation 

National Park Service 
801 19th Street, N.W,. 
Washington, D. C. 20006 

Attention: / / ^ ^ X X ' ^ / M M i i r i Miss Mary Means 

REGISTERED MAIL 

Dear Sirs, 

Enclosed are National Register submissions f o r : 

Rocky H i l l Meetinghouse, Amesbury 

Major Joseph Griswold House, Buckland 

Hampden County Courthouse, Springfield ,>l-'-~'-I.'., 

These have been declared e l i g i b l e for submission by the MasiBachusetts 
H i s t o r i c a l Commission, the State Review Board, and have been signed by 
Secretary of the Commonwealth, John .F. X. Davoren, Chairman, Massachusetts 
H i s t o r i c a l Commission and designated the State Liaison Officer. 

Sincerely yours, 

Richard W. Hale, Jr. 
Acting Chairman 

RWHraw Massachusetts H i s t o r i c a l Commission 
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