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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The most notable exterior features of the Pierce House, a two-story struc-
ture of Prairie du Chien sandstone, appear on the main (885'%) facade, which
is singularly attractive. It is divided into three distinct bays, of which
the outer two are low-pitched gable ends, with a horizontal-roofed bay be-
tween them. The roof line catches the mye because of a denticulated cornice
below which is a pair of arcaded corbel tables, which repeat in miniature
the round arches of all openings, running parallel to the raking and hori-
zontal cornices. In addition there is a torch-like ornamental turret at
each roof corner, rather heavy in appearance but not out of proportion with:
the mass as a whole. About halfway back from front to rear on the flat
middle portion of the roof is an octagonal cupola which is quite Italianate
with round-arched windows and with heavy brackets supporting the wide eaves.

Second story windows are paired and round-arched, the pairs being enclosed
by round-arched hood molds which are moderately ornamented. Window pairs
are separated by heavy wood mullions, and between each pair at the top is a
nearly circular, but slightly teardrop-shaped light enframed in a round mul-
lion, and at either side of this is a small geometric pane to fill in the
interstice. The round-arched windows within the pairs are divided by heavy
wood muntins into six rectangular panes topped by a pair of pointed arched
panes, introducing a Gothic touch.

On the first floor are bay windows in the outer (gabled) bays, and the win~

dows within these are round-arched, similar to those above. The main door
opening is round-arched with a pair of rectangular doors, each with a large
round-arched pane above and a pair of round-arched panels below. There is
a central one-story porch with four wrought iron columns at the front. The
roofs of the bay windows and porch are balconied with lacy wrought iron
railings and there is delicate wrought iron tracery between the upper parts
of the porch columns. Slender, fluted, engaged stone columns support the
doorway arch, and at either side of the entry is a slender, round-arched
wall panel.

The house is a solid mass, very symmetrical, and slightly T-shaped. The
crosspiece of the T is near the front and its raking eaves and upper orna-
mentation duplicate those on the front gable ends. Between the upper win-
dows and the lower corbel table is, at either end of the T, a quatréf}oil,
almost circular window, and in corresponding locations at the rear gable
end of the house is a pair of truly circular windows. At the rear a single-
story, hip-roofed wing was built long ago but was not an original part of
the house.

The house was built in 1857-58 and designed by S.H. Donnel, a well-known
local architect of the period. The exterior is essentially unaltered, but
the interior has undergone considerable alteration over the years in its
conversion first to a rooming house--some 65 years ago--and later into an
apartment house, which it remains today. In the later alteration, however,
the owner tried to remodel with the idea of p@rserving interior details for
possible future restoration. For example, the parlor doors were sealed into

the walls with the keys in the locks. Despite the remodeling, a number of
important details of the original interior were left intact.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Many of Madison's finest surviving historic houses were built in the first
decade after. Wisconsln s admission to statehood in 1848. The Pierce house,
built in’ 1857 is generally considered one of the very best of these and
certainly one of the most unique architecturally. It was designed by S.H.
Donnel of the firm of Donnel and Kutzbock, a prominent local architectural
firm. “In addition to the second Wisconsin State Capitol and the old City
Hall, their works included homes for former Governor Leonard Farwell, Mayor
W.T. Leitch, banker and entrepreneur Napoleon B. Van Slyke, and other prom-
inent Madisonians. The Pierce house was originally built for A.A. McDonnell,
one of the builders of the new capitol. ' '

The Pierce house is a strikingly attractive building in which were incorporar
ted a number of features of varying but yet related architectural st§I€§T'“
In its exclusively round-arched openings, with round—headed _windows paired
under round—arched hoodmolds, and with arcaded corbel tables under the ‘eaves
repeating in miniature the round-arched form, it meets the criteria of being
basically Romanesque Revival in style if one follows Marcus Whiffen's clas-
si¥ications.l —INM 1ts pointed-arched panes in a few windows and its quatre-
foil windows under the two side gables, it has Gothic details. 1Its octagon-
al cupola is unequivocally %Egiiana:a. The ornamental Torch-like turrets in
miniature, which occur at the roof corners, are definitely medieval and not
inconsistent at all with Romanesque styling. The problem, of course, is
that like ‘much architecture of its day, this is a composite of at least
three European styles which have certain close affinities) so that the blend
ﬁ?Eﬁﬁzgﬁ—Ig_GEII_FETEnced harmonious and attractive. Compounding the clas-
sification problem is that, again according to Whiffen, Romanesque was used
during the 1850's and 1860's almost exclusively for churches but not houses.

Style complexities notwithstanding, there is no disagreement that this is
one of the finest historic houses in Madison. It imparts a feeling which
one does not find in any other of the city's survivals of this important
period, and it is one of four remaining significant houses on the crest of
what was contemporarily called "Blg Bug Hill," a site overlooking Lake
Méndota on which several prominent and affluent Madisonians chose to build
fine homes. The Pierce house has been designated an Official Madison
|Landmark, worthy of the most careful preservation.

1. Whiffen, Marcus, American Architecture Since 1780: A Guide to the Styles
M.I.T. Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1969, p. 61.
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