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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Cruciform edifice wi^h_fou£jd.ngs , each at 90° from the next and each 125 
feet in width and 187 feet in length. This, of course, describes a Greek 
Cross, although in its orientation, with the wings extending toward the 
corner^ of trie square grounds, the Capitol may be just as accurately de­ 
scribed as a St. Andrew's Cross.* Each wing terminates in a portico com­ 
posed of Corinthian columns supporting a pediment. "Atjiach of the angles 
formed by the conjunction of the wings is a pavilion crowned with a flat 
dome. A podium wall above these flat domes forms the base upon which the 
barrel of the great dome rests. The barrel is treated as a circular Corin­ 
thian arcade. T¥e great dome, the crowning feature of the building, rises 
to a height of 300 feet at the lantern, which is surmounted by a gilded 
brojiize2_sjta*iie symbolic^ of ̂ the spirit of Wisconsin."*

The architect was George Btfowne' Post of New York City, who was one of the 
architects of the Columbian Exposition. "Post's cruciform plan with the 
great dome over the crossing was selected out of five invited submittals,"^ 
by the capitol building commission. The Capitol has been described in its 
time as one of the most beautiful Capitols in the nation and, in some fea­ 
tures, as "undoubtedly the most beautiful public building in America."3 Its 
dome was intentionally designed to be a few inches lower than that of the 
Capitol in Washington, D. C.

The apical statue symbolizing Wisconsin's motto, "Forward," was created ̂ y^ 
Daniel Chester French, a famous sculptor of the Columbian Exposition. Karl 
Bitter^, another renowned sculptor of the same period, "executed the statuary 
in the east and west pediments and the four groups at the base of the colon­ 
nade around the barrel of the dome. The group in the tympanum of the south 
pediment is by Adolph A. Weinman; that in the north pediment by Attilio 
Piccirilli."4 '• ——"•-•.' < .-•-•--.

ExterlftrJ coitsttuction is of white Bethel granite. In 19ff5 the entire exter­ 
ior of the capitol building was cleaned and restored to its original white 
a^peatrance . Weather permitting, this beautiful, corowning landmark of Madi­ 
son can be seen for miles, day or night (when it is floodlighted), from most 
approaches to the city.

"The interior of the Capitol is also very sumptuous, having been executed in 
exotic marbles, together with many beautiful WiACojosln_,grajaites and Kasota 
limestones from nearby Minnesota quarries." There is a handsome mural 
decorating the interior of the dome, and many other murals, with subjects 
appropriate to their locations, enhance the beauty of the building's in­ 
terior. The awe-inspiring spaciousness of the barrel and dome, and the 
beauty of the polished stonework of many colors inside the building can 
best be appreciated in views from the rotunda at both the ground floor and 
second floor levels.

The ele'dtrical system was recently converted from direct current to alter­ 
nating current. Other alterations have been minor, such as partitioning 
and other changes in office areas that are not ordinarily visible to the 
visiting public.

* See aerial photo 'appended.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Architecture, Sculpture. Significance in these areas is in the building's 
beauty and exemplification of the best of the post-Columbian classicism 
found in numerous public and private buildings from the time of the Colum­ 
bian Exposition in 1893 to the Century of Progress in Chicago in 1933. 
The architecture of George Browne Post in this edifice is both masterful 
and pleasing. The Wisconsin Capitol, unusual among statehouses of this 
country in its form and classic symmetry, is a source of pride to the 
people of the state. It is sumptuous but not overdone in detail. The 
exterior sculptural work of such masters as Daniel Chester French, Karl 
Bitter, Adolph A. Weinman and Attilio Piccirilli would be difficult to 
surpass and completes the harmony and beauty of Classic architectural 
style at its best.

Invention. The Assembly Chamber contains the first electric voting machine 
used by a legislative body. Its inventor was B. L. Bobroff, of Milwaukee, 
and it was installed in 1917. ̂

State Government and History. Historically, the present capitol is the 
third to stand on the same site. Its immediate predecessor, built between\^—*" ----- • ,.__.,__...------•-• *• y

1856 and 1869, burned on February 27, 1904, with serious damage and the loss 
of valuable state records. Destruction was not total, however, and state 
government, which needed to be housed during construction of a new capitol, 
functioned in temporarily repaired parts of the old building as the new one 
begun in 1906, was built wing by wing. The new west wing was completed in 
1909 and occupied by the Legislature that same year. The building was 
finally completed for full occupancy in 1917.

The Capitol houses both chambers of the Legislature, the State Supreme__ 
Court, the offices of all"but one of the state T s constitutional officers, 
arid the Wisconsin Law Library. It also contains the G.A.R. Hall, a small 
museum devoted to Wisconsin's role in the Civil War.

In the Wisconsin Capitol, though not entirely in the present building, took 
place__the historic progressive legislation and innovations in state govern­ 
ment forwhXcfi"Wisconsin is noted. Some of this legislation which was en­ 
acted in the current building includes the Workmen's Compensation Act and 
the establishment of the Industrial Commission in 1911; the Unemployment 
Compensation Act in 1932; and creation of the Public Service C3ffl£sslon 
,i9-ii?l« The latter was actually the continuation and renaming of the 
first state regulatory agency to control public service companies, which
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actually had its beginning in 1874 when, through the Potter Act, Wisconsin 
railroads were first regulated. Prior to 1931, this regulatory agency, 
though its scope had been broadened to include gas, water, telephone, and 
electric utilities, water power, and public transportation, had retained 
its original identity as the Railroad Commission.

Other of Wisconsin's historically significant, pioneering legislation in 
socio-legal areas which originated on the same site but not within the 
present capitol building are the first direct primary election law (1904), 
the first state civil service system (1905), and the first legislative 
reference library and bill drafting service (1901), to mention some better 
known examples.

Many other states, and in some instances the Federal Government, have either 
adopted or adapted to their own use most of Wisconsin's progressive and 
forward-looking legislation, governmental practices, and state services 
which had their origin within the Capitol or had originated in the immed­ 
iately preceding building on the same site and were further implemented in 
the Capitol which stands today.

1. Mack, John G. D., "The Four Wisconsin Capitols," 41-52.


