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Use: The Johnson County Courthouse has served as the county government
office and court building since its dedication in 1901 and despite the
insufficient amount of space it provides, it will continue in that
capacity in the future. Plans are underway to revise alterations

which were made to the building in 19357and 19737and to restore the
exterior and interior to their 1901 appearance.

Site: Facing east, the Johnson County Courthouse rests on a prominent
hill in Towa City, former state capital of Iowa. Its thirty foot tower
is visible for miles and commands a good view of metropolitan Iowa City
and surrounding Iowa River Valley. Placed slightly forward of center
on a full city block, the courthouse shares its site with two other
contemporary 1900 structires not included in this application.

Exterior: The Johnson County Courthouse is a basically rectangular

stone structure with a peaked central tower. Stylistically, it shows
characteristics of three contemporary trends: the arched openings and
massiveness of the Richardsonian Romanesque; the vegetal ornamentation

of Sullivan's work: and the voluminous geometric massing of the Shingle
Style. Materials used were Berea sandstone and slate, the latter being
covered at this time by a modern composite asphalt material. The

screen walls of the Berea sandstone are pierced at regular intervals

by rectangular and round arched openings. The elliptical arch of the
doorway and round arched openings of the central flanking towers are
topped by carved vegetal ornamentation. The basic rectangular shape of
the structure is broken gently by attached towers and end pavilions.

The roofline, however, is blatantly irregular being composed of conical
roofs, turrets and step gables of the end pavilions. Other ornamentation
includes the balustrades on the east and the dentillation at the roofline.
It is .assumed that the base of the tower, which is composed of smooth
blocks of stone, was designed in the interests of economy. Elsewhere,
the stone is laid in alternately narrow and wide bands of rock-faced
stone.

Interior: The interior of the Johnson County Courthouse shows some
alterations which were made in 1935 and 1973. Originally, interior
finishing included mosaic tile floors, polished oak mi1l work and plaster
pilasters with capitals (all of which remain), two colored glass
elliptical skylights (only one of which is still visible), enameled
vaults and wall frescoes. Renovations include the lowering of upper
floor ceilings and the subdividing of some of the larger rooms. The
original plan which had a twenty foot central hall, which is octagonal
on the ground floor, and a grand staircase on the east remains basically
unchanged, however. A hidden staircase for separate access can be

found on the west.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Johnson County Courthouse stands as one of the best preserved
examples of RichardsonianvRomanesque courthouse %,phitecture in the
State of Iowa. Designed by architect, A. Williafi Rush of Rush,
Bowman and Rush of Grand Rapids, Michigan, the courthouse represents
not only Henry Hobson Richardson's work but that of Louis Sullivar”
as well; evidence of the Shingle Style can also be seen. This is
not surprising, for the Johnson County Courthouse appears as a
rather late work for a firm which was active in courthouse design
from 1894-1901. The Johnson County Courthouse itself was dedicated
in 190

Although the Romanesque Revival is well represented in Iowa

courthouse architecture, this structure is set apart by its

monochromatic appearance, which contributes to the heavy, massive

quality of the style, by its sparsely applied but interesting

Sullivanaian ornamentation and by its medievalesque copper conical

roof caps, now a bright green. Formerly buff color Berea sandstone,
" the courthouse is now a fortress grey-brown.

The Johnson County Courthouse is undeniably significant to the
skyline of Iowa City. It stands a block south of the Central
Business District in what is fast becoming an area devoted to tne
activities of the Federal and Tocal governments. A new Tow
profile Federal building occupies the block to the east. Atop one
of Iowa City's highest points, the courthouse is the second such
“"Temple of Justice" to stand at this site.
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