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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE
M

v The Portsmouth Athenaeum is a narrow and tall building of
three main stories, bat with a mezzanine story, . intermediate
Fetween the firet and sccond flecors, in the stairwell at the
rear. The [irst-flc6T main room has a curved rear wall and is
finished with wainscoting and an elaborate Federal-spyle cornice
executed bj the local buillder-architect James Nuttefk(l775 1355)
Behind this main room is a small former office with its original
vault. ne second full floor above the mezzanine stoyy is a
Iibrary, but was criginzally a Masonic lodgercom. The third
floor, originally a stora age area, had its “central nertion
revoved in 1861 to create a gallery. From the exterior, the
Athenaeum was originally the focal point of a unified
architectural composition. The lower flanking buildings
shared marble stringcourses with the Athenauem, and the cornices
of the two flanking buildings swept upward to the elaborate
Athenaeum cornice, drdv1no the eye to this central building.

The Athenaeum's faoade ras arched window and aoor openings,

with web-like tracery, on the first story. At the second” floor
level (corresponding to the third floor level on the lower
adjcining buildinos§ is a merble plinth that serves as a base
for fo v wooden ﬁ1lasters of the couposite order that support
the main cornice, 43 feet above the sidewalk. The facade is
embellished with round and oval carved sooden naterae, executed,
like the pilaster canitals, by local carver William Deerlqg
(1759-1813). The facade derives its design from that of the
1796 Peirce Yansion in Portsmocuth.

The vresent appearance of the Ath@pap m is close to its
appearance when it was completed in 1805Vas the office of the
New Hampshire Fire and Marine Insurance Company. The three
major changes that have occurred to the facade are the
construction of the present pitched slate rxocof in 182¢/ the

replacement Gf the original drors of the building, and the
removal cf the upward-sweeping cornice from the western
au301n1ng aulluwng. The interior appearance isg also largely
unchanged, except for the remcvalyof western fireplaces cn the
first and second floors in 18%3 ) rerodelling of the reading
room fireplace in the same year, alterations tc the stairway in

1823, and the alteration of the thitd.. floor into a gallery in
18 \l. KLriginally, the exterior appearance of the Athenaeum,,as
well as of the adjcining buildings, was rendered quite
different by the fact that all these structures had nearly flat
roofs covered with "composition" or pitch and gravel
revolutionary innovation for the period. The zZe(g
Athenauem thus ended at its cornice, which wag
lattace balustrade. The chimneys were, of cy
that time, ancd the entire row of buildings h
appearance.
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Architecture

The Portsmcuth Athenaeum, originally an insura-ce office,
1s cne of the best-preserved Federal perigg~tommercial
structures in WNew England, and is likewige one of the best-
designed. The building is completely documented, not only
with regard to its crigiral congtructien, but also with
Fespect to every majcr chenge to its fabric up to the present
day. Long attributed to the Boston arclitect Charles
Bulfinch, the Athemaeum .is now known to have been designed by
the giftrd lecal  bufilder-architect Bracbury Johnsom 766
1820), whe also werked on or desi-ned such impcrtant northern
Nev England structures as the Philins Exeter Acacdemy bul ding
(1794), the Portsmcuth Yarket “ouse (1800), and the
Pepperrellborough (Saco, ¥aine) First Parish Meeting I'ouse
(1803). Portsmcuth's best craftsmen were erirloyed cn the
Athenzceum, and the fact that tleir work can be completely
documented has permitted a great extension of knowledge
concerning their styles and skills. The Athbenaeum is
particularly interesting in retaining its original flat.
"comncsition" roof under the present high pitched roof-one of
very few surviving flat roofs from such an early date. The
Athenaeum is not only a critical building in itsclf, but is
the mcst immortant element in a unified zrcuping of seven
other structures whose fccocdes extend for 234 feet along
Congress and Yarket Streets.
Commerce

The Attenaeum is commercially siznificent in two ways:
as a key evarmle of early bugineaﬂtaxghiﬁgcture, anc¢ as the
criginal ' cme and present repcsitory of the records of the
New Yampshbire Fire and ! erine Insurance Comnany. As an
xample of commercial architecture, the vuilding is not only
importent in its owm vight but also because the interrelatec
neighboring structure on the west was the originegl heme of the
Portsmcuth Bank, &n institution fcunded in 1803 specifically
to menage the finances of thke Insurance €om-~any. The vault
¢f the Peortsmcuth Bank building »rojecte into the first fleoor
of ‘tl.e Athenceun buildins. Thé twe structures trgether forn
an esprcially importent conmercizgl grovning.

Toe Nev "ampshire Fire and l"arine Insurance Ccapany, in
active existence frcm 1803 until 1823, was one of t.e —ost
(Continued cn Continuation Sheet 2)




Nathaniel Adams, Annals of Portsmouth (Exeter,
Lawrence Craig and James L. Garvin,
Portsmouth Athenaeum (Portsmouth, N.U.: 1966).
Gerald D. Foss, Three Centuries of Freemasonrv in New
Hamnshire (Sonersworth, N.T.: 1972).
Joseph U,. Foster, The Portsmouth Guide Book (Portsmouth,
1876 and 1884).
James L. GarVinj\“PortsmOUrh and the Piscataqua:
History and Material Cylture," Historical New 'lamnshire

XXVI:2 (Summer, 1971)

N.H.:
Social

N.I.:1825),
istory of the
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As the designated State Liaison Officer for the Na-
tional Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (Public Law
89-665), 1 hereby nominate this property for inclusion
in the National Register and certify that it has been

1 hereby certify that this property is included in the
National Register,

idenJhu Uit

~valuated according to the c-iteria and procedures set

forth by the National Park Service. The recommended

s i . - . . Director, Office of Archeology and
level of significance of this nomination is:

toric Preservauon

National = (]
bure 24 )73
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Department‘o-f Resources Keeper of Fhe National Regijter
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8. SIGNIFICANCE

. Statement ¢f Sighificance
important underwriting agencies in ncrthern Wew England during
its early existence. Its records are an invaluable -primary
“Tcsource for the study of the cecmmercial 'istory of t™is area and
of the early Republic in general,
Education -

From 1813 until th»e incorporation of the Athenaeum in 1817,
Portsmouth had no public or semi-public library. After the
incorporation cf the Attenaeum, t:is institution possessed the
only large cnening of the Portsmouth Public Lilkrary in 1881.
Thus, the Athenaeum *ad a rowerful effect on the educational
development end litcrary cnricktment of Portsmouth as that tewn's
major cultural institution durin, a large part of the nineteenth
century.

In the years following its incorroraticn in 1817, the
Athenaeum has acquired a substantial number of immortant
paintings w'ich are displayed in t*is building. T-ese include
a full-length perirait of Sir Teter “arren by John S:iberg
nortralts by Samruel F.7. !'orse and Josenh Greenleaf Cole, several
marine paintings, and numerous engravings and mezzotints,

The Athenaeum pcssesses cne of the finest collections in
existence of rodels, naintings, and dravings cf shios that were
built in the Tiscataqua area. Included among these are many
talf-hull 1ift rodels and the ferous adrmiralty wodel of the 44-
gun ship Arerica, built for the Rojal Navy in 1749 by Nathaniel
Meserve of Fortsmouth. T-is ccllection constitutes an unique
record of the contribution of the Piscataqua rcgion to eighteenth
and nineteenth century maritime transwortaticn. '
Urban Planning

T-e Portsmouth Athenaeur is key ccmoonent of a unified
arc’ itectural grecuning that was IAdd out at the focal point of
Yortsmouth after a devastating fire in 1£02. As such, the
Athenaeum is a particularly important examnle of early
nineteenth century urban »lanning af its best, and rcnresents the
desire cf the lrrding citirens of "ecrtsmouth teo erect "handsome
Brick Buildings" after tte fire "ad made the tcwn's first
compreiensive rccoveleornrent -~lan fcasible.

Social /Tunanitarian

Between 1805 and 1820, the umper flcors of the Athenaeum
were rented for use as a VMasonic lodgeroom by varicus lodges.
These included St. Jo'n's Lodgey\9pk51; Pythagoras Lodge, No. 33;
Washington Reyal Avch ¢ a ~ d the Grend Lodge cf

New “amnshire.
C

GPO 921.724
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9. MAJCR BIBLIOGRAPHICAL REFERENCES (Continued)

James L. Garvin, "Bracbury Johinson, Builder-Architect,"
(unnublished M.A. thesis, University of Delaware, 1969).

Caleb S. Gurney, Portsmouth. . . Uistoric and Picturesgue,
(Portsmouth, N.".: 1€02),

Socifty of Architectural istorians, Architecture Near the
Piscatagua, (Portsmouth, N.¥.: 1964),
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