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Alumnae Gymnasium, dedicated i n 1890, was designed by William C. Brocklesby who was 
commissioned to design at least nine buildings on the Smith College campus from 
1886 to 1900. 

The gym s t y l i s t i c a l l y has many t i e s to the High Victorian Gothic buildings Peabody 
and Steams had erected on campus during the late 1870's and early 1880's. The choice 

\pf similar materials: dark red brick with red mortar, and accents of brownstone, giving 
t'fextural emphasis, are a un i f i e d theme among the early campus buildings as are the 
active massing, steep roofs and gables. 

The.building f a l l s i n t o the additive style of the Victorian t r a d i t i o n with individually 
a r t i c u l a t e d units denoting the separate functions contained w i t h i n . From an angle, the 
j u t t i n g forms may look chaotic, but the hierarchical roof arrangement indicates an ordee. 
The steeply pointed and f l a r i n g , slate-roofed cupola with i t s diminutive wooden arcades 
screening the louvres pinpoints the center of the gymnasium space. The expansive slate 
roof encompasses the large i n t e r i o r space providing a strong horizontal e f f e c t on a 
north-south axis. Stepping down from that l e v e l , the gym i s pierced from a l l four com­
pass points by steeply pitched gables. These gables, l i k e those of the Peabody and 
Stearns buildings, have a low parapet trimmed and braced i n brownstone. The gym gables 
have the added feature of being stepped out on the sides l i k e an overhang. 

Midway down the main roof, equally spaced from other elements on the east and west sides, 
are slate roofed, wooden dormers. Each dormer has two windows with 8 over 2 sash arran­
gements, the windows being separated by two feather-edged panels, one over the other. 
The wood exterior t r i m here and elsewhere on the building i s presently painted a dark 
green. Next i n the hierarchy are the paired stairtowers on the east side which act as 
flanking pavilions for the eastern central gable. The stairtowers have hipped gables 
that do not compete for v e r t i c a l emphasis with the four main gables; i n fact , t h i s roof 
treatment allows for the main volume of the gym to engulf the towers within i t s own 
roof o u t l i n e . The stairtowers give access to the basement dressing rooms, one half 
f l i g h t down; the main gym f l o o r , one half f l i g h t up; and the running track above the 
main f l o o r , another f u l l f l i g h t up, on a level with the upper portion of the main 
windows. 

With the 1892 addition on the south end, the descending scale i s reordered. This addi­
t i o n has a steep stepped gable i n brick topped by quarry-faced brownstone, Queen Anne 
in s t y l e . This i s the only gable whose peak has a window, i . e . a narrow lancet window. 
Flanking the gable are two o f f i c e blocks. The southern arrangement, central gable and 
flanking o f f i c e space, i s a r e p e t i t i o n of the northern facade where the individual arrange­
ment of o f f i c e space i s asymmetrically a r t i c u l a t e d . By t h i s addition, Brocklesby CEeated 
a balance i n the building that had not existed with his o r i g i n a l design and designated 
an entrance the v i s i t i n g public could use without wandering too close to the dressing 
rooms. 

This southern entrance i s markedly d i f f e r e n t from the rest of the building. I n addi­
t i o n to i t s stepped gable and calmer, symmetrical arrangement, i t makes more of a play 
with rounded openings. These appear i n the two round transom windows i n the upper por­
t i o n of the gable which are enhanced by a s t r i n g course of molded brick that crosses the 
gable and c i r c l e s over the windows. Another band of molded brick crosses the central bay 
on the f i r s t f l o o r to encircle the brick voussoirs above the semi-circular f a n l i g h t over 
the double doors and outline the brownstone l i n t e l block of the window. 

continued 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 
Smith College was founded i n 1871 through the bequest of Sophia Smith as a f u l f i l l m e n t 
of her moral obligation to humanity. 

"As coming times may develop or demand for the education of women and the progress 
of the race, I would have the education suited to the mental and physical wants 
of woman. I t i s . . . (my design) to develop as f u l l y as may be the powers of 
womanhood, and furnish women with the means of usefulness, happiness, and honor 
now withheld from them."-*-

Yet there was a persistent question during the f i r s t decade of the college concerning the 
deleterious effects of a college education upon a woman's physical condition. The f i r s t 
director of Physical Education, Senda Berenson, not only refuted the implication, but 
adapted basketball for play by women so that Alumnae Gymnasium has the unique d i s t i n c t i o n 
of being the s i t e of the f i r s t women's basketball game. Berenson f e l t that the game 
"trains the players to be clear headed and cool, quick to act and wise i n judgment, 
essential q u a l i t i e s for success i n l i f e . " 2 The early graduating classes so strongly 
supported the concept that t h e i r f i r s t fundraising e f f o r t s were directed to building a 
permanent masonry gymnasium, among the f i r s t funded by and intended for the use of women. 
I t i s s t i l l used as a recreational gym by students and fac u l t y . 

William C. Brocklesby was commissioned to design the gym i n 1890. I n conjunction with the 
other buildings he designed for the college, the Smith College campus buildings form the 
largest extant grouping of Brocklesby's buildings anywhere. Within t h i s ensemble, the 
gym exemplifies his t r a n s i t i o n from the High Victorian Gothic of L i l l y Hall of Science 
to Richardsonian influence, as seen i n his Dickinson House (burned 1944 and subsequently ' 
demolished) and his Forbes Library across West Street from the campus. Indeed, i n the 
designs for the college buildings by Peabody and Stearns (1875-1882) and Brocklesby 
(1886-1900), Smith's a r c h i t e c t u r a l history traces the development of the late 19th cen­
tury styles. 

Against the advice of the Art History Department of Smith College and arch i t e c t u r a l 
historian Henry-Russell Hitchcock, plans for demolition of Alumnae Gym have been approved 
so that a l i b r a r y extension may be b u i l t on the s i t e . Smith has lo s t several buildings 
during college expansion and two of Brocklesby's buildings were demolished to accommodate 
the last l i b r a r y extension i n 1960. A committee of alumnae and another coinmittee of stu­
dents have been communicating with the college president and trustees about the preser­
vation of Alumnae Gym. While the l i b r a r y addition w i l l proceed as planned, the preser­
vation advocates have proposed moving the building (minus the western addition) approx­
imately 200 feet onto a contiguous parking l o t . Part of the parking l o t was the s i t e for 
the former Dickinson House, which was designed by Brocklesby i n 1894, burned i n 1944 and 

subswquently demolished. By relocating Alumnae Gym on t h i s s i t e , i t might be said that 
the o r i g i n a l s i t e plan of the campus would be restored. 

continued 
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Returning to the eastern and main facade, there seems to have been an e f f o r t on Brockles­
by 's part to leave few undecorated areas. For the central gable he designed what i s 
essentially a Palladian window with i t s arch f i l l e d i n by brick l a i d i n a basket-weave 
pattern with brownstone voussoirs outlined by a carved molding, f l u t e d keystone, and 
stopped by crockets. I t i s the broad l i n t e l of these windows that steps out on the sides 
to form the gable overhang. Below the windows i s the d e l i g h t f u l bas r e l i e f terra cotta 
plaque which reads, "Alumnae Gymnasium, A.D. 1890" above two twine nets beribboned, 
festooned, and surrounded with detailed figures of Indian clubs, dumbells, and early • 
tennis racquets. The three basement windows below are topped by brownstone l i n t e l s 
that are underscored by another b e l t course i n a manner that suggests a bracket label. 
Cut into these l i n t e l s are ogee curves. The ogee curves also appear as molded brick 
aprons under the continuous brownstone s i l l of the main windows, r e i t e r a t i n g t h e i r width. 

There i s a strong sense of v e r t i c a l i t y i n the eastern facade (which was probably also 
true for the western facade). The strong v e r t i c a l thrust of the central gable i s assisted 
by the s t r a i t e d height of the three main windows. I n the flanking walls, the v e r t i c a l 
is reinforced by the use of buttresses to divide what could have been a horizontal 
expanse of wall i n t o v e r t i c a l bays. In echo of the dedication plaque, there are panels 
of molded brick between upper and lower sets of windows. 

The stairtowers present another change i n character which may be considered an expres­
sion of the change of function. As already mentioned, the roofs are hipped gables. 
The windows are round arched and by t h e i r staggered arrangement, demark the winding of 
the s t a i r s . To delineate the s t a i r s , Brocklesby draws a li n e of molded brick up the 
sides of the stairtowers and across t h e i r facades, intersecting the top windows. 
This molding i s the only eave decoration, i n contrast to the walls flanking the central 
gable which have corbelled eaves picked out i n te r r a cotta. The stairtowers also pro­
vide the o r i g i n a l means of access to the building i n the form of two entrances with wooden 
peaked hoods. The diminutive arcades of the cupola appear again but are surmounted by a 
l a t t i c e e f f e c t . The hood i s supported by f l u t e d wooden brackets. The doubly curved 
stairway s k i r t s are quarry-faced brownstone that are compressed very rapidly to a low 
height. 

F i n a l l y , Brocklesby makes use of a system of brownstone b e l t courses to give variation 
of color and to contrast the brownstone's rough texture with the precise mechanical qual­
i t y of the flush-jointed b r i c k . The courses are aligned with either l i n t e l s or s i l l s . 
The only consistent l i n e i s that of the watertable which offsets the main fl o o r of the 
gym, while other lines weave i n and out between buttresses and projecting bays. 

#8: 
1 Elizabeth D. Hanscom and Helen F. Greene, Sophia Smith and the Beginnings of Smith 

College, p. 62. 
2 "Smith College Monthly," A p r i l 1894, n.p. 
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a34-PR 
MAY i :3 1976 

Mrs. Elizabeth R. Amadon 
Executive Director, Massachusetts 

Historical Coinralsslon 
294 Washington Street 
Boston, Massachusetts 02103 

Dear Hrs. Aioadon: 

After careful consideration, the proposed relocation of the Smith Aluonae 

Gyianasiura at Saith College, Northampton, Massachusetts, to an adjacent 

parking lot has been approved. It is regrettable that the library expan*-

sion necessitated the move from its original site. Thank you for the 

infonnation. y^ 

Sincerely yours, 

Charles A. Herrington (Sgd-f^ 

for 
Willian J. Murtagh 
Keeper of the National Register 

bcc: Regional Director, North Atlantic Region 
Director's Reading File 

- Vtf̂  
FNP:LOOK:sle:5-12-76 BASIC FILE RETAINED IN PR 
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appropriate date) 

events u îsnAiZAA's ]couok^t,oJlI^ ^ . e t ^ ^ 

institutional'g^.'-^ Q0J^ 2_ 

D A T E S ! DATE OF CONSTRUCTION (Specific date or 1/4 of century): } O 

DATE(S) OF "MAJOR" ALTERATIONS: 

HISTORICALLY SIGNIFICANT DATE(S): 

SOURCE* (Qp NOMINATION) PRIVATE STATE LOCAL GOV'T MUNICIPAL COUNTY 

OTHER FEDERAL AGENCY: 

A C R E A G E , (to nearest tenth of an acre) 

C O M M E N T S , (include architectural information here) 

<.CLW4> n-u.x o.>,o^^ u.;i^ ^ umiA^^ 

S i i ^ s ^ p^r t>v: feJ 5^^^tet4^ 

S l G N I F I C A N C E I ( m a x i m u m two sentences) imum two sentences) / \ \ - ) 



^ ^ ^ ^ 

. ^^^es^-yy-r€^^^y<^/^/Q^ 

Brick,^2 s t o r i e s , i r r e g u l a r iu>himg,ulaL' shape, intersecting gabled and 
hipped roof sections, i n t e r i o r chimneys with corbeled caps, peaked 

( hoods over f r o n t entrances, double-door reund-arched rear entrance with f 
f a n l i g h t , cupola^with lauvai'iLd mLhLJyand otecply piteheH ynnf|•aaidaA, | 
V brick s t r i n g courses? bygwnofeono and t&fga aratta t r i m | nagtf^dditlon, I 
1892; moved,H 1977. Ecl^irctic with Late Gothic Revival, Romanesque and 
Jacobethan elements. B u i l t by Smith College alumnae i n recognition of 
importance of physical education i n women's education; s i t e of f i r s t 
women's basketball game. 

Jr^'J< ^ M= cxiorer^s ^<y6yU^6^// 
p^fPt^ e 



%?d>Jc, ^S/h/eS^ /r/^i^/^^ /<^c^^/a/- c§^^oe ^ 

//7c7fe^^/7^ ofBiy/tfcJ ^n<^ ^']f/p^ Sec^'ai'^ 

- C r / ^ 
^ ^c/^^^ / 

J?u ^/y/?7/?d^ ^ ^ ' ' ^ ( ^ U c ^ , y i • .--

2 . 


