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

The design of the Fireproof Building is in the simple Greek Doric 
style, without any ornament, except that afforded by the porticoes which 
face each front. These porticoes are each composed of four massy columns 
three-and-a-half feet in diameter, raised on an arcade; the columns rise 
the whole height of the building (comprising two stories) surmounted by 
their entablature, and crowned with a pediment which,extending entirely 
across the building, meet together in the middle; the remaining part of the 
building, on each side, constitutes the wings to the center, falling below 
the apex of the pediment; the front of these offices is sixty-six feet, 
and breadth fifty-six feet, besides the porticoes, which project about 
twelve, and extend in front thirty-three feet each. They are approached 
from the street by a double flight of stone steps at both ends. The base­ 
ment, porticoes, and cornices are of stone. The walls are of brick, stucco­ 
ed in imitation of the >sawe.

The building as it now stands has undergone certain changes since it 
was constructed. The exterior steps to the porticoes which originally 
curved around the cylindrical corners of the portico bases were replaced 
after the 1886 earthquake with rectangular steps of granite. Some of the 
iron casement sash have been replaced by wood sash because of the warping 
by expansion of the iron under the heat of the summer sun.
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iTATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Fireproof Building was the most fire protected building in the 
country at the time of its construction and is believed to be the oldest 
building of fireproof construction in the United States. This building 
was designed by Robert Mills (the first native Americarl-trained 
an architect) and is very characteristic of his work. Both the high 
columnar portico raised on a basement arcade and the triple window treat­ 
ment of the central window mass are typical of Mills' work. The Fire­ 
proof Building is built of solid masonry in an avowed attempt to be 
fireresistant since Mills was intensely concerned for the safty of the 
public records housed in the building.

As to the design character, it appears that Mills was working in the 
manner of Latrobe. The buildings of Latrobe show the influence of such 
contemporary English architects as John Nash and Sir John Soane, who, 
reacting from the exuberance of Adam, tended toward clean bare surfaces 
and mouldings in small crisp profiles. This prescription is based on 
that "less is more" and is only successful when proportions, masses, 
light, and shadow have been carefully studied to the ultimate. Mills 1 
Fireproof Building, which seems so simple at first glance, is the end 
result of intensive study and the rejection of nonessentials, achieving 
thereby an austeer sense of order and serenity. (Albert Simons comment, 
FAIA)

In the architectural survey of Charleston, a jury composed of Dr. 
William Murtagh, Keeper of the National Register of Historic Places, 
Professor Bernard Lemann, Tulane University School of Architecture, Mr. 
Carl Feiss and Mr. Russell Wright, consultants to the city, noted this 
structure as exceptional. This notation indicates that the building is 
of the highest architectural design quality, well-proportioned, and 
architecturally sophisticated. Windows, classical orders or other 
period designs, chimneys, verandahs, massing, materials, textures, refin
detail, and craftsmanship are all elegant and innovative, 
is to be preserved and protected in situ at all costs.
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