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Located on a paved road in rural east Topsham Center, the Chase House is a 2 1/2
story, wood frame building, approximately 35' x 20' of post and beam construction
with a standing seam metal gabled-roof. Although undocumented, the building
appears to date from the early 1830's. The main rectangular structure is
three~bays wide, and four bays deep, with the gable-end oriented to the road.
From the rear, a single-story, gable-roofed wood~frame ell, housing a modern
kitchen, extends to the east. The walls of both buildings are covered with
clapboards, the main building containing shuttered 12/6 windows, those in the

ell 6/6, dating from a rebuilding of 1976 - 1977.

The main :entrarcey -located--on "the westerly-side of .the house, is differentiated
by its simple pilastered.doorway containing a .rectangular transom with leaded-
glazed side lights, executed in a Greek Revival-like style. Above the second. ..-
story, a lunette complements the gable's symmetry, its roundness providing a
softening touch, together with a shallow barge-board which trims the eaves
around the entire roof.

The rear elevation of the main block contains an attic window, which together
with the front lunette, provides the light source for the attic half story.

The south elevation contains four bays of symmetrically placed windows, while
the north elevation contains three window bays. A fourth bay is covered with
clapboards.

A side hall plan, containing the main staircase, provides for an asymmetrical
floor plan on the first and second stories of the house. The architectural
components ‘within''the rooms-'are‘dimple-unaltered trims, -with .the original pine
floorboards. The main staircase, contained in the hall, retzins most of its ori-
ginal newel posts,.:éach post :capped with ‘a miShroom—line finial. The principal
newel, in the entry hall, had been replaced, circa.1870's, providing for.a
contrasting victorian. touch in an otherwise vernacular’ aarlier 19th:century
interior,
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Surrounding the staircase is a series.-of wall paintings, .attributed to. the
itinerant American mural painter, Rufus Porter. The murals .contain a variety
of subjects with no apparent schematic plan as to their location. The murals,
and their individual themes may be identified as follows:

Lower Stair Hall, - North Wall -

(1) West Portion (at.foot of stalrs) Landscape with Trees.

(2) 'Center Portion .(up the.stalrs) 'Landscape with Trees, a large
Mountain, and a Waterfall (some area still covered with wall-
paper).

(3) Center Portion (below the stairs), Landscape & Mq;ntaln.

(4) East Portion (behind the stairs), Landscape.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The.Chase House is significant in that it contains the-“dnly murals attributed to-
Rufus Porter thus far found in the State of Vermont. It is significant that the
Porter murals.are contained within a rural house that in itself shows the skills
and talents of a local Vermont carpenter-builder.
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Porter was born in West.Boxford, Massachusetts in 1792 and worked as an itinerant
wall painter in.Massachusetts, New Hampshire and Maine prior to painting the Chase
House murals, c. 1831-1834. This date has been suggested from a depiction on the
‘lower north wall of the Frigate Potomac whose voyage around the world .at this time
was prominent news.. Porter, the founder of-Scientific American, was also interested
in navigation improvements which probably accounts for the inclusion of the steam-
boat in the lower hall of the house.

The dating of the paintings around this time would suggest that they. are contemporary
with the architectural components of the house, of which the exact building date is
thus far undocumented: - It should be noted- that while: the carpenter-builder is . -
unknown, the treatment of the newel posts of the staircase would suggest a local
builder, perhaps from the Topsham area. -The-murals provide: the perfect compler -
ment for the vernacular building features, and when viewed.by the side-lights of

the doorway demonstrate the.harmonious, integration. of the vernacular art.of the--.-
painter, together with the craft of the carpenter-builder. As such, the Chase

House may be viewed as a testimony to the integration of the less urban arts

in America during the second quarter of the nineteenth century.

S

1. See Lipman, Jean, Rufus Porter: Yankee.Pioneer. (Biﬁlibérapﬁ& for a more
detailed account of the life of Porter.) .
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Lower Stair Hall, - East Wall
(5) Landscape with a very large Tree and Mountains.
Lower Stair Hall - South Wall

(6) West Portion, Landscape with Trees and Bushes. (By front doot)
(7) Center Portion, Landscape and Rlverscape with a large
. Steamboat 51mllar to Robert Fulton's "Clermont".

Lower Stair Hall, - West Wall

~(8) North Portion, Landscape with Trees,
H

Upper Stair Hall, - North Wall

(9) West Portion,.Landscape with Trees, possible signature
"R POR 9" at lower left corner (some area still covered
with wall-pdper.

(10) East Portion, Landscape with Trees (considerable area still
covered with wall-paper.)

Upper Stair Hall, - East Wall

(11) Landscape with Trees and Mountains and, in the foreground,
a house and a Barn which are probably the Elwin Chase house
and barn. '

Upper Stair Hall, - South Wall .
(12) East Portion, Seascape with two ships under full sail,
one a sloop and the other the three-masted U.S. Frigate
"Potomac" flying the American flag and the pennant of
Commodore John Downes (In 1831 President Andres Jackson
dispatched the '"Potomac" under Captain Downs to Sumatra
to punish the natives for a 'Murderous Attack" on an Ameri-
can merchant ship. Her mission accomplished with a ven-
geance, the "Potomac" then sailed on "Round the World".)
(13) West Portion, Landscape with Trees and Mountains.

Upper Stair Hall, - West Wall

(14) South Portion, Landscape with Tree.
(15) North Poriton, Landscape with Trees.
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Together, the wall paintings represent a total of approximately 600 square
feet, and cover the entire wall surface of the hall, both upper and lower.




