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ames Renwick was born on ames Renwick was born on 

November 1, 1818, in New York City.  His November 1, 1818, in New York City.  His 
father was a professor at Columbia College father was a professor at Columbia College 
and an engineer.  In 1836 James graduated and an engineer.  In 1836 James graduated 
from Columbia College.  Following his from Columbia College.  Following his 
father’s example, he turned to engineering as a father’s example, he turned to engineering as a 
profession, taking a position with the Erie profession, taking a position with the Erie 
Railroad and then supervising construction for Railroad and then supervising construction for 
the Croton reservoir and aqueduct.the Croton reservoir and aqueduct.  

Renwick abruptly shifted to architecture by Renwick abruptly shifted to architecture by 
winning the competition for Grace Church winning the competition for Grace Church 
(1843(1843--1846) at Broadway and 101846) at Broadway and 10thth Street in  Street in 
New York City.  The design of the church, New York City.  The design of the church, 
mainly late English Gothic in style, was mainly late English Gothic in style, was 
remarkably coherent, except for the spire that remarkably coherent, except for the spire that 
was added later to replace the earlier wooden was added later to replace the earlier wooden 
one.  Following this success, he gained many one.  Following this success, he gained many 
commissions for churches in New York, such commissions for churches in New York, such 
as Calvary Church (1846), Church of the as Calvary Church (1846), Church of the 
Puritans (1846), Saint Bartholomew’s (1872), Puritans (1846), Saint Bartholomew’s (1872), 
and Saint Patrick’s Cathedral (1853, dedicated and Saint Patrick’s Cathedral (1853, dedicated 
1879, completed 1887).1879, completed 1887).  

Saint Patrick's is generally considered his Saint Patrick's is generally considered his 
finest church. Its west facade is as well finest church. Its west facade is as well 

composed as any Gothic revival building in America.composed as any Gothic revival building in America.  
The Smithsonian Institution (1846The Smithsonian Institution (1846--1855), 1855), 

Washington, D.C., though burned in 1865 and Washington, D.C., though burned in 1865 and 
repaired by another architect, is as interesting a repaired by another architect, is as interesting a 
design as any conceived by Renwick.  In its complete design as any conceived by Renwick.  In its complete 
lack of harmony with the established classical style lack of harmony with the established classical style 
of the Mall, this building has an aura of romance, of a of the Mall, this building has an aura of romance, of a 
colorful fairyland of picturesque angles, turrets, colorful fairyland of picturesque angles, turrets, 
towers, and gingerbread decorations.  Also in towers, and gingerbread decorations.  Also in 
Washington, Renwick built the first Corcoran Gallery Washington, Renwick built the first Corcoran Gallery 
of Art (1859), which became the U.S. Court of of Art (1859), which became the U.S. Court of 
Claims.  Built of brick and brown stone, it is well Claims.  Built of brick and brown stone, it is well 
proportioned and owes much to Jacques Lemercier’s proportioned and owes much to Jacques Lemercier’s 
work on the Louvre in Paris.  This is noticeable in the work on the Louvre in Paris.  This is noticeable in the 
square dome, mansard roof, and imitative decoration.square dome, mansard roof, and imitative decoration.  

Secure in his profession, Renwick was commisSecure in his profession, Renwick was commis--  
sioned to build banks, hotels, and many private sioned to build banks, hotels, and many private 
residences for wellresidences for well--toto--do clients in New York, Staten do clients in New York, Staten 
Island, and Newport, Rhode Island.  In order to meet Island, and Newport, Rhode Island.  In order to meet 
these obligations, he hired several young architects, these obligations, he hired several young architects, 
among them John W. Root and Bertram Goodhue.  among them John W. Root and Bertram Goodhue.  
(Both men were recognized as superior in the next (Both men were recognized as superior in the next 
generation.)generation.)  

The Charity Hospital on Welfare Island in New The Charity Hospital on Welfare Island in New 
York City (1858York City (1858--1861), though esthetically 1861), though esthetically 
unsuccessful, was considered otherwise by the Board unsuccessful, was considered otherwise by the Board 
of Governors, who commented that “Its truly of Governors, who commented that “Its truly 
magnificent structure presents the appearance of a magnificent structure presents the appearance of a 
stately palace.”  Renwick based this design on the stately palace.”  Renwick based this design on the 
Tuileries Palace in Paris.  Its gray stone was quarried Tuileries Palace in Paris.  Its gray stone was quarried 
by prisoners on Welfare Island; its quoins and lintels by prisoners on Welfare Island; its quoins and lintels 
were of a lighter shade, and purple slate covered the were of a lighter shade, and purple slate covered the 
roof.  He designed the first major building for Vassar roof.  He designed the first major building for Vassar 
College, Poughkeepsie, New York (1860College, Poughkeepsie, New York (1860--1861).  1861).  
Built of red brick with blue stone trim and a green Built of red brick with blue stone trim and a green 
and purple mansard roof, the structure is chiefly and purple mansard roof, the structure is chiefly 
noted for its fireproofing, central heating from a noted for its fireproofing, central heating from a 
separate building, castseparate building, cast--iron columns, and colorful, iron columns, and colorful, 
though awkward, appearance.though awkward, appearance.  

Renwick died in New York City on June 23, Renwick died in New York City on June 23, 
1895.1895.  
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Gothic Revival ArchitectureGothic Revival Architecture  

GG  othic revival [is a] term designating a othic revival [is a] term designating a 
return to the building styles of the Middle Ages.  return to the building styles of the Middle Ages.  
Although the Gothic revival was practiced Although the Gothic revival was practiced 
throughout Europe, it attained its greatest throughout Europe, it attained its greatest 
importance in the United States and England.  importance in the United States and England.  
The early works were designed in a fanciful late The early works were designed in a fanciful late 
rococo manner, exemplified by Horace rococo manner, exemplified by Horace 
Walpole's remodeled “gothick” house, Walpole's remodeled “gothick” house, 
Strawberry Hill (1770).  By 1830, however, Strawberry Hill (1770).  By 1830, however, 
architects turned to more archaeological architects turned to more archaeological 
methods.  Thus, just as the classical revivalists methods.  Thus, just as the classical revivalists 
had done, they began to copy the original had done, they began to copy the original 
examples more literally.examples more literally.  

A. W. N. Pugin wrote two of the basic texts A. W. N. Pugin wrote two of the basic texts 
of the Gothic revival.  In Contrasts (1836) he put of the Gothic revival.  In Contrasts (1836) he put 
forth the idea that the Middle Ages, in its way of forth the idea that the Middle Ages, in its way of 
life and art, was superior to his own time and life and art, was superior to his own time and 
ought to be imitated.  He amplified his ideas in ought to be imitated.  He amplified his ideas in 
The True Principles of Pointed or Christian The True Principles of Pointed or Christian 
Architecture (1841), propounding that not only Architecture (1841), propounding that not only 
must Gothic detail be authentic but that the must Gothic detail be authentic but that the 
contemporary architect should achieve the contemporary architect should achieve the 
structural clarity and high level of craftsmanship structural clarity and high level of craftsmanship 
that were found in the Middle Ages by using the that were found in the Middle Ages by using the 
methods of medieval builders.  John Ruskin methods of medieval builders.  John Ruskin 
elaborated on these ideas in The Stones of elaborated on these ideas in The Stones of 
Venice.Venice.  

Followers of Ruskin and Pugin soon came Followers of Ruskin and Pugin soon came 
into conflict with proponents of the classic into conflict with proponents of the classic 
reviva, and the resulting conflict has often been reviva, and the resulting conflict has often been 
called a battle of the two styles.  The Church of called a battle of the two styles.  The Church of 
England supported the Gothic movement, England supported the Gothic movement, 
however, and provided for the restoration of a however, and provided for the restoration of a 
great number of medieval religious buildings.great number of medieval religious buildings.  

Sir George Gilbert Scott was the noted Sir George Gilbert Scott was the noted 
English restorer of the day, while in France, English restorer of the day, while in France, 
ViolletViollet--lele--Duc led the exponents of the Gothic Duc led the exponents of the Gothic 
revival there.  Many architects found it revival there.  Many architects found it 

advantageous to work in both styles, as did Sir advantageous to work in both styles, as did Sir 
Charles Barry, a leading classicist.  Working Charles Barry, a leading classicist.  Working 
with A. W. N. Pugin, he won a competition in with A. W. N. Pugin, he won a competition in 
1840 with Gothic designs for the houses of 1840 with Gothic designs for the houses of 
parliament.parliament.  

In the United States the picturesque aspect of In the United States the picturesque aspect of 
the style took precedence over the doctrinaire the style took precedence over the doctrinaire 
approach of Pugin.  The first works of note in approach of Pugin.  The first works of note in 
the Gothic style appeared in the 1830s in the Gothic style appeared in the 1830s in 
buildings designed by A. J. Davis and Richard buildings designed by A. J. Davis and Richard 
Upjohn.  Upjohn.  The younger James Renwick The younger James Renwick 
became important in the 1840s and was became important in the 1840s and was 
especially renowned for his Grace especially renowned for his Grace 
Church and St. Patrick's Cathedral in Church and St. Patrick's Cathedral in 
New York City, both prime examples of New York City, both prime examples of 
the Gothic revival in the United States.the Gothic revival in the United States.  

The Gothic movement foundered because of The Gothic movement foundered because of 
the impossibility of reproducing medieval the impossibility of reproducing medieval 
buildings when there was no longer a medieval buildings when there was no longer a medieval 
economy or technology.  Only superficial effects economy or technology.  Only superficial effects 
of the style lingered in some eclectic works of of the style lingered in some eclectic works of 
the 19th and 20th cent.  However, the ideals of the 19th and 20th cent.  However, the ideals of 
earlier theoreticians, the clear expression of earlier theoreticians, the clear expression of 
structure and materials have influenced modern structure and materials have influenced modern 
architecture. architecture.   
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Grace Church Grace Church 
in New Yorkin New York  



St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New YorkSt. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York  
designed by Gothic Revival architect designed by Gothic Revival architect   
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