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1. Name of Property
historic name Mercer County Court House
other names/site number N/A

2. Location

street & number Diamond. Erie and Pitt Streets not for publication N/A
city or town ___Mercer vicinity _N/A

state __Pennsvlvania code PA__ county _ Mercer code 085
zip code __16137

3. State/Federal Agency Certification

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1986, as amended, I hereby certify that this _X nomination
___request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the National Register of

Historic Places and meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60. In my opinion, the property X

meets _____ does not meet the National Register Criteria. I recommend that this property be considered significant ___ nationally ¥ __

statewide ___ logglly. (___ See continuation sheet for additional comments.)
W J/Brent Glass, Fx. Dir 10-5-28

Signature of certifying official Date

PA Historical and Musevm Commission
State or Federal agency and bureau

In my opinion, the property meets does not meet the National Register criteria. ( See continuation shee
for additional comments.)

Signature of commenting or other official Date

State or Federal agency and bureau



4. National Park Service Certification

f

I, hereby certify that this property is:

entered in the National Register

__See continuation sheet.
determined eligible for the

National Register
—_See continuation sheet.
determined not eligible for the

National Register
removed from the National Register

other (explain):

Signature of Keeper Date
of Action

S. Classification

Ownership of Property (Check as many boxes as apply)
____private
_X_ public-local
____public-State
____public-Federal

Category of Property (Check only one box)
_X_ building(s)
___ district
____site
___ Structure
___object

Number of Resources within Property
Contributing Noncontributing

2 0__ buildings
sites
1  structures
1 objects
3 1 Total

———

Number of contributing resources previously listed in the National

Register _ 0

Name of related multiple property listing (Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing.)

N/A

6. Function or Use

Historic Functions (Enter categories from instructions)

Cat: Government Sub: Courthouse

Current Functions (Enter categories from instructions)

Cat: Government Sub: Courthouse




- 7. Description “ !‘

Architectural Classification (Enter categories from instructions)
Beaux Arts o

Materials (Enter categories from instructions)

foundation  Sandstone
roof Asphalt
walls Sandstone

Brick
other

Narrative Description (Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation sheets.)

8. Statement of Significance

Applicable National Register Criteria (Mark "X" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property for
National Register listing)

X _A  Property is associated with events that have made a significant

contribution to the broad patterns of our history.
B Property is associated with the lives of persons significant in

our past.

_X_C  Property embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of construction or

- represents the work of a master, or possesses high artistic values, or represents a significant and

distinguishable entity whose components lack individual distinction.

—_ D  Property has yielded, or is likely to yield information important in prehistory or history.

Criteria Considerations (Mark "X" in all the boxes that apply.)

owned by a religious institution or used for religious purposes.

removed from its original location.

a birthplace or a grave.

a cemetery.

a reconstructed building, object, or structure.

a commemorative property.

less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 50 years.

QmMmgoaOw )

LI

Areas of Significance (Enter categories from instructions)
Politics / Government
Architecture
Art

Period of Significance 1909 - 1948 Significant Dates _ 1909-1911
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N/A . .

Culrural Affiliation N/A

Architect/Builder = Owsely and Boucherle, Architects (1909) Luvster and L.owe. Contractors
Owslev, Charles F. (1948)

Narrative Statement of Significance (Explain the significance of the property on one or more continuation sheets.)

9. Major Bibliographical Referencés

(Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or more continuation sheets.)

Previous documentation on file (NPS)

___ preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67) has been
requested.

___previously listed in the National Register

____previously determined eligible by the National Register

___ designated a National Historic Landmark

___recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey #

__recorded by Historic American Engineering Record #

Primary Location of Additional Data
__ State Historic Preservation Office
___ Other State agency

___Federal agency

__Local government

___ University

__ Other

Name of repository:

10. Geographical Data

Acreage of Property __2.35 acres

UTM References (Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet)

Zone Easting Northing Zone Easting Northing
1 17 565900 4564000 3
2 4

See continuation sheet.

Verbal Boundary Description (Describe the boundaries of the property on a continuation sheet.)

Boundary Justification (Explain why the boundaries were selected on a continuation sheet.)



11. Form Prepared By

name/title Charles Uhl
organization Historic Preservation Services K date__July 28. 1998
street & number__ 6711 Stanton Avenue , __telephone (412) 492-9100

city or town Pittsburgh _st.ce PA_ zipcode 15206
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The Mercer County Court House is a red brick and light gray sandstone three-story
building, rectangular in form, with a tall bell and clock tower. The carefully symmetrical
Classical / Beaux Arts-styled building is located in the center of Mercer, in the middle of
the community’s “Diamond” or square, on top of a small hill. It is surrounded by main
community thoroughfares, which are lined with commercial and office buildings two or
three stories in scale. The court house has a 180° by 92’ footprint, and is in an excellent
state of integrity. The north elevation is eleven bays wide, the south elevation has nine
bays, and the side elevations have five bays. Alterations include the replacement of the
terra cotta roofing on the bell tower dome with aluminum panels, and remodeling on the
interior including office partitioning, and the insertion of an additional small court room.
The nominated property includes the grounds of the Diamond, on which stands Mercer
County’s war memorial, a contributing object. Also included as a contributing resource is
the old Mercer County Jail, now the South Court House Annex, just south of the
Diamond.

Location of the court house in the Diamond required a carefully finished elevation on each
side of the building. The Diamond is roughly a 200 by 500’ rectangle with its long length
on the north and south sides, and the rectangular footprint of the court house is aligned
with the Diamond’s layout, though the building is set north of the center of the Diamond.
The site slopes downhill from north to south, exposing more of the south elevation of the
building above grade. The main entrance to the building is through the portico on the
north elevation of the building, facing North Diamond Street. Erie Street, U.S. Route 19
(also known as Perry Highway), is immediately west of the Diamond. It is the old main
overland route between Pittsburgh and Erie.

Structurally the building was built of masonry bearing walls with steel columns and joists,
and poured concrete floors.

The north elevation is organized in three parts: two four-bay wings separated by a
projecting three-bay portico. The outer bay is framed by wide stone piers, rising from the
stone basement to a narrow stone belt just above the third floor windows; this stone belt
matches up horizontally with the architrave panel of the projecting portico. The stone is
flush faced, and minimally decorated, with the shaft of the pier stepping in from a flat
plinth, and stepping out in two shallow stages in a minimal capital. The connecting belt
has two shallow steps as well. The field within the piers is hard-faced red brick. laid in
American bond and pointed with white mortar. The taller first floor window opening is
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proportioned and detailed. Weathering of the stone, and written history, makes it evident
that the columns were constructed in stacked sections. Broad stone steps between
rectangular bases rise about eight feet from street level, and fill the area from the inside of
the eastern columm to the inside of the western column. MERCER COUNTY COURT
HOUSE is carved in the stone frieze below the pediment. Dentil courses outline the base
of the pediment and the inside legs of the gable. The face of the inside of the pediment is
undecorated flush stone. The parapet follows the perimeter of the pediment, stepped back
from the outer edge of the pediment.

The face of the building behind the monumental portico has three bays. The central
element is the main doorway in the center bay. This element is framed between wide
patterned stone architrave legs, topped with consoles, and has a stylized pediment as
entablature. This is the only entrance to the building treated this elaborately. The tall pair
of oak doors each have a single panel below a single large light. The tall transom over the
doors has a radiating starburst tracery pattern often seen on in Beaux Arts-era buildings in
railings or windows. The tall windows in the outer bays of the portico have the eared

“stone surrounds of the other first floor windows of this elevation. The second and third
floor windows are in smaller rectangular openings than the other windows of this
elevation. The bays are framed within the frame of the stone piers by brick piers, like the
windows of the outer bay. The windows have two rectangular sash, topped by a transom,
and open on ancillary spaces in the courthouse. The third floor windows have a sloping
eared stone sill.

The bell and clock tower rises about ninety feet above the roof of the court house. The
tower is centered over the building and rises from an octagonal brick and stone base. The
brick base has elliptical windows, not visible from the street, that were painted over as a
security measure during World War II.' At the level of the bell opening, four columned
projections face out over the principal building elevations, with narrow sections of brick
infill angled to connect the main faces. Each projection around a bell opening is done in
stone, with a stone plinth on the outer sides, and a stone balustrade at plinth level between
and below the columns. There are two pairs of columns flanking the opening. The
columns are not fluted, are of the Doric order, and support a full entablature above the
top of the opening. Centered above the stone entablature above the bell openings is a

' These windows provided light for the top of the rotunda, description to follow. They are not the sash
visible at the top of the rotunda.
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flush stone panel that serves as the face of each clock. The stone panel is thick, so the
clock face appears to be in the same vertical plane as the face of the frieze above the
columns. The outer edges of the stone clock face rise in a curve that ends with a
simplified volute. Immediately above the volute two heavy projecting bands of stone
curve through a half circle that frames and slightly protects the top half of each clock
face. A keystone element is located at the top of the circle arch above the clock. At the
outer corner of base of each clock, a small battered stone monument rises from a plinth
block, further framing the clock composition. The clock face is translucent glass, marked
with Roman numerals.

At the base of the clock level, the tower completes its conversion to a circle from an
octagon. At the spring of the arch defining the upper half of the clock face, the capping
dome begins. The dome originally was 3,000 custom terra cotta panels, which failed
completely twice in 35 years. The terra cotta was replaced in 1948 with an aluminum
panel skin between eight aluminum ribs. The ribs alternate between wide and narrow,
lining up with the outer edges of the clocks and the narrower brick panels below. The
penultimate section of the dome is a louvered element supported by eight stylized
consoles, installed upside down, with a simple bracketed top. The cap is a broad circle of
sheet metal, drawn upward to a point, and topped with a ball, the lower part resembling a
symmetrical Hershey’s Kiss.

Historical sources report that the tower was based on the design of St. Paul’s in Rome.
The paired columns by the bell openings, ribbed dome, and capping element do resemble
Michelangelo’s design in miniature. Further research suggests that elements also were
borrowed from the Cathedral of St. Paul in St. Paul, Minnesota. This Cathedral was
designed by noted Beaux Arts architect Emanuel L. Masqueray, of Paris and New York.
The design was considered a masterpiece of Beaux Arts architecture, and was extensively
published in 1906. Architect for the Mercer County Court House, Charles F. Owsley,
studied with Masqueray in Paris in 1904. The Cathedral of St. Paul has a ribbed terra
cotta dome, but is of a completely different scale.’

The east elevation is one of the five-bay widths of the building. The center three bays of
the elevation project, analogous to the porticos on the long elevations. A porch projects

? Smith, G.E Kidder. Pictorial History of Architecture in America. (New York, American Heritage
Publishing Company, 1976) 430.
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from the center bay of the first floor. ~ :e recessed outer bays are identical in appearance
to the outer bays of the north elevatio:  wide stone piers framing red brick infill, with a
minimum of carved decoration. The « er bays of the three-bay projecting element also
are identical to the outer bays in this ¢ vation. The porch projects about twelve feet from
the east elevation, and is a rectangul:  almost cubical, element. It is made entirely of
stone, as are the large porticos. Th:: “rch roof and entablature are supported on half-
column pilasters where attached to  : main body of the court house. Supporting each
outer corner are three columns, arrzged in an “L,” with a column on the outer corner and
one each in line with it towards the court house and towards the center of the porch. All
the columns are of the Doric order, and are not fluted. The stone stairs rise between two
large regular, rectangular stone blocks, forming a plinth for the porch and columns. The
entablature features an architrave and frieze identical in appearance and proportionately
smaller than the entablature of the large porticos. There is a small dentil course below the
cornice, as on the large porticos. Above the porch cornice is a balcony railing element,
with wide paneled corners and turned stone baulsters. This is a short, heavy-appearing
element identical in proportion to the stone railing at the bell openings in the tower. It
continues on the side of the porch, returning to the face of the court house. The center
bay of the east elevation of the court house has a large single, tri-partite window centered
over the porch. The lights are tall narro'v elemer s, with square transom-like lights at the
top of the opening. This window is l;cated in the third floor of the court house. The
entrance beneath the portico houses . pair of doc+s and is similar to the main entrance on
the north elevation, minus the elabor: ;e entablatura.

Attached to the plinth-like blocks fra: ing the stairs to the porch are decorative cast iron
light standards. These lights have fc  arms arranged in a square around the taller center
element, all capped with white trans.  ent globes. These lights date from the completion
of the court house in 1911.

Due to the downhill slope of Merce: Diamond from north to south, the south elevation
of the court house stands further at  : grade than the north elevation. The slope, setback
from the south edge of the Diamor  nd mo.lem traffic patterns make this elevation the
most easily viewed. A semi-circulc. phalt . iveway and parking area occur here.
Functionally this always has been2  ondar ‘:ntrance to the building. The easy basement
access made this elevation the logiv  ntry f  supplies and bulky items: the court house’s
loading dock.
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The south elevation has three-bay sections flanking the center portico. Above the
basement each bay six of these bays is identical to the previously-described corner bays of
the north and east elevations. The basement is furthest above grade in the west section.
The basement is faced with smooth-finished stone, and has a double door entrance in the
center bay. The outer bays have tall windows with security screens. The basement
openings under the eastern three bays have window openings, two filled with louvers to
ventilate mechanical equipment. The south elevation has the same stone-columned
monumental portico as the north elevation. However, there is no access to the first floor
level of the portico from the exterior. The stone foundation under the portico deck has
three tall and wide openings providing access under the deck to the primary basement
entrance. The face of the foundation is finished with the same smooth-faced flush stone
used throughout the building. The basement openings are carefully symmetrical, located
under the gaps between the columns, and have a very shallow arch with a keystone
element flush with the stone face, the point of which projects slightly below the center of
the arch. Entrance to the basement is through a pair of oak doors with a low panels and
large single lights, centered under the portico.

Above the deck of the portico the elevation differs from the north facade. The
monumental staircase is located at the center of this wall, and the center bay has three
wide openings, the upper two of which help to light the staircase. The lower opening has
double oak doors providing the only access to the deck of the portico. Each door has a
single low panel above the bottom rail, and a single large light. The doors are flanked by
side lights in a similar pattern. The doorway opening is simple punched brick, unlike the
carefully finished stone entry serving the north elevation. The second floor of the center
bay has an almost-square window made up of four narrow lights below a transom element.
The center light of the transom element extends over both the center two lower lights.
The third floor opening is a taller version of the second floor element: four rectangular
lights under three slightly shorter lights with a square center light over the middle two
bottom lights. This composition is topped by a transom element identical to the second
floor opening, producing a stacked, three tier element: 4-3-3 in configuration. F lanking
the center stairway openings are paired tall, narrow window openings, lighting bathrooms
and ancillary spaces. The second floor windows have a tall light under a shorter, transom-
like light. The third floor windows have three stacked elements matching the center
window. No stone trim is used in the under-portico section of this elevation. This
certainly was intentional, used by the architect to mark this as the minor of the two
monumental elevations.
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Above the basement, the west elevatic' s in every way identical to the east elevation,
previously described. The basement 0 -he southern corner is further out of the ground
than elsewhere, and has a taller windo - opening. Like every other part of the building,
the basement is finished with smooth :ced stone.

Interior:

The interior layout of the court ~ouse is defined by its entrances, court rooms,
monumental stairs, and central rotunda. The first floor has a wide “T” shaped hallway
which connects the main entrance in the north elevation with the side entrances to the east
and west. The top center of the «T” is beneath the building’s rotunda, and the
monumental stairs are located just above the top center of the «T* in the south center of
the building. County public records and administrative functions are located in the
quadrants defined by the hall =nd stair 2y The northeast corner houses the county
commissioners, while across the hall - :he south is the Clerk of Courts and Recorder of
Wills offices. The Prothonotary is loc :.ed in the northwest quadrant, and the Fiscal office
and Recorder of Deeds is in the southwest section. The offices for the Treasurer, the Tax
Assessor, the County Controller, and Voter Registration are in the heavily-remodeled
basement.

Above the first floor the building -voted to the law. The two original court r00mS are
located on either side of the centr: -otunda. The court rooms occupy the second and
third floors, and extend further s 1 :nto the building than the first floor hall below,
pushing the narrower second floc  orriders south, and creating two “L” shaped sections
of perimeter offices and ancillary  1ce scuth and to the east and west respectively of each
original court room. These perir  r offices house the District Attorney, Public
Defender, chambers for judges, ~ " rooms, law enforcement offices, and other court-
related functions. Available spz  n the third floor is limited by the two-story court
rooms. A third court room, sm. - than the two original spaces, was installed in the
southwestern corner of the thir: >0t in 1~81. Offices, jury rooms and the law library are
also located on the third floor.

Although the careful symmetry iregui -y of design that characterizes the exterior are
carried through to the interior, archit. ook full advantage of the opportunity to
introduce materials of high que- ndiff  :t shapes and color where the court house
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visitor could experience them at close range. Reached through a marble-floored and
wainscoted vestibule and short hall ending in a flat arched opening, the central rotunda-
comes as a surprise because the building does not have the traditional dome associated
with such a space. In a direct line south from the main entrance, through a marble-clad
flat arch, is the start of the monumental staircase leading to the court functions on the
second floor.” The entire height of the first floor of the rotunda is paneled with flat off-
white marble. The offices in the east and west sections of the court house are reached
through flat arches identical to that leading to the stairs. On the second and third floors of
the rotunda are large rectangular openings, framed at the bottom by a heavy-balustraded
railing of marble, and on the sides by plaster scagliola columns in antis, crowned with
gold-painted or leafed Corinthian capitals. The columns rise to the base of the dome
element on the third floor. The railing at the third floor is the same as that used on the
monumental stairs, described below.

The top of the rotunda is framed by a cornice, decoratively painted. Leafed consoles form
a dentil course for the projecting element. Four arched windows with the same Beaux-
Arts-associated tracery pattern used above the main entrance begin the transition from
cube to dome. Around the perimeter of the window arch is a heavy molding with the
appearance of a bundle of rods bound occasionally by crossed bands. This element is an
allegory to the justice sought in the building’s court rooms. The molding represents the
Roman fasces, bundles of rods around an ax bound by a red strap. Fasces were carried by
a lichtor, who accompanied Roman magistrates and carried out sentences of punishment.
The pendentives of the rotunda have allegorical paintings by noted mural artist Edward E.
Simmons (see Significance section). The rotunda is capped by a circular stained-and-art
glass light in 12-sections. This element has acanthus-like leaves around its outer
perimeter, with four small panels framed in the perimeter, aligned with the pendentives,
containing the words PEACE, TRUTH, JUSTICE, and LAW.

The court house hallways are paved and wainscoted with off-white marble. The original
doors from the halls to the offices are oak, paneled to the lock rail, with a light above
framed by the stiles and top rail. The doors have transoms. The south wall of the hall on
the second floor has borrowed light partitions above the wainscot. Ceilings of the halls
are coffered, likely corresponding with the building’s structure. On the first floor every

* The large color rendering of the court house provided by architect Charles F. Owsley in 1908 hangs in
the southwest corner of the first floor of the rotunda. It is visible in photo #9 accompanying this
nomination.
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second coffer is wider, and is supported by a pair of wide consoles, simply detailed, with a
Greek key motif on each exposed end. The coffered ceilings and consoles are
decoratively painted and stenciled with a leafy motif. The interior perimeter of each coffer
is filled with a crown-molding element including dentil block and egg-and dart molding,
decoratively painted.

The offices are finished more functionally, less decoratively, and have been subject to
remodelings. They generally have painted plaster walls, wooden chair rail, and
unornamented ceilings, coffered by the structural system.

The marble monumental stairs rise in a wide single run south from the first floor to an
intermediate landing, split, and rise in two runs north to the second floor. The second to
third floor stairs have the same configuration. The stair rails are ornate bronze
compositions featuring vertical ovals, twined together with balusters of stacked floral
buds. Above and below the vertical ovals are vine-like elements in a repeating serpentine
shape. At the top and in the center of every run of railing are a coat-of-arms like section
that appears to be a garlands of laurel leaves surrounding a center section. Incorporated in
this center section is a relatively small “M” encircled by a larger “C” — for Mercer County.
The railing is capped by a oak handrail, sinuously following the course of the stairs. The
first two risers extend beyond the railing; their outer edges are semicircular. Prosaically,
bathrooms are located off the intermediate stair landings.

The two original court rooms are tall rectangular spaces, impressively finished, as benefits
the majesty of the law. As described above, the original court rooms occupy the second
and third floors, each in the north center of a court house wing, separated by the rotunda.
The court rooms are oriented with the judge’s bench against the center of the north wall in
each room, with the plaintiffs, defendants, attorneys, and audience facing north. Modem
jury boxes are located near the judge’s bench, set at 90 degrees to the north south axis.
The dominant decorative elements of the court rooms are 10’ by 15° mural paintings
centered behind the judge: these date from the construction of the building. The
allegorical paintings by artists Vincent Aderante (Court Room Number One) and Alonzo -
Foringer (Court Room Number Two) are discussed in the Significance section
accompanying this nomination. Also prominent are the original traceried, multi-light
skylights in the second from the south of the four east-west ceiling coffers. These were

~ once lit by roof skylights, now out of service. The court room walls are paneled to a
height of eight feet by dark-stained oak. There are four doors leading to each court room.
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One in each wall on either side of the judge’s bench leading to.the judge’s chambers and a
meeting room respectively, a double door leading to the wide hall around the rotunda, and
one centered in the north wall of each room. The three single openings each have wide
casing and a consoled entablature containing three-paneled doors, with short horizontal
panels at top and bottom. The double door, intended as the primary entrance, is topped
with a full pediment. Of the interior furnishings, only the balustraded bar appears to be
original.

Court Room Number One has a heavy, dentilled and bracketed cornice, and a shallow-
coffered ceiling, both decoratively painted. Immediately below the cornice the walls are
stenciled with tall repeating pattern of urns and fleur-de-lis, with each stylized urn
connected by a swag with a heavy pendant or cartouche. A fleur-de-lis stencil also
encircles the room above the paneling. A problem with court room acoustics immediately
after construction of the building required the installation of the square tiles visible on the
walls and ceiling of both court rooms.

Court Room Number Two has a different stencil pattern and simpler dentil block cornice.
This court room’s stenciling is made up of rosettes connected by vines at the top of the
room, with vertical runs of harp and lyre pattern, repeated horizontally along the top of
the paneling.

Integrity:

Relatively few alterations have be made to the building over the years. The most visible
exterior alteration has been the replacement of the terra cotta roof of the dome. It proved
to be nearly impossible to make this type of terra cotta roof completely waterproof, and
winter freezing and thawing cracked the terra cotta, accelerating its deterioration.’ The
first terra cotta roof was completely replaced with a similar roof in a year-long project in
1922-°23, barely twelve years after it was instailed. This roof was repaired intermittently
until it was replaced in 1948 with a roof of aluminum panels, colored similarly to the
replaced terra cotta. Apparently but for the Depression and World War II, the roof would
have been replaced sooner. Architect Charles F. Owsley designed the replacement roof,

* Chicago architect Daniel Burnham included a similar roof in his free-standing rotunda-like “cab stand”
for Union Station in Pittsburgh (1903). When this building was rehabilitated in 1987 it proved to be
impossible to make the terra cotta roof water tight, and it was covered with a membrane, reluctantly. This
is based on the writer’s personal experience.



