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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is to discover whether the evolution of African American 

religious socio-cultural traditions influenced the design and construction of six African American 

church buildings, located in the southern United States, and constructed between 1842 and 1917. 

The research is structured in a case study methodology which examines each church 

individually against four causal influences:  Afrocentric and Eurocentric religious traditions, 

architectural styles, regionalism, and local architectural vernacular.  The results are intended to 

provide answers to stated research questions within the dissertation regarding ethnic-religious 

practices and ethnic social and celebratory practices which may or may not be evident in the 

design or construction of the six churches.  The research shall also examine whether there are 

cultural and architectural influences on building design by African American architects. 

There are two literature references relevant to this dissertation.  The first is the 

introduction of African American religious practices such as music and song, the development of 

African American choirs, and the coordination of African rhythms to the African American 

worship experience.  The second reference is the varied examples of regional architecture which 

existed throughout the southern United States, and its influence based on local vernacular 

building design and the culture and heritage of the people that the buildings supported.  The 

collected data on the six churches were organized according to the reporting format of the 

Historic Architectural Building Surveys (HABS), used to document important examples of 

architecture across the United States. 

This study concludes that architecture style, regionalism, and local design vernacular 

influenced the design of the six African American church buildings more than the influence of 

cultural or religious African American traditions. 
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NOMENCLATURE 

For this dissertation, the descriptive term ‘African American’ shall be used to describe a 

racial group.  The term ‘Black’ is used interchangeably with the term ‘African American’, with 

both terms used to characterize ancestry and not skin color.  The terms ‘Negro’ and ‘colored’ 

shall be used within historical context. 

The title ‘architect’ is protected under law in the United States and is earned by 

successfully passing a rigorous examination administered by registration boards representing all 

fifty states and the District of Columbia.  The state of Illinois was the first state to administer an 

examination for licensure in 1897.  William Sidney Pittman and Wallace Rayfield, two architects 

who designed two of the building in this study, were formally educated, received degrees or 

certificates, and practiced architecture, while E.J. Allein, a contractor, led the construction of one 

of the churches in this study.  All three persons were designing and constructing buildings before 

the enactment of the licensure law.  Further, some jurisdictions grandfathered in applicants for 

licensure who could prove that they had been in practice a certain number of years prior to the 

enactment of the licensure law.  For this dissertation, to be consistent with the use of the title 

about a person who is proficient in the design and construction of buildings, that person shall be 

referred to as an architect. 

According to the Dictionary of Architecture and Construction, third edition, the definition 

of a ‘sanctuary’ is the immediate area around the altar.  The same dictionary source defines the 

term ‘nave’ as the middle and side aisles of a church; that part of the church intended primarily 

for the laity.  For accuracy in the architectural reference to the spatial design of a church, this 

study shall use both the terms ‘sanctuary’ and ‘nave’ as accurately defined in the Dictionary of 

Architecture and Construction, third edition. 
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CHAPTER I  

INTRODUCTION 

One of the earliest documented studies of the institution of the Negro church as well as an 

account of church buildings is the book ‘The Negro Church’, written by W.E.B. DuBois.  

Published in 1903, the book documents the religious life and experiences of the Negro 

community at the turn of the 20th century.  The book is the first full-length treatment of the Black 

church in the United States.  It is also the first scholarly historical account of the Black religious 

experience in the United States, as well as the first empirical study of religion to be conducted at 

a Black college or university and to be administered and led by Black scholars.1  As an example 

of scholarly work, DuBois begins the documentation and dialogue of the condition of the early 

development of the black church in America.  Writing about the state of the Negro church of 

1903, DuBois concluded that throughout the four hundred years of the Transatlantic slave trade, 

Africans brought their religious beliefs and practices to the western world.  The practice of 

African religion, according to DuBois, has its origins in ‘nature worship’, as he states in the 

following: 

The prominent characteristic of primitive Negro religion is Nature 
worship with the accompanying strong belief in sorcery.  ‘There is 
a theistic tendency: “Almost all tribes believe in some supreme god 
without always worshiping him, generally a heaven and rain god; 
sometimes, as among the Cameroons and in Dahomey, a sun-god.  
But the most widely-spread worship among Negroes and Negroids, 
from west to northeast and south to Loango, is that of the moon, 
combined with a great veneration of the cow.”  The slave trade so 
mingled and demoralized the west coast of Africa for four hundred 
years that it is difficult today to find their definite remains of any 
great religious system.2  

                                                 

1 W.E.B. DuBois, The Negro Church A Reprint of the 1903 Edition (Eugene, Oregon:  Cascade Books, 2011), x. 
2 Ibid., 1. 
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According to Nathaniel Samuel Murrell, the traditional West African cosmos envisions a 

universe of interactions among many divinities, spirits, ancestors, humans, animals, and cosmic 

life, as well as evil forces, but everything is not divine.  John Mbiti states that many ideas about 

God and the world evolved in African thought over millennia. They are expressed in sacred 

stories, legends, myths, proverbs, symbols, rituals, and saying of the sages.  When these ideas 

converge, a picture emerges of a complex understanding of the cosmos.3  

The introduction of Christianity to Africans introduced a monotheistic approach to 

worship, a contradiction to many African religious traditions and practices which developed from 

a polytheistic perspective.  Common to many African societies was a belief in a High God, or 

Supreme Creator of the world and everything in it.  It was also commonly believed that this High 

God, often associated with the sky, was somewhat removed from and uninvolved in the activities 

of men, especially so when compared with the lesser gods and ancestor-spirits who were actively 

and constantly concerned with the daily life of the individual and the affairs of society as a 

whole.4  It was common in the traditional religions of West Africa that the High God is the parent 

of the other and lesser gods, who are sometimes seen as mediators between man and God.5  The 

lesser divinities or secondary gods are numerous.  Some are worshiped generally, others only 

locally.  Among some West African peoples, there are pantheons, or groups of gods, associated 

with natural forces and phenomena.6  Christianity, however, presented a singular form of worship 

                                                 

3 Nathaniel S. Murrell, Afro-Caribbean Religions:  An Introduction to their Historical, Cultural, and Sacred 

Tradition (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania:  Temple University Press, 2010), 29. 
4 Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion:  The ‘Invisible Institution’ in the Antebellum South (New York, New York:  
Oxford University Press, 2004), 8. 
5 Ibid., 9. 
6 Ibid., 9. 
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to Africans, with one supreme God and, as biblically described, the spiritual savior of humankind 

in Jesus Christ. 

Henry Mitchell, a professor of history and black church studies, writes the following 

about the influence of religious beliefs on the necessity of surviving the institution of slavery:  

The most important African survivals of all may very well be in the 
belief systems, African traditional religious doctrines, as closely 
related to and merged with the orthodox Christian faith.  At some 
points, the parallels are amazing, as with the omnipotence, justice, 
omniscience, and providence of God.  None of these attributes of 
God had to be learned first in slavery.  And all of these crossover 
African beliefs survived so amazingly well in America because 
they served so well to support African American psychic survival 
under oppression.7  
 

Mitchell suggests that by the motivation of survival, Africans brought to America found 

ways to blend, or syncretize, their religious beliefs with Christianity.   

By the eve of the American Civil War, the majority of slaves were American-born, and 

the cultural and linguistic barriers which had impeded the evangelization of earlier generations of 

African-born slaves were generally no longer a problem.8  Missionaries had little success with 

African-born slaves because many of them never learned English well enough to understand 

instructions in Christianity.  The enslaved Africans in America, who understood the language and 

the customs of whites, made better candidates for conversion.9  The religious act of survival by 

the enslaved born in America became an act of defiance of the preaching of white southern 

ministers.  While trying to restrain the cruelty of masters, white ministers were attempting to 

                                                 

7 Henry H. Mitchell, Black Church Beginnings:  The Long-Hidden Realities of the First Years (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2004), 16. 
8 Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion:  The ‘Invisible Institution’ in the Antebellum South (New York, New York:  
Oxford University Press, 2004), 212. 
9 Noel Leo Erskine, Plantation Church:  How African American Religion was born in Caribbean Slavery (New 
York, New York:  Oxford University Press, 2014), 118. 
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make the enslaved submissive.  Many blacks testified that the white ministers, dedicated to 

preserving slavery, tried to promote good behavior, contentment, industry, and humility in the 

quarters and to discourage stealing, lying, and rebelliousness.10  The enslaved developed their 

own understanding of Christianity, which drastically differed from the slaveowners and their 

chosen preachers.  While white ministers emphasized memorization of the Lord’s prayer, the ten 

commandments, and various passages that highlighted obedience and submissiveness, for 

enslaved persons their love for church and religious services had to do with their love for 

singing, dancing, praying, and possession of the spirit, and later on when they had their own 

church they included preaching and drumming.  There were different agendas and quite often 

there was a misunderstanding on the part of white preachers.11   

The enslaved community had an extensive religious life of its own, hidden from the eyes 

of slaveowners and white preachers.  The enslaved devised several techniques to avoid detection 

of their meetings, and celebratory religious practices, which included meeting in secluded places 

such as woods, gullies, ravines, and thickets (aptly called ‘hush or brush harbors’).12  Author 

Alonzo Johnson, assistant professor of religious studies at the University of South Carolina and a 

theologian, cites the relevance of the hush harbor: 

The function and structure of the pray’s house spirit-if not its 
actual historical emergence-can best be understood in light of the 
development of two distinct traditions within the African American 
South, namely ‘brush arbors’ and the plantation missions.  It was in 
the context of their brush arbor meetings on plantations that slaves 
first began to forge from the crucible of their African experience 

                                                 

10 Ibid., 115. 
11 Ibid., 117. 
12 Raboteau, Slave Religion:  The ‘Invisible Institution’ in the Antebellum South, 215. 
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and the terrors of their inservitude a vision of Christianity that 
would be distinctively their own.13 

 
 The developing Negro religious traditions and practices added to the inevitable separation 

by the Negro from Anglo religious traditions and practices, requiring the enslaved to desire a 

place of their own to worship.  The separation from Anglo influence also required a complete 

break from what was in many antebellum communities and enshrined in Southern tradition as 

well as law, the need to control the Christian narrative and its interpretation for the enslaved.  

The only path open for Negroes in their pursuit to freely worship was to contribute to the effort 

to obtain freedom as a result of the outbreak of the Civil War. 

After the Civil War, DuBois documented the eventual separation from white churches by 

Negroes, leading to the reasons for the creation of Negro churches as follows: 

• The result of special missionary effort on the part of whites. 

• They (the Negro churches) were brought about by direct discrimination against 

the blacks made by the whites during divine worship. 

• They were the natural sequence, when, on account of increase in members, it 

became necessary for congregations to divide, whereupon blacks were evolved as 

distinct churches but still under the oversight if not the exclusive control of 

whites.14  

                                                 

13 Alonzo Johnson and Paul Jersild, Ain’t Gonna Lay My ‘Ligion Down’:  African American Religion in the South. 

(Columbia, South Carolina:  University of South Carolina Press, 2014), 10. 
14 DuBois, The Negro Church, 41. 
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One of the responses to this separation of churches occurred in the north during the antebellum 

period in the south was the creation of the African Methodist Episcopal church, founded by 

Richard Allen in 1816 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 

From the 1870s to the end of the 19th century, the creation of many black church 

congregations occurred as well as the construction of church buildings.  Generally free from 

retaliation by slaveowners, Negroes not only constructed their church buildings and used them 

for religious purposes but were free to house and develop additional uses for the buildings.  

Church buildings doubled as community meeting and social centers, havens from the daily 

challenges of the outside world, temporary schools until permanent structures could be built, and 

served as political halls.  By the first decades of the 20th century, the church buildings, according 

to author Richard Wright, had become the center of life for the Negro community.15  Many of 

these churches were the sites for political meetings as well as planning and strategic activities.  

Some of the buildings became the sites of retaliatory violence against the church congregants as 

America entered the Civil Rights Era of the 1950s and 1960s.   

 

Statement of the Problem 

The Civil Rights Movement in the United States brought attention to many Negro church 

buildings through the events that they hosted and the people who visited.  Today, many of these 

churches have received historic landmark status and are widely revered in mainstream American 

and African American culture.  However, there is no available documentation on the evolution 

and the socio-cultural (Afrocentric and Eurocentric) influences on the design and construction of 

                                                 

15 Richard Wright, 12 Million Black Voices (New York, New York:  Basic Books, 1941), 131. 



 

7 

 

these buildings.  The story of African American religious and cultural life would not be complete 

without this important component. 

 

Research Objectives 

 The story of African American religious and cultural life would not be complete without 

examining the role of church buildings in the daily life of the congregants.  The following are a 

list of objectives for inquiry of the selected church buildings in this dissertation. 

• To identify and document the origins, evolution, and reason for the existence of the 

selected church buildings. 

• To identify and document the regional and vernacular influences on the design of 

the selected church buildings.  

• To identify the rituals of African American religious practices to determine their 

influence upon the design of the selected church buildings. 

• To identify the presence and influence of an African American architect upon the 

design of the selected church buildings. 

• To identify whether there were Negro tradesmen involved in the construction of the 

selected church buildings. 

Research Questions 

 The following are questions to be answered in this dissertation: 

• Are influences of ethnic-religious practices evident in the building design features 

of Christian African American churches? 

• Are influences of ethnic social and celebratory practices evident in design features 

of Christian African American churches? 
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• Is there evidence to show that Christian African American churches designed by 

African American architects have cultural design features? 

Scope  

Six churches have been selected for this study from a database of African American 

churches. This database, part of an effort to catalog African American church buildings, was 

developed as an informational source designed to narrow the totality of all African American 

church buildings in the United States down to a manageable and specific collection which fit a 

series of parameters for inclusion into the database.  Currently, over one hundred churches have 

been identified.  As a parameter for church inclusion into the database, a forty-year time frame, 

from 1880 to 1920, was established for use in the database because many African American 

church buildings were constructed within this time frame.  The selected churches for the 

dissertation time frame however spans from 1842 to 1917.  There is evidence that African 

American church services were held as early as 1714 in Oldwick, New Jersey,16 with some of the 

oldest black congregations being organized in the American south as early as 1764.17   

Fieldwork was limited to physical verification of each church building, including 

photographic documentation of existing physical conditions, the pursuit of existing architectural 

drawings if available, as well as the gathering of archival information and data on the building.  

 

 

 

                                                 

16 Mitchell, Black Church Beginnings:  The Long-Hidden Realities of the First Years, 70. 
17 Ibid., 62. 
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Significance of Research 

The significance of this research is to ensure that the story of African American religious 

and cultural life is documented through this study of early African American church buildings.  

Further, this research will also seek the following: 

• The continued identification, research, analysis, and documentation 
of the historical and current conditions of African American church 

buildings of the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century.   
• This documentation can serve as a springboard to historic 

designation of churches, open the current congregants of a church to 
the opportunity of securing funding for restoration and repair work 
of their church. 

• Connect the congregants with organizations which have a focus on 
historic preservation at the local, state, and national levels.  

• To provide the opportunity for congregants to share the story of their 
church building with the general public via accessibility to 
mainstream literary venues as well as scholar publications. 

• The continued development of an African American church database 
of information which will organize the collection of data and 
information on identified church buildings.  The database will serve 
as a ‘living document’ which can be added to and revised with new 
and updated data on existing church entries as well as newly added 
church buildings. 

• Continued presentations and scholarly writings about African 
American church buildings which have been identified in the 
database, with the goal of expanding architectural discourse in the 
architectural history curriculum as well as overlap into African 
American history studies programs. 

 

These early African American church buildings express the culture, narratives, and pride of a 

people who labored through the human indignity of bondage, a post-Civil War and 

Reconstruction world, the rise of Jim Crow, and a segregationist America, to create a building 

type that developed into a safe sanctuary and a living heart of a community.  The buildings 

represent the only evidence of constructed and habitable material culture creative by and for the 

African American community. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

There is very little data or information regarding the history and existence of African 

American church buildings.  Information that had been researched and documented has generally 

been for a building that either faces demolition or eligible for historic designation.  Historic 

designation status is generally driven by the events and persons that the building housed.  The 

architectural design, character, construction, or representation of material culture to the people 

the building served are often left to undocumented oral history by aging congregants, which 

eventually becomes lost to time.  Architectural history and African American history are two 

disciplines which could claim this topic, but neither of these disciplines has much scholarly 

writing about this specific building type.  Figure 1 illustrates a diagram showing how African 

American church buildings can become a subject of scholarly investigation within the disciplines 

of American architecture and American history.  The concentric circles narrow the disciplines 

with each circle represents a topic which has been well researched. 

African American history documents that people and events are studied more than the 

buildings, and the people and events have been very well documented.  The primary vehicles for 

dissemination of this history can reach to secondary education, Black History Month, Juneteenth, 

and Kwanzaa.  There is much written about the institution of the Black Church upon which 

African American religious practices can be identified.  Figure 1 captures these African 

American religious practices within the broader topic of American history.  These identifications 

of the practices are relevant in this study because identifying the practices can help frame the 
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potential for an architectural programmatic problem justifying the need for a church building to 

exist, upon which a design solution responding to the need could be designed and constructed.   

 

 

 
FIGURE 1. Diagram illustrating the overlapping relationship American history and American architecture has with  

African American Church Buildings.  Image by the author.  July 2018. 
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Vernacular architecture is an architecture that makes use of common regional forms and 

materials at a particular place and time.18  The study of the churches in this dissertation spans 

various regions of the United States, from the Atlantic coastline, through the Southeast, to the 

plains and coastline of Texas.  The six churches studied are located in various regional areas that 

will likely influence the form, material, and design of each building.  There are early Anglo 

church buildings in the United States located in the same communities as the six church 

buildings.  There are literary examples of early American church building design such as 

‘Historic Churches of Mississippi’, by Sherry Pace; Louis P. Nelson’s ‘The Beauty of Holiness:  

Anglicanism and Architecture in Colonial South Carolina’; ‘Churches of Charleston and the 

Lowcountry’, produced by the Preservation Society of Charleston; and ‘Lone Star Steeples:  

Historic Places of Worship in Texas’, by Carl J. Christenson Jr. and Pixie Christensen. These 

books document regionally influenced as well as vernacularly expressive American church 

architecture and mostly of Anglo church buildings, but only the ‘Churches of Charleston and the 

Lowcountry’ discuss the African American church house. 

 

African American Religious Traditions 

 

 The African American religious experience is a collection of joys and sorrows expressed 

through song, dance, spirit connection, and joyful praise.  It has become the central celebration 

of getting through a work week, mourning a loved one’s transition, the joy of new life, and the 

promise of a better life.  From small wood frame country buildings to the design of today’s 

megachurches hosting thousands, the expression of the spirit by African Americans has been 

                                                 

18 The Dictionary of Architecture and Construction, 3rd ed., s.v. ‘vernacular architecture.’ 
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more important than the building the people worship within, a conclusion supported by 

traditional African nature worship which did not require the use of a building.   

Services in today’s megachurches now appear to exhibit more production than praise, 

with the building designed more to serve as background for the actors of the worship service 

instead of providing support for the spiritual experience.  American churches of the 19th and 

early 20th century were primarily constructed of load bearing masonry walls supporting a wood 

structural roof framing system, which was often exposed over the nave.  Materials used to 

construct these buildings were often designed not only for constructability but also provide an 

aesthetic which supported the purpose and use of the building.  Many churches of the 19th and 

early 20th century also incorporated stained glass windows into the design of the building.  The 

windows influenced the quality of the light present within the naves, adding to the quality of the 

religious experience.  Church design today expresses a more inward focus on what activities 

occur within the nave, while relying on artificial lighting to influence the quality of the interior 

space, without natural light from the outdoors.  Steel columns, beams and trusses replace wood 

as the primary framing system for churches of today, allowing greater spans and larger interior 

spaces.  Though a natural material, steel does not possess the natural beauty as wood provides, 

removing another non-man made material from the nave and aesthetically diminishing the 

spiritual atmosphere created by construction materials not created by humans.  As a result, the 

building becomes a more secular form of architecture than a religious form of architecture. 

 One aspect of the African American religious experience is expressed through instrument 

and song.  In contemporary church buildings, the architecture may address the spatial needs of 

the users.  Choir lofts are typically designed to accommodate hundreds of members.  The 

contemporary chancel of a church includes space for pianos, organs, and drums.  The choir’s 
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processional into the nave has become an energetic part of the worship service.  As such, in some 

newly designed churches, the circulation aisles have become wider, as well as the space between 

the nave and the prayer railing, for the choir members to traverse from the floor of the nave to 

the choir loft, typically located directly behind the pulpit.  The location of the choir loft becomes 

a hierarchal space because it is the first focus for the congregants as the worship service begins.  

The loft is typically elevated, with acoustically appropriate ceiling materials designed to project 

quality sound throughout the nave.  While songs are sung, and music is played, the congregants 

are typically standing, singing, and swaying in coordination with the movements of the choir 

members.  Many current contemporary church designs address the spatial needs for the 

congregants’ actions by allowing for proper seating clearance and installing individual fixed 

seating in addition to traditional pews.  The rhythmic movements of worshippers with the choir, 

as well as musical coordination of beat time with the pastor, have their origins in biblical text as 

well as African culture. 

 In her article, ‘Worship and Arts Sunday Cultural Resources’, Tammy L. Kernodle, 

Professor of Musicology at Miami University in Oxford, Ohio, writes about the importance of 

music and song to the African American church experience.  She concludes that the religious 

roots for African American worship in song and dance can be found in the Old Testament.19  

Exodus 15th chapter speaks of Moses and the children of Israel singing praises to God for 

deliverance from bondage in Egypt.  The early form of the black sacred song was the Negro 

                                                 

19 ‘The African American Lectionary – A Collaborative project of The African American Pulpit and American 
Baptist College of Nashville.’ www.theafricanamericanlectionary.org/popupculturalaid.asp?LRID=426.  Accessed 
January 3, 2018. 
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spiritual.  The spiritual is a type of religious folksong that is most closely associated with the 

enslavement of African people in the American South.20  Kernodle states the following: 

In the praise houses, brush harbors, and ‘secret places’ that framed 
the early worship services of African Americans, various song 
practices developed.  Since most blacks could not read and in 
many instances, it was illegal for them to do so, these early 
practices relied heavily on call-and-response in order to sustain 
corporate worship, and the melodies and texts drew on every 
available source-hymns sung by white Protestants during the 
Second Great Awakening, spirituals that slaves crafted out of their 
understanding of the Bible and God, and African melodies that had 
been retained and passed down.  Despite the diversity of structure 
and form that each of these song forms reflected, each articulated a 
theology of transcendence that governed the lives of these people.  
The black sacred song became central in the survival of black 
people through all of the social, economic, and political influences 
that framed black life through Emancipation, migration, and 
segregation.21   

 
 In many African cultures, music is central to the everyday lives and activities of people.  

Generally, at brush arbor meetings, at the meetings, participants would sing, chant, dance and 

sometimes enter ecstatic trances.  As the Negro church continue to develop beyond slavery and 

toward the latter half of the 19th century, a part of the worship service was created in the 

development of a church choir.  Used as the instrument to ecstatically deliver the Negro spiritual, 

the body of singers creating its rhythmic expression of music and movement, growing in 

relevance to the totality of the Negro worship experience.  Kernodle continues with the following 

regarding the development of the Negro church choir:   

Although there were marked differences between black church 
practices in the South and the North, music constituted a larger 

                                                 

20 African American Spirituals.  Online Text.  Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
http://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200197495/.  Accessed January 3, 2018. 
21 ‘The African American Lectionary – A Collaborative project of The African American Pulpit and American 
Baptist College of Nashville.’ www.theafricanamericanlectionary.org/popupculturalaid.asp?LRID=426.  Accessed 
January 3, 2018. 



 

16 

 

portion of the worship experience in both locations.  Many 
northern congregations began to advance the arranged spiritual, 
anthem, and the sacred works of European composer such as Bach 
and Handel during the late 19th century and early 20th centuries.  
The choir increasingly became the important conduit for worship 
as the 20th century progressed, and music ministries came to 
include multiple choirs performing varied repertoires.  The gospel 
song, as defined first by the compositions of Charles Tindley, 
Lucie Campbell, and Thomas Dorsey, slowly became a popular 
song form in many black churches alongside long meter hymns, 
anthems, and congregational songs.22 

 
  
Though African American worship experiences generally were more conservative in the North 

but closer to its African roots in worship services in the South, the Negro spiritual quickly rose in 

application, becoming an outward example of African rhythmic culture, and currently and fully 

integrated within the African American worship experience.   

In the book, ‘Ain’t Gonna Lay My ‘Ligion Down:  African American Religion in the 

South’, Jon Michael Spencer, a retired professor of history and theology of African American 

culture, writes about the connection to African rhythm as a cultural influence on the manner of 

spiritual expression: 

These drums, and all drums of lesser sacred status perform a 
requisite function in the music accompanying ritualistic dance, for 
with the articulations of these instruments drummers seduce 
dancers into a state of ready fervor and mobilize the spirits into 
possessive action.  The rhythm that does the seducing is 
characterizable as African rhythm, the singular noun intended to 
represent the common aspects of rhythm shared by most societies 
of continental Africa:  first, its sacrality; and second, its 
multimetricity, cross-rhythms, asymmetrical patterning, and call 

                                                 

22 ‘The African American Lectionary – A Collaborative project of The African American Pulpit and American 
Baptist College of Nashville.’  www.theafricanamericanlectionary.org/popupculturalaid.asp?LRID=426.  Accessed 
January 3, 2018. 
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and response, all articulated improvisatory and percussively, 
especially upon the drum, and customarily concretized in dance.23  

 
 Spencer continues by specifically stating the cultural and religious importance of the 

drumbeat: 

But while the use of the drum was deferred in the diaspora, the 
drumbeats of Africa endured the slave factories and the middle 
passage and were sold along with the captive Africans on the 
auction blocks of the New World.  Those drumbeats sat silently in 
many a gallery of white Protestant and Catholic churches until they 
could ‘steal away’ and release themselves without reproach in the 
physical concretizations of those who had carried the rhythm in the 
blood and bones and souls beneath their flesh.24 

 

With the survival of the drumbeat to the Americas, African American religious traditions began 

to develop, inspired by the cultural influence of percussion rhythm.  One such religious tradition 

was the ring shout. 

 The ring shout, shown in Figure 2, is rooted in ritual dances of West Africa and forged by 

the Atlantic slave trade, is believed to be the oldest surviving African-American performance 

tradition of any kind.  Centered in the Gullah-Geechee region of the coastal South, it differs from 

traditional black religious music in repertory, style, and execution.  Despite its name, the ring 

shout entails little shouting.  The word refers not to the singing but to the movement:  small, 

deliberate steps in a counterclockwise ring.  The word ‘shout’ has been said to be a Gullah 

survival of the Afro-Arabic word ‘saut’, the name of a ritual dance around the Kaaba, a sacred 

                                                 

23 Jon Michael Spencer.  Ain’t Gonna Lay My ‘Ligion Down, edited by Alonzo Johnson and Paul Jersild. Columbia, 
South Carolina:  University of South Carolina Press, 1996, 39. 
24 Ibid., 39. 
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site in Mecca.25  The circular steps for which shouting is known are by no means dancing.  To 

avoid even the faint appearance of dance (considered sinful in some Christian traditions), 

shouters may neither cross their feet nor lift them high.  The result is a low, measured step that is 

sometimes described as a shuffle is shouting’s visual hallmark.  On the plantations of the 

antebellum South, where it took on elements of Christianity, the ring shout flourished covertly 

 
 

 
FIGURE 2. Ring Shout in Georgia, circa 1930.  Image courtesy of Lorenzo Dow Turner Papers, Anacostia Community Museum Archives, 

Smithsonian Institution.  From the following website:  https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/anacostia-community-museum-
attempts-record-breaking-ring-shout-34583242/ 

 

for generations of the enslaved.26 

In addition to the ring shout being practiced on various plantations, it also was celebrated 

in brush arbors, in many instances through the singing of spirituals, and within a Pray’s House, 

or Praise House.  A praise house, shown in Figure 3, was typically a wood framed one-room 

building with one door.  There was wood bench seating against the walls and at times in the 

                                                 

25 Fox, Margalit. ‘Ring Shout:  The Oldest Surviving African-American performance tradition of any kind,’ 
published April 1, 2013. Original People, http://originalpeople.org/ring-shout-oldest-surviving-african-american-
performance-tradition-kind/.  Accessed January 3, 2018. 
26 Fox, Margalit. ‘Ring Shout:  The Oldest Surviving African-American performance tradition of any kind,’ 
published April 1, 2013. Original People, http://originalpeople.org/ring-shout-oldest-surviving-african-american-
performance-tradition-kind/.  Accessed January 3, 2018. 



 

19 

 

middle of the space with an accompanying podium located at the front of the room.  Praise 

houses were first established on Saint Helena plantations in the antebellum period, as the 

enslaved used small frame houses or other buildings as places to meet and worship. 

 

 
FIGURE 3.  Image of a Gullah praise house, Saint Helena Island, South Carolina 1995.   

Image from the National Humanities Center at http://nationalhumanitiescenter.org 

 
 
Freedmen built praise houses on or near their old plantations, in most instances calling their 

community by the name of the former plantation or plantation owner.  The function of the 

building has persisted since before emancipation and the basic architectural form has been 

retained.27  The activities born in the praise house, as well as the praise house building itself, can 

be considered a precursor to the African American worship experience of today. 

                                                 

27 ‘Gullah Saint Helena Island, South Carolina.’  National Register of Historic Places nomination.  
www.gullahcommunity.org.  Accessed on June 15, 2018. 
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 In the book, ‘Ain’t Gonna Lay My ‘Ligion Down:  African American Religion in the 

South’, Dr. Alonzo Johnson, Professor of Religious Studies at the University of South Carolina 

from 1991-2003 and currently serving as Senior Pastor of the Universal Outreach Church of God 

in Christ in Columbia, South Carolina, wrote about the ‘pray’s house spirit’ and its influence on 

the following traditions: 

The function and structure of the pray’s house spirit-if not its 
actual historical emergence-can best be understood in light of the 
development of two distinct traditions within the African American 
South, namely ‘brush arbors’ and the plantation missions.  It was in 
the context of their brush arbor meetings on plantations that slaves 
first began to forge from the crucible of their African experience 
and the terrors of their inservitude a vision of Christianity that 
would be distinctively their own.28 

 
 Activities which occurred at brush arbors did not occur inside a building.  These activities 

generally occurred in nature, consistent with many African religious practices physically 

centered in nature, as DuBois has researched and documented.  A building was not needed nor 

was it relevant to the religious practices in Africa or in the antebellum South.  Johnson continues 

by stating the importance of what the brush arbor spirit meant for the enslaved in the future: 

The spirituality what was forged in the brush arbors, coupled with 
the folk traditions that were forged in the religious meetings in the 
slave quarters, provided the impetus for the formation of the pray’s 
house spirit and later the independent black churches in the South 
Carolina Lowcountry.29 

 
Johnson continues with introducing the plantation missions, which was another influence upon 

the enslaved: 

Another major factor in the development of the pray’s house 
tradition is the growth of the Plantation Mission System, the 

                                                 

28 Johnson, Ain’t Gonna Lay My ‘Ligion Down, 10. 
29 Ibid., 10. 
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institutional embodiment of white evangelical efforts to introduce 
Christianity to southern slaves en masse.  After the 1820s, on the 
heels of the (Denmark) Vesey and Turner insurrections, there was a 
concerted effort on the part of white denominations to take the 
Gospel to the plantations, where the slaves were.  Many plantation 
owners and southern church leaders began to see Christianization 
as the only means of ‘civilizing’ and controlling their slaves.30 

 
 The conflict enslaved people experienced between the spirituality they created and 

developed in their brush arbors, and the efforts to resist the controlling efforts of plantation 

owners and clergy to Christianize them, further encouraged the enslaved population to attempt to 

define for themselves what and how they would interpret Christianity in a manner that would 

honor African traditions without yielding their culture to the controlling efforts of the plantation 

owners.  As the enslaved attempted to understand and determine which parts of the Gospel to 

syncretize with their culture, how far to emulate white denominations could become a subject for 

the enslaved to consider.  Protestant and Catholic faiths embrace the symbolism of the church 

building, using design and material application such as cruciform building plans and stained 

glass windows, to tell a biblical and ethnic story to a congregation.  The belief however that 

persons of color may need to emulate white denominations in order to integrate into American 

society could become one reason they may have believed it necessary to consider holding their 

spiritual services inside a building of their own. 

The Influence of the Herskovits-Frazier Debate 

The study of African culture, heritage, and its survival in America was developed around 

a debate between Melville J. Herskovits, a European American anthropologist, and E. Franklin 

Frazier, an African American sociologist.  Melville Herskovits’ pioneering study, the Myth of the 

                                                 

30 Ibid., 10. 
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Negro Past, which was first published in 1941, emphasized the importance of West African 

cultural carryovers, or survivals, in the formation of African-American culture, primarily relying 

on data from the Caribbean and continental South America.  This work stood in dramatic contrast 

to the generally prevailing view of the period, as expressed by the work of E. Franklin Frazier, 

which held that African-American culture developed as an imitation of European-American 

culture.  Frazier argued that the experience of slavery had been so devastating as to have 

completely stripped enslaved Africans of all aspects of their own culture.  In his view African-

American culture was an imperfect derivative of European-American culture.31 

 Herskovits was mentored by German anthropologist Franz Boas, who introduced the 

concept of cultural relativism, which is the view that moral or ethical systems, which vary from 

culture to culture, are all equally valid and no one system is better than any other.32  Herskovits 

presented anthropological evidence which he believed supported his position of the continuity of 

African culture in spite of the influences of institutional slavery.  Evidence of his position is 

stated in the following excerpt from his book, ‘Cultural Relativism’: 

Cultural relativism is in essence an approach to the question of the 
nature and role of values in culture.  It represents a scientific, 
inductive attack on an age-old philosophical problem, using fresh, 
cross-cultural data, hitherto not available to scholars, gained from 
the study of the underlying value-systems of societies having the 
most diverse customs.  The principle of cultural relativism, briefly 
stated, is as follows:  Judgments are based on experience, and 
experience is interpreted by each individual in terms of his own 
enculturation.  Those who hold for the existence of fixed values 
will find materials in other societies that necessitate a re-
investigation of their assumptions.33 

                                                 

31 John P. McCarthy, ‘The Evolution of the Study of African Culture in America,’ African Diaspora Archaeology 

Newsletter:  Vol. 2:  Issue 3, Article 2 (1995), http://scholarworks.umass.edu/edan/vol2/iss3/2 
32 ‘Cultural Relativism.’  All About Philosophy.  https://www.allaboutphilosophy.org/cultural-relativism.htm 
33 ‘Melville J. Herskovits.’  New World Encyclopedia. 
http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Melville_J._Herskovits 
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It was widely held, as recent as the 1960s that the forced importation of Africans into the 

Americas had resulted in the loss of all aspects of Africans’ own culture.34 According to 

McCarthy, he writes about the evolution of the study of African culture in America.  He opens 

his paper with the following: 

The past is a social construct (reconstruction) upon which critical 
aspects of ideology and national policy are implicitly, and 
sometimes explicitly, based.  These can include patterns of social 
domination, resistance, and collusion.  What people believe to have 
been true in the past has great influence on what they believe to be 
true and allow to happen in the present.  Further, a people without 
a past that they remember, or without a written history, are more 
easily looked upon as commodities or tools to be used and 
exploited.  In the case of Africans brought to the Americas via the 
slave trade, the processes of ‘seasoning’ and terms of subsequent 
enslavement seemed to have eradicated their African past.35 

 
Seasoning refers to the process of making Africans into slaves.  It is the process of trying 

to instill in the enslaved the mentality that accompanies being a slave.36  Africans were forced, 

often under torture, to accept identities suited to lifelong servitude.  Having already been branded 

once in Africa, they would be branded a second time by their legal owners, who would also give 

them a Christian name.  African practices and customs of all kinds were discouraged.  Some 

captives already weakened by the horrors of the voyage committed suicide.37 

McCarthy points out the concerning belief that if a people is stripped of its history, with 

no documented past, the opportunity for the exploitation of that people becomes more likely, and 

influenced by the desires of another group of people.  Frazier believed that blacks could not 

                                                 

34 John P. McCarthy, ‘The Evolution of the Study of African Culture in America,’ African Diaspora Archaeology 

Newsletter:  Vol. 2:  Issue 3, Article 2 (1995), http://scholarworks.umass.edu/edan/vol2/iss3/2 
35 Ibid. 
36 xxxxx 
37 ‘Atlantic Crossing.’ Understanding Slavery Initiative.  http://www.understandingslavery.com/index.php-
option=com_contect&view=article&id=308_atlantic-crossing&catid=125_themes&itemid=153.html 
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advance by romanticizing the crude rural culture exemplified in evangelical Christianity or the 

sorrow songs of spirituals and blues.  Conversely, he believed nothing could be gained by 

imitating white bourgeoisie lifestyles and art.  Though he never offered a coherent plan for 

formulating a modern African American culture to elevate blacks in the modern industrial 

society, Frazier did discern the complexity in the development of an integrated culture allowing 

blacks individual identity while seeking full participation within in mainstream America.38 

Researchers interested in the formation of African American culture have built upon the 

work of Melville Herskovits to overcome the view that African American culture developed as 

an imperfect imitation of European American culture.  African American culture is now clearly 

recognized as a distinct cultural entity.  In addition, the material aspects of African American 

culture have been recognized as representing important documentation of African culture in 

America and the processes contributing to the formation of African American culture.39  The 

institution of the African American church, it can therefore be argued, represents the expression 

of cultural and heritage, with the construction of African American church buildings representing 

the first example of built material culture.   

African American material culture has also sought to document and understand the 

importance of links with Africa.  Robert Farris Thompson, in large part, pioneered this area of 

study with his essay exploring African influences in American art.40  Thompson argues that the 

Kongo culture of Central Africa, as opposed to West African cultures, has had central influence 

                                                 

38 John P. McCarthy, ‘The Evolution of the Study of African Culture in America,’ African Diaspora Archaeology 

Newsletter:  Vol. 2:  Issue 3, Article 2 (1995), http://scholarworks.umass.edu/edan/vol2/iss3/2 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
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in the formation of African American artistic culture.41  Two recent, and deservedly influential, 

studies concerned with African American material culture warrant particular mention.  John 

Michael Vlach documented the survival and maintenance of African traditions in a wide range of 

folk arts and crafts, including basket making, ironworking, boatbuilding, textiles, musical 

instruments, grave decoration, gravestone carvings, and architectural forms and the organization 

of space in ‘By the Work of Their Hands:  Studies in Afro-American Folklife.’  In this book, he 

notes that these venous art forms possess a cultural unity in their African heritage and that 

stylistic consistency in design and the process of creation, or style and performance, appears to 

be a major aspect of ethnic integrity in African American material culture.42   

There are documented examples of artistic African American material culture expression, 

but architectural design and construction was not documented as part of material cultural 

expression.  It is likely that European influences upon African American church buildings were 

more prevailing, with hardly any artistic influence from either West Africa or the Kongolese 

culture.  This perspective would tend to support Frazier’s position that African American culture, 

in this case the architecture of early African American church houses, were an imitation of 

European culture. 

Regional Architecture  

Early church design in America was introduced by Europeans settling in the British 

colonies.  In his book, ‘Houses of God:  Region, Religion, and Architecture in the United States’, 

Dr. Peter W. Williams, Emeritus Professor of Comparative Religion at Miami University in 

                                                 

41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
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Oxford, Ohio, states that religious architecture can be studied by several related concepts:  

religious tradition, style, regionalism, and architectural vernacular.  His book examines the 

influence of these four causal factors upon early church building design in seven regions across 

America.  Williams contends that within various regions of America, that the location of a 

building can influence its design.  He begins by the introduction of religious tradition in the 

following: 

An exploration of regionalism and religious architecture 
necessitates the consideration of several related themes.  The first 
of these is religious tradition or in its later, distinctively American 
form, denomination.  The pluralism of America’s religious 
experience is a given from the beginnings, first for the colonial 
settlements in aggregate, then later in virtually every town, city, 
and state.  Christians of all sorts have been numerically prominent 
from the beginning, and for much of our history culturally 
dominate as well.43 

 
Williams continues with the introduction of style: 
 

Style is yet another component of the American religious 
architectural mosaic.  For some religious groups-those, like the 
colonial Anglicans, endowed with wealth and representing social 
status and political power-this has meant high style, the 
fashionable work of prominent and expensive architects.  Such 
structures, at first in Europe and then in this country, have often 
provided the patterns for domestic imitation and adaptation.44   

 
  
Regionalism is presented as follows: 

 
Region, denomination, and stylistic variety are three central factors 
that complicate and enrich our picture.  How do they relate to one 
another?  One way of approaching the question is through the 
concept of ‘culture hearths,’ that is, the entrance of various strains 
of European culture into the North American social environment 
through distinctive geographical nodes.  New England thus 

                                                 

43 Peter W. Williams, Houses of God:  Region, Religion, and Architecture in the United States (Urbana-Champaign, 
Illinois:  University of Illinois Press, 1997), xii. 
44 Ibid., xii. 
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becomes the point of entry for the Puritan Congregational variety 
of the Reformed tradition of Protestant Christianity, and with it the 
distinctively Puritan institution, the meetinghouse.  This structure 
evolved out of the absence of any previous built environment for 
worship and the Puritan desire to house their Bible-oriented 
services in a place uncontaminated with the sacral associations of 
the term ‘church.’45 

 
Figure 4 is an example of New England Puritan meetinghouse.  The Jaffrey Meeting House, 

located in Jaffrey Center, New Hampshire was erected in 1775 and used as a town hall and 

school.  Figure 5 illustrates the nave of the building. 

 

 
FIGURE 4.  Jaffrey Meeting House, Jaffrey Center, New Hampshire.  Photo credit to John Burk. October 2014. 

 
 
 

 

                                                 

45 Ibid., xiii. 
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FIGURE 5.  Image of nave of the Jaffrey Meeting House, Jaffrey Center, New Hampshire.   

Photo credit to Paul Wainwright.  April 2016. 

 
 

Another example of the New England Puritan meetinghouse is the First Parish Meeting House, 

located in Cohasset, Massachusetts.  Constructed in 1747, the building also served as the center 

of the community, as illustrated in Figure 6.  The Langdon Meeting House, located in Langdon, 

New Hampshire, was constructed in 1801.  This building has a traditional colonial architecture 

style with the introduction of shutters around the windows, strong symmetrical façade design 

with the entrance on axis. 
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FIGURE 6.  First Parish Meeting House, Cohasset, Massachusetts.  Image located at the following site: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cohasset_meeting_house.jpg.  Photo credit to Paul Wainwright.  June 2007. 

 
 

Though there is a tower located atop the gable roof, it is set back from the entrance façade of the 

building and is not a dominating compositional element on the main building façade, as shown in 

the image of the Landon Meeting House in Figure 7.  Each of the preceding three Puritan 

meetinghouses are located within a country setting, simple in design and construction, 

symmetrical in composition, presenting a  
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FIGURE 7.  Langdon Meeting House, Langdon, New Hampshire.  Image located at the following site:  
http://langdonheritage.org/Photo.htm  Image courtesy of the Langdon Heritage Commission.  Ca. 2015. 

 
 
strong façade presence with the application of a tower, and wood frame construction with painted 

wood clapboard siding.  These buildings, as stated by Williams, are examples of a community 

who created a simple architecture reflective of their communal spirit, and as Williams stated, 

‘uncontaminated’ by the sacral associations of the term ‘church’.  

The final concept introduced is architectural vernacular: 

Vernacular architecture is often eclectic, combining stylistic 
elements with various degrees of harmony, as exemplified in many 
of the Victorian-era new-medieval Methodist and Baptist churches 
in which elements of Gothic, Romanesque, and who-knows-what 
have been juxtaposed in remarkable ways.  The availability of 
materials has also influenced the process, with wood or brick often 
substituted for the more monumental medium of stone.46 

 

                                                 

46 Ibid., xii. 
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 Using these four concepts, Williams examines many church buildings of the 19th century 

across the United States, while structuring his analysis of the buildings by their regional location, 

but generally does not include a review of African American church houses.  In his book, the 

chapter called ‘The South’ chronicles many southern church buildings and the urban context they 

exist within.  This chapter does mention several African American church buildings as examples 

of structures serving black congregants, however, he does not study nor apply the African 

American churches to the causal effects of the four concepts.  

 The article, ‘Church Architecture’, published by the Texas State Historical Association, 

and written by Willard B. Robinson, states the following: 

In transplanting their native religions, immigrants brought to Texas 
particular requirements for houses of worship, as well as building 
traditions.  Whether on a large or small scale, their chapels and 
churches were designed functionally to accommodate their 
practices in worship and aesthetically to satisfy certain values, 
within the economic means of the builders.47   

 
 Robinson continues on the evolution of the early Texas prairie houses of 

worship: 

Anglo-American colonists brought Protestant religion-
predominantly Baptist, Methodist, and Presbyterian-to Texas, 
along with customs for the construction of houses of worship.  
After meeting under trees, on porches, or in homes, they erected 
churches to serve basic needs.  A church was often a simple box of 
logs, frame, or stone, with three or four openings per side and a 
gabled roof, above which a rose a simple cross or belfry that 
identified the function of the building.  Interiors were plain, often 
with only pews, benches, or chairs, a stove, a small piano or organ, 
and a pulpit.  In time and with prosperity, numerous congregations 

                                                 

47 Robinson, Williard B. ‘Church Architecture,’ Texas State Historical Association 
http://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/cgc02.  Accessed March 1, 2018. 



 

32 

 

and parishes began constructing churches with stylistic 
distinction.48  

 
Religious tradition, regionalism, and a local vernacular design are illustrated in these early Texas 

church houses.  The practical approach to the construction of these church buildings was more 

relevant to the pragmatic needs of the people the building served.  The style was not an 

influence, nor could the congregants afford that architectural expression.  Architectural style can 

be attributed to the designer of the building, particularly if the designer’s work is well known as 

well as the wealth and prosperity of the community of congregants.  In the case of these early 

settlers, there likely was no architect involved in the design of the building, the community of 

persons likely had the knowledge to construct buildings themselves, and it is also likely that the 

church building served several functions, specifically a schoolhouse.  Examination of early 

Negro church houses illustrate pragmatic similarities of building design and construction, to 

those early European American church houses. 

 Robinson presents the following with regard to early Texas aesthetic upon building 

design: 

In imitation of early nineteenth-century fashions in the East, many 
edifices were in Greek Revival style.  Although still on a simple 
rectangular plan similar to their predecessors, there were 
embellished with simple classical entablatures and porticoes.  
Among such churches built in antebellum Texas is the First 
Methodist Episcopal Church, South, in Marshall (1860-61), a 
brick-walled building that has been much remodeled over the 
years.  The Gothic Revival style, characterized by pointed arches, 
projection buttresses, and steeply pitched roofs, also appeared in 
many churches both before and after the Civil War.  Included 
among these were a number of Carpenter Gothic works, with 
board-and-batten walls, many of which are not gone; these were 

                                                 

48 Robinson, Williard B. ‘Church Architecture,’ Texas State Historical Association 
http://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/cgc02.  Accessed March 1, 2018. 
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often built from plan prototypes developed in the eastern United 
States.49  

 
Although stylistic language eventually appeared with the growing prosperity of the congregants 

and their communities the influence which motivated European settlers in Texas to develop their 

church houses was not lost on their Negro counterparts.  One major difference between the two 

cultures was that Europeans were free to design and build their church houses while following 

certain canons of religious doctrine and beliefs of the community.  As Robinson states, European 

colonists did represent Baptist, Methodism, and Presbyterian denominations, and these Protestant 

faiths, historically were reflected in building design.  Regarding Negro church houses, Robinson 

states the following: 

After the Civil War, (Negroes), who previously had worshipped in 
makeshift shelters, also erected buildings serving their religious 
needs.  Located in segregated neighborhoods and central to their 
societies, numerous churches were, at first, executed in plain box-
like forms with frame construction.  Baptist and Methodist 
churches were common.  Eventually, numerous black houses of 
worship were built with substantial masonry walls, but designs 
remained straightforward, with simple stylistic details.50   
 

Negro church design likely imitated the design of their European counterparts, without a 

reference to religious doctrine.  The buildings were pragmatic in construction.  There likely was 

no architectural example of Negro religious traditions or culture expressed in the designs of their 

buildings. 

 In Mississippi, along the river from Vicksburg fifty miles south to Natchez, there is a 

strong regional influence on the design of many Negro church buildings from the latter half of 

                                                 

49 Robinson, Williard B. ‘Church Architecture,’ Texas State Historical Association 
http://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/cgc02.  Accessed March 1, 2018. 
50 Robinson, Williard B. ‘Church Architecture,’ Texas State Historical Association 
http://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/cgc02.  Accessed March 1, 2018. 



 

34 

 

the 19th century.  Denominations such as the African Methodist Episcopal (AME), Baptist, and 

Catholic were present in both cities, yet the design and construction of the Negro churches had 

many consistent formal qualities.  Gothic Revival was a popular style among Negro church 

design, illustrated by the similarities in design across the fifty-mile distance between the two 

cities, regardless of denomination or faith.  Physical qualities consistent with Negro churches in 

the southwest part of Mississippi include masonry construction, towers structurally reinforced 

with flat buttresses, lancet windows, rose windows, and gable roofs.  Such examples of Negro 

church architecture include Rose Hill Missionary Baptist Church in Natchez, shown in Figure 8.  

Constructed in 1908 it houses the oldest black Baptist congregation in the state.  Bethel AME 

Church in Vicksburg is the first AME in the state.  Shown in Figure 9, the building was 

constructed in 1912.  Holy Family Catholic Church in Natchez, construction completed in 1894, 

became the first Catholic Church in the Mississippi Valley with an entire congregation of 

Negroes.  Pleasant Green Baptist Church was established in Vicksburg in 1867.  The current 

building was constructed and completed in 1898.  These four churches have similar design and 

construction details though differences in the practiced denomination, the consistent style of the 

buildings is Gothic Revival. 

 In Nancy Bell’s book, ‘African American Associated Historic and Architectural 

Resources of Vicksburg, Mississippi’, she documents the historic building stock of the city of 

Vicksburg’s Negro community, regardless of building type.  Though the urban building context 

of Vicksburg is studied, she places a specific emphasis on the many churches that are relevant to 

the history of the people, events, and the city as a whole.  However, in the book, ‘Historic 

Churches of Mississippi’, by Sherry Pace along with architectural historian Richard J. Cawthon, 

it provides a photographic historical account of one hundred thirty-three church buildings in the 
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state.  As noted in the book, the architectural styles that are represented included Federal, Gothic 

Revival, Greek Revival, Italianate, Romanesque, Moorish, and Neoclassical Revival.  The 

  

 
FIGURE 8.  Rose Hill Missionary Baptist Church, Natchez, Mississippi.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

 

 
FIGURE 9.  Bethel AME Church, Vicksburg, Mississippi.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 
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manner of vernacular construction ranges from a wood-frame country church, likely represented 

by Carpenter Gothic design, to more elaborate cathedrals.  A book review by Olivia H. McIntyre, 

Collection Development Librarian Northeast Regional Library in Corinth, Mississippi, wrote a 

review on Pace’s book: 

The inclusion of several synagogues among the ‘historic churches’ 
was a welcome surprise, but there were disappointingly few 
examples drawn from historically African American congregations.  
This volume presents the historic churches of Mississippi from the 
outside only, leaving the reader to wonder what lies behind the 
facades.  Clearly, there is a need for a companion volume:  Inside 
the Historic Churches of Mississippi.51 

 
 In the Mississippi Delta, the general church architectural style, likely Carpenter Gothic, is 

an expression of local building vernacular within the region.  Wood frame church buildings were 

the norm, and the aesthetic was simple in style.  According to Williams, however, the design of a 

church house in the Delta was similar to both black and white congregations.  Although Greek 

revival styles appealed primarily to urban whites in antebellum days, the vernacular version was 

appropriated during the later 19th century by rural African Americans as well.52  Photographer 

Tom Rankin, author of the book, ‘Sacred Space:  Photographs from the Mississippi Delta’, 

documented through extensive images the religious life of African Americans living in the Delta, 

with photographs of selected church houses.  Two such examples of the Carpenter Gothic design 

is the Bethlehem #2 Missionary Baptist Church, shown in Figure 10, and located in Shaw, 

Mississippi, and Mount Tinna Missionary Baptist Church, shown in Figure 11 and located in 

Scott, Mississippi.  Both church buildings are examples of a simplistic approach to design and 

                                                 

51 Texas A&M University Libraries. Mississippi Libraries Vol. 71, #4, Accessed May 29, 2017, Winter 2007, 102.   
52 Williams, Houses of God, 121. 
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construction with the intent of the congregants to construct a simple building.  Williams 

describes the type of architectural vernacular found in the Delta in the following passage, which 

was created by the rural culture of Negroes living in the region: 

 

 
FIGURE 10.  Bethlehem #2 Missionary Baptist Church, Shaw, Mississippi.   

From the book, Sacred Space:  Photographs from the Mississippi Delta.  Photo credit to Tom Rankin. June 2013. 

 

 

 
FIGURE 11.  Mount Tinna Missionary Baptist Church, Scott, Mississippi.  Photo credit to Tom Rankin. 

From the book, Sacred Space:  Photographs from the Mississippi Delta.  Photo credit to Tom Rankin. June 2013. 
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Here modest white frame Missionary Baptist and other churches 
shape the landscape with their bell towers and nearby burying 
grounds, some still with handmade gravestones.  Interiors are 
correspondingly simple, usually featuring an enclosed sanctuary 
area with a central wooden podium, a few tall-backed wooden 
chairs, and a communion table in front of the rail.  River baptisms 
still abound here and built and natural environment merge into one 
another as essential elements of a distinctive traditional religious 
culture based very much on local and family identity.  More recent 
churches built of brick with simple geometrical spires placed 
directly on the pitched roof presumably serve the same purposes 
well enough, but lack arresting visual properties.53 

  

By the latter half of the 19th century, Charleston, South Carolina, one of the most 

religiously diverse cities in the south, expressed that diversity in its urban stock of sacred 

architecture.  Similar to the architecture of Savannah, Georgia in the antebellum era, a grand 

style defined many Charleston building types, some of which were financed by wealthy planters, 

to make architectural statements about the prosperity of the city and its people.  Such styles 

included Georgian, Federal, Greek Revival, Italianate, and Queen Anne.  Religious building 

design however frequently focused on specific styles, notably Greek Revival, Gothic Revival, 

and Carpenter Gothic, as discussed by Williams: 

Through the work of (Robert) Mills especially, Charleston helped 
to popularize the Greek revival as the normative style for religious 
groups of all persuasions, in the North as well as the South.  Even 
prior to the Civil War, however, the Gothic revival was beginning 
to make inroads in the South, especially among Episcopalians in 
rural areas.54 
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54 Ibid., 110. 
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 One example of the Carpenter Gothic style is the Central Baptist Church in Charleston.  

The church, shown in Figure 12, was founded in 1891, and designed by African American 

Architect John P. Hutchinson, with the construction of the building completed in 1893.  It is one 

of the first Negro churches to have been founded, constructed, and financed by Negroes.  

Vernacular architectural detailing such as the central double doors, an octagonal belfry and 

dome, a central tower with a window that has plate tracery, and lancet windows along the 

longitudinal elevations, is prevalent in the design of the building.   

 

 
FIGURE 12.  Central Baptist Church, Charleston, South Carolina.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

  
 
Africans and their descendants who came to accept the Catholic and Protestant 

denominations, syncretize which each form of worship the Christian faith with African, and 
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eventually African Americans religious traditions.  There is however a difference in architectural 

design between a Catholic church and Protestant, with the Catholic building more expressive of 

religious tradition than a Protestant building.  Of the six churches studied in this dissertation, 

three are AME, two are Baptist, and one is Catholic.  In his article, ‘Erasing Distinctions’, 

urbanist Aaron M. Renn compares the differences in architectural aesthetic between Protestant 

and Catholic denominations: 

Different beliefs and practices between Roman Catholics and 
Protestants have created divergent views regarding sacred art and 
architecture.  Protestants seem to lack an appreciation, if not a 
category, for sacred aesthetics.  By contrast, the Roman Catholic 
Church actively emphasizes aesthetics.  Taken to extremes, both 
approaches can lead one away from the true worship of God-
Protestants can retreat into worldly pragmatism and Roman 
Catholics into ornamentation and ritualism.  Architecture by itself 
has nothing to say about the heart of the worshipper.55 

 
Renn states that the Roman Catholic church emphasizes the local parish being a unit of 

local operation for the entire Catholic church.  By contrast, many Protestants emphasizes, mainly 

the local church congregation as an independently operating unit of different denominations of 

Protestantism.  Renn continues with the following: 

Protestants feel a sense of duty to the place and community where 
they personally live.  But if the majority of church members move, 
say, from the city to the suburbs, then a new church building can 
be constructed, the old building sold, and the duty transferred to 
the new place where the members now reside.  The original 
building only served a pragmatic purpose as a meetinghouse for 
the members.  The Roman Catholic Church views it remit as 
covering the entire globe.  So, when there is population change in a 
locale, the church is not relieved of responsibility for it.  The 
church building is an outpost of Christianity in a particular place 
(the parish concept), not just to a group of people.  In short, 

                                                 

55 Renn, Aaron M. ‘Erasing Distinctions Eight Protestant Trends,’ Institute for Sacred Architecture Journal, volume 
25.  Accessed May 15, 2018. 
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Protestants see place as ephemeral, while Roman Catholics see it 
as permanent.56 
 

 The Negro church house, its use and meaning, as well as the design and construction of 

many of the wood framed church buildings, is strongly consistent with the architecture of the 

Puritan meetinghouses in the New England region of the United States.  Similar architectural 

elements like center axial towers, gable roofing, symmetrical entrance facades, and wood 

framing construction can be seen in the design of many country sited Negro churches of the 19th 

century and early 20th century in the south.  Puritan meetinghouses were also used by New 

England townspeople to discuss business, community issues, and to conduct religious worship.  

Like the Negro churches in the south, the meetinghouses for the Puritans in the north were also 

the centers of their communities.  There is a consistent architectural design datum between these 

two regions of the United States, suggesting that the religious doctrine brought to the northern 

British colonies in America, spread into the south through Christian evangelism by many 

believers, bringing with it a design and construction template for the development of a church 

house. 

The Stained Glass 

Early historical evidence of African American architectural influence upon religious 

buildings likely would have been surface details like the use and application of stained glass 

windows.  Similar to the use of the stained glass in European High Gothic cathedral design, the 

windows were used to depict biblical stories for persons who could not read, as well as 

memorializing saints and relevant persons of historical importance to the local church or the 

                                                 

56 Renn, Aaron M. ‘Erasing Distinctions Eight Protestant Trends,’ Institute for Sacred Architecture Journal, volume 
25.  Accessed May 15, 2018. 
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Catholic faith.  Early appearances of architectural cultural expression are documented in the 

design of the windows of the First African Baptist Church, located in Savannah, Georgia.  

Though not original to the building, the stained-glass design, shown in Figure 13, which provides 

a visual account of church history through the illustration of the first seven pastors of the church, 

were installed between 1878 and 1884.  Another example of early architectural material culture 

was the design of the ‘Singing Windows of Tuskegee’, installed in the original Tuskegee Chapel, 

designed by Taylor, and shown in Figure 14.   

 

 
FIGURE 13.  Stained glass window at the First African Baptist Church in Savannah, Georgia.  Image by the author.  May 2013. 

 
 
 

 

FIGURE 14.  Stained glass window in the original Tuskegee Chapel, Tuskegee Institute.   
Image credit to The George F. Landegger Collection of Alabama Photographs in Carol M. Highsmith’s America 

Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division.  Ca. 2015. 
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

In Charles C. Ragin’s book, ‘The Comparative Method:  Moving Beyond Qualitative and 

Quantitative Strategies’, he writes a chapter titled ‘case-oriented comparative methods’, which 

discuss various methods of comparing data which may provide conclusions that could help 

explain a causality drawn from the analysis of data gathered about a church.  Ragin states the 

following: 

The goals of case-oriented investigation often are both historically 
interpretive and causally analytic.  Interpretive work attempts to 
account for significant historical outcomes or sets of comparable 
outcomes or processes by piecing evidence together in a manner 
sensitive to historical chronology and offering limited historical 
generalizations which are sensitive to context.  Thus, 
comparativists who use case-oriented strategies often want to 
understand or interpret specific cases because of their intrinsic 
value.  Most, but not all, case-oriented work is also causal-analytic.  
This companion goal is to produce limited generalizations 
concerning the causes of theoretically defined categories of 
empirical phenomena common to a set of cases.57 

 
Ragin continues that both causal analysis and historical interpretation are equally important and 

that both can be applied to case study work without having to sacrifice one approach for another, 

as described in the following: 

Many empirically oriented comparativists stress the basic, 
underlying similarities between case-oriented comparative work 
and other kinds of empirical social science.  They emphasize the 
use of empirical data on cases to decipher important causal patterns 
and downplay the interpretive side of comparative work.  The goal 
of causal generalization is emphasized to create a gulf between 
comparative social science and highly abstract, nonempirical work 
that traditionally has been called interpretive (this is, work which is 

                                                 

57 Charles C. Ragin, The Comparative Method:  Moving Beyond Qualitative and Quantitative Strategies (Oakland, 
California:  University of California Press, 1987), 35. 
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concerned almost exclusively with problems of meaning).  There is 
no necessary contradiction, however, between doing empirically 
based causal analysis and interpreting cases historically.  Both 
goals, causal analysis, and historical interpretation, are important; 
having one does not entail a denial of the other.58 

 

 Ragin identifies three (3) steps to a research approach called the ‘method of agreement’, 

created by 19th century philosopher John Stuart Mill: 

• The investigator searches for underlying similarities among 
members of a set displaying some common outcome (or any 
characteristic of interest). 

• The similarities identified are shown to be causally relevant to the 
phenomenon of interest 

• On the basis of the similarities identified, the investigator 
formulates a general explanation.59 

 

Within a framework of case-oriented investigation, stated by Ragin, the dissertation 

reviewed and analyzed collected data and information from an empirically based causal analysis 

as well as a historically interpretive perspective.  A framework which compared the collected 

data and information to the four causal concepts of religious tradition, architectural style, 

regionalism, and architectural vernacular.   

The dissertation studied six African American church buildings, documenting each 

church as a case study.  The six cases were studied individually and independent of one another.  

The information gathered and studied helped to determine how the concepts of religious 

tradition, style, regionalism, and architectural vernacular, influenced the buildings.  Further, the 

inquiry helped draw conclusions toward answering the research questions of this dissertation.   
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Collection of Data 

Data and information were collected on six African American church buildings, located 

in the southern United States.  Existing church history, such as the founding of the church 

congregation or the purchase of the building site, was gathered and documented to provide a 

historical context which existed at the time the church building was constructed.  Sources of data 

and information included, but were not limited to, letters, diaries, newspaper articles, sermons, 

laws, census reports, immigration records, probate documents, journals documenting the sale of 

slaves, deeds, photographs, paintings, Historic Architectural Building Survey (HABS) 

documentation, historic building applications and marker content, local archival databases from 

city, county, local libraries, historic preservation organizations, church history documents, and 

municipal building codes that document the requirements for design and construction methods of 

the time, can be accessible and if available, used to gathered, organized, and analyzed the 

collected data and information. 

The manner of collecting data shall occur using the following structure: 

• The consideration of three sources of evidence 

• Triangulation of evidence from different sources 

• Assemble data into a comprehensive case study database 

• Maintain the chain of evidence 

• Exercise care in the use of data from electronic sources.60 
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Organization of Data  

 The collected data was organized using some of the requirements from the Historic 

Architecture Building Survey (HABS).  Administered since its beginning in 1933 in coordination 

with the National Park Service (NPS), the Library of Congress, and the private sector, the HABS 

program was developed to identify and document historically relevant buildings across the 

United States.  The following HABS categories were identified and used in organizing 

information about the six churches: 

• Historical Context 

• Church History 

• Site Context 

• Architectural Character 

• Description of the Exterior  

• Description of the Interior 

• Analysis of the Church Building 
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Analysis of Data 

The following structure was used to analyze the collected data: 

• Development of a general analytic (true to the meaning of words or concepts) strategy 

• Watch for promising patterns, insights, and concepts. 

• Throughout the research, address rival explanations and interpretations.61  

The manner of reporting and presenting findings from the analyzes of gathered 

information included the following: 

• The identification and understanding of the audience that will review this document 

• To display enough evidence for a reader or an audience to reach conclusions 

• To review and recompose organized information until complete.62 

An organizing matric was created and used to collect data on each church.  This matrix provided 

the structure to address questions about the church buildings.  The dissertation shall follow the 

illustrated format, as shown in Figure 15, reflective of the model for case study research in 

Robert Yin’s book, ‘Case Study Research:  Design and Methods’.   

 

 

                                                 

61 Ibid., 132. 
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FIGURE 15.  A research model for the dissertation, adapted from the book  
‘Case Study Research:  Design and Methods’, by Robert K. Yin.  Ca. 2015 
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An organizing data collection matrix was developed and used to present questions for responses 

on each individual church, illustrated in Figure 16. 

 

 
FIGURE 16.  Schematic diagram concept for data collection for an individual church. Image by the author.  Ca. 2015. 
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Anticipated Results 
 
 

The anticipated results of this research are as follows: 

• The determination that the presence of vernacular and regional culture influenced the 

design and construction of the selected church buildings. 

• To determine the influence of an African American or Anglo architect in the design 

process of the selected buildings. 

• To determine if there is a cultural aesthetic that exists in the design of the selected 

buildings. 

Introduction of the Churches 
 

The following are the six churches to be examined in this dissertation: 
 

• Joshua Chapel African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, Waxahachie, Texas 

• Reedy Chapel AME Church, Galveston, Texas 

• Jackson Street Missionary Baptist Church, Vicksburg, Mississippi 

• Saint Augustine Catholic Church, New Orleans, Louisiana 

• New Zion Baptist Church, Bessemer, Alabama 

• Emanuel AME Church, Charleston, South Carolina 

The following are reasons why these six churches were selected for examination: 

• All six churches were selected from the developed church database. 

• Three of the six churches were designed by a black designer or builder. 

• All six churches were constructed by black builders. 
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• Four of the six churches are located in or near cities where African were first brought to 

America (Galveston, Texas; New Orleans, Louisiana; Vicksburg, Mississippi; and 

Charleston, South Carolina).   

• Historical relevance to the community the church serves, noteworthy events which may 

have taken place at the building, and historical persons involved in the founding, design, 

development, and construction of the buildings. 
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CHAPTER IV 

EXAMINATION OF THE CHURCHES 

Joshua Chapel African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church 

Joshua Chapel AME Church, shown in Figure 17, is located at 110 North Aiken Street in 

Waxahachie, a city located in Ellis County in north Texas.  The church is under the 

administration of the Tenth District of the African Methodist Episcopal church.  The current 

owner of the church building is Joshua Chapel and the current use of the building is for spiritual 

worship.  The construction of the current building was completed in 1917. 

 

 
FIGURE 17.  Joshua Chapel AME Church, 2017.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 
 

 



 

53 

 

Historical Context 

Named for early Texas leader Richard Ellis, president of the Texas Constitutional 

Convention of 1836, Ellis County was created from Navarro County when settlers in the area 

successfully petitioned the state legislature for its formation on December 20, 1849.63  The vast 

majority of settlers who arrived in Waxahachie and Ellis County relocated from other parts of the 

United States.  Census records of 1850 and 1860 reveal that most of these new residents 

originally hailed from the Upland South.  Tennessee was the primary source of settlers to the 

area, followed by Missouri.  By 1860 the county’s population had reached 5,246, an increase of 

over 500% since 1850.  Many of the new residents who came from the South brought slaves, 

swelling the county’s slave population to 1,104, a ten-fold increase from ten years earlier.  There 

were 196 slave owners in 1860.64  Prior to the Civil War, few churches stood in Waxahachie, and 

the various congregations agreed to share facilities.  The Methodists were the first local religious 

group to organize, establishing a church in 1849.65  The Methodists were the first to build a 

sanctuary, erecting a small frame structure in 1852 in the 200 block of East Main.  Each of the 

other congregations was eventually housed in its own building, but, with one exception, no 

nineteenth-century sanctuaries survive.66  With the end of the Civil War, Waxahachie 

experienced renewed economic prosperity and expansion.67  Religious and social life in the town 

also diversified as the influx of people necessitated the founding and introduction of new 

                                                 

63 Historic Resources of Waxahachie, Texas:  A Comprehensive Survey and National Register of the Historic Places 
Nomination for the City of Waxahachie, National Park Service.  United States Department of the Interior and 
administered by the Texas Historical Commission, Hardy Heck Moore Inc. Preservation Consultants, Austin, Texas, 
1985, 117. 
64 Ibid., 119. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid., 119. 
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community institutions.68  The introduction of the rail system added to Waxahachie’s population 

growth in the latter part of the nineteenth-century, providing the means to transport goods such 

as cotton as well as people.  The presence of the rail system was also responsible for the growth 

of the local economy and the creation of many businesses.   

Church History 

In 1866 an African Methodist Church was organized in a farmhouse about ten miles 

outside of Waxahachie.  This was so soon after the Civil War that blacks were afraid to hold 

public meetings, and due to this and the impossibility of proper guidance and lack of money, the 

church failed.  It was ten years later, in 1876, that another AME church was reorganized in 

Ovilla.  There were fifteen families in this communion.  The church moved into an old school 

building in Waxahachie across the street from the present AME church on Aiken Street.  In 

1879, the current church site was purchased by three ministers, the Reverend Monroe Conner, 

the Reverend M. Lowe and the Reverend Joshua Goins, for three hundred dollars from the 

previous owner Cyrus Aiken.69  The present church, originally named New Joshua Chapel after 

the first minister Joshua Goins, was built for the sum of four thousand and eight hundred dollars 

by William Sidney Pittman, architect, and George R. Powell (contractor).  Both men were from 

Tuskegee, Alabama.  Mr. Pittman was the son-in-law of Booker T. Washington.70  Figure 18 

documents the church as it looked in 1918. 

 

                                                 

68 Ibid., 119. 
69 ‘Joshua Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church.’ Rootweb.  The text was written for a state historic marker 
from the Texas Historical Commission.  http://www.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~txecm/joshua_chapel.htm#  
70 Champion, Louella E. and Murray, Jonnie Lee.  African Methodism in Ellis County:  Brief History of African 

Methodism 1862-1971 Ellis County, The Ellis County Museum Library of Papers. 
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FIGURE 18.  Joshua Chapel circa 1918.  Image courtesy of the Ellis County Museum, Waxahachie, Texas. 

 

Pittman, shown in Figure 19, was born in 1875 in Montgomery, Alabama to a laundress who was 

an ex-slave woman and a prominent white man of the city.71  He attended Tuskegee Institute, 

where he completed programs in woodwork and architectural-mechanical drawing in 1897.  He 

entered Drexel Institute in Philadelphia, where he completed the architecture and mechanical 

drawing program in 1900.  From late 1900 to 1905 Pittman worked at Tuskegee Institute as head 

of the department of architectural drawing.  He was responsible for overseeing all campus 

construction.  In late 1903 he left Tuskegee to establish a private practice in Washington, D.C.  

Between 1905 and 1909 he designed public schools, college facilities, and hotels and gained 

recognition as one  

                                                 

71 The Maryland Historical Trust State Historic Sites Inventory Form, 1991. 
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FIGURE 19.  Architect William Sidney Pittman August 1916.  Image credit to Ruth Ann Stewart.  

 

of the most accomplished black architects in America.72 G.R. Powell construction, an Anglo 

company, hired many members of the congregation to construction the building.  Reverend J.A. 

Jones, documented on the cornerstone of the building as a professional engineer, was also 

involved in the construction of the building.  Joshua Chapel is the only African Methodist 

Episcopal church in Waxahachie, Texas.73 

Site Context  

Historically, the black community of Waxahachie was segregated in the eastern and 

southern areas of town while the white community resided in the north.  According to 1925 

Sanborn maps of the area, shown in Figure 20, many houses existed and were densely located to 

one another, and surrounded the church.  East Main Street was considered the center of black 

business and commerce.  The neighborhoods surrounding the town’s black commercial center  

                                                 

72 The Handbook of Texas Online.  Accessed February 19, 2016, 1. 
73 Ibid., 2. 
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FIGURE 20.  Sanborn Map of Waxahachie October 1925 showing the location of neighboring churches Mt. Zion Baptist Church, 
Saint Andrews Methodist Church and Samaria Baptist Church.  Image from the Dallas Public Library, Dallas, Texas.  May 2017. 

 

were comprised of a small frame, vernacular dwellings such as single-cell, two-room, and 

shotgun dwellings.74  There were several negro churches which existed near Joshua Chapel and 

within the business and residential area.  Churches located near Joshua Chapel were Samaria 

Baptist Church, the first black church in Waxahachie, organized soon after the Civil War, and 

was located on East Main Street.75  Additionally, Mount Zion Baptist Church and Saint 

Andrew’s Methodist Church were constructed in the community and both of which were located 

several blocks from Joshua Chapel.  Holiness Church and Church of God, both located on East 

Main Street, were also located several blocks from Joshua Chapel.  Though the 1925 Sanborn 

maps only document Joshua Chapel as a negro church, it is highly likely that the four noted 

churches were also negro churches, given their location within Waxahachie’s Negro community.  

                                                 

74 Ibid., 125. 
75 Ibid., 126. 
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It is also highly likely that all these churches were supported by pedestrian foot traffic, with 

parishioners forced to walk along streets with no sidewalks and susceptible to water runoff.   

The land Joshua Chapel was constructed upon, according to the 1925 Sanborn map of the 

block shown in Figure 21, indicated the existence of a dwelling located to the rear of the church.  

The church acquired the dwelling in a transaction which occurred in the 1950s.  After the 

transaction was complete, the church demolished the residence, bought an additional adjacent 

lot, and converted both properties to needed parking for the church.76  Currently, the immediate 

area where Joshua Chapel is located is composed of single-story housing and vacant lots where 

dwellings once stood.  Streets immediately around the  

 

 
FIGURE 21.  Sanborn Map of Joshua Chapel October 1925.   

Image from the Dallas Public Library, Dallas, Texas.  May 2017. 

 

                                                 

76 Carroll Davis (historian of Joshua Chapel AME church), interviewed by author, Waxahachie, Texas, May 2017, 
transcript. 
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church has no sidewalks, nor is there evidence that sidewalks or street curbs ever existed.  Such a 

lack of infrastructure encourages street and land erosion during rains, where the presence of 

curbs can direct water to underground storm lines.  Currently, there is no evidence that an 

underground storm drainage system exists around the church or in the immediate residential 

community.  Topographically, the land around the church slopes to peaks and valleys, which 

would encourage the movement of storm water runoff into the street, where the crown of the 

street would divert water to the edges of the street for movement and ponding.  The streets 

immediately around the church are narrow, likely a reference to the manner in which the streets 

were originally mapped. 

Architectural Character 

 According to the Texas Historical Commission, the architectural style for the building is 

Romanesque Revival, as shown in Figure 22.  The Romanesque style is highlighted by the 

portico arches and the symmetrical balance of the façade.  Architect William Sidney Pittman was 

academically trained at Tuskegee Institute and Drexel Institute and architecturally educated from 

a Eurocentric perspective.  As head of the department of architectural drawing, he was 

influenced by Booker T. Washington’s philosophy of self-help, education in the crafts, and 

industrial skills.77  Tuskegee Institute was built by students making bricks and hewing wood, 

which may have been an influence on the construction of Joshua Chapel.  The design of the 

building is likely an influence from his architectural education and the developing aesthetic 

context of Waxahachie toward the end of the 19th century. 

                                                 

77 ‘Booker T and W.E.B. DuBois:  The Debate between W.E.B. DuBois and Booker T. Washington from PBS.’  
http://www. pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/race/etc/road.html.  Accessed March 5, 2018. 
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At the turn of the 20th century, Waxahachie became a prosperous community, and many 

residential, civic, and institutional buildings were designed and constructed.  Public and 

institutional structures were important expressions of civic pride, and as such, were the most 

carefully designed and stylistically ambitious structure in the city.  J. Riely Gordon set high 

standards with his acclaimed Romanesque design for the Ellis County courthouse, and 

subsequent commercial development around the square was designed to be compatible, but not 

to compete.  With few exceptions, these structures, usually rendered in brick, are simply massed 

with ornament limited to corbeled or parapeted cornices.  The Citizen’s National Bank built a 

Romanesque Revival structure about the time the courthouse was completed.  The second Penn  

 

 
FIGURE 22.  West façade of Joshua Chapel with formal entrance steps and portico.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 
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Building, with neoclassical Revival detailing, was built in 1912.78  The vast majority of the 

structures built during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were erected by local 

lumber companies or contractors.  Despite the active construction business at that time, no 

architect resided or based their practice in the community.  One of the town’s more prolific 

builders, E.S. Boze, sometimes advertised himself as an architect.  The lumber companies 

generally relied on plans and pattern books that were published by designers in larger cities.79  

Description of the Exterior 

Envelope Aesthetic 

 The building has a strong main entrance on the west façade.  The west façade of the 

building is anchored by two towers, with the tower on the southwest corner of the building being 

the taller of the two.  The southwest tower contains the church bell, which historically was rung 

once for the call to Sunday school, once for the start of church service, and when a person passed 

away.  The church has a flight of steps on the west entrance façade leading to a small portico 

with three arches.  From the portico, parishioner can gain entrance to the sanctuary.  According 

to historical church photographs, the original roofing system was wood shingles.  Today the 

roofing system is a typical composite shingle system.   

Structural and Construction System 

Joshua Chapel is a brick masonry load-bearing building with a wood framing structural 

system for the floor of the sanctuary as well as the roof and balcony.  The foundation of the 

church is a concrete base, though it has not been verified if steel reinforcing bars were used to 

                                                 

78 Texas Historical Commission of Waxahachie, 
atlas.the.state.tx.us/NatReg/NR/NR_listed/Districts/waxahachie.pdf.  Accessed November 13, 2017. 
79 Ibid., 18. 
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enhance the structural capacity of the foundation wall, shown in Figure 23.  This is relevant 

because of the weight of the solid brick masonry walls which are supported by the concrete, and 

upon which the walls carry the wood framing of the building’s roof.  The building was designed 

with the nave elevated off the ground, but the space located directly beneath the nave floor 

(referred to as a crawl space) was not completed at the end of the original construction of the 

building.  Historical photographs show large openings located along the north and south sides of 

the foundation wall, with no windows installed.  This crawl space, therefore, was accessible to 

people and the natural elements.  This crawl space remained unfinished and open until the 1940s, 

where a new construction phase of work for the church was initiated.  The floor in the nave is a 

wood joist framing system supported by a series of metal columns.  Today the metal columns are 

wrapped in painted wood panels.  The floor of the fellowship hall is poured in place concrete.   

Fenestration 

The church was originally designed with stained glass windows installed on the north and 

south facades of the building, framed on the exterior walls and between brick masonry buttresses 

is a structural mass of masonry set at an angle to or bonded into a wall which it strengthens or 

supports.80  The use of this structural system aesthetically allows the installation of the large 

stained-glass windows. The original windows were operable, allowing the cross ventilation of air 

to cool the interior of the sanctuary.  The shafts of the two west façade towers were also 

originally installed with stained glass.   

 

                                                 

80 Dictionary of Architecture and Construction Third Edition, edited by Cyril M. Harris, 2000, McGraw-Hill, New 
York. 
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FIGURE 23.  Joshua Chapel East Elevation.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

Description of the Interior 

Interior Spatial Design and Finishes 

The physical changes made to Joshua Chapel have been more to the interior of the 

building than the exterior.  The original seating organization, designed to hold four hundred 

people, has three aisles in the nave which lead parishioners from the entrance doors to the 

chancel.  The floor slopes from high (at the entrance doors) to low (at the chancel).  The two 

bays of pews in the nave are third generation and are not original to the church.  The original 

pews were removed in the 1950s.  The original flooring in the nave is wood planking.  The 

carpet was installed over the flooring in the 1960s.  The kneeling/prayer railing was carved from 

light oak.  Figure 24 shows the pulpit level is elevated by five steps above the floor of the nave.  
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From the pulpit level the choir loft, which still exists in its original tiered configuration, is 

elevated seven steps above and located behind the pulpit level.  The pulpit and choir levels are 

carpeted, though solid oak was used for the finished flooring.   

 

 
FIGURE 24.  Joshua Chapel image of the pulpit and elevated choir loft.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

Furnishings, Fixtures, and Equipment 

There are six small lamps hanging from the ceiling in the nave, though these lamps are 

not original to the church.  According to 1925 Sanborn maps, the chapel was documented as 

having electricity.  It is not known if electricity was originally installed in the building at the time 

of the construction and completion in 1917.  The nave has an acoustical ceiling which is not 

original to the church.  According to church history, the acoustical ceiling in the nave was 
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installed in the 1980s.  The ceiling over the nave, shown in Figure 25, was originally constructed 

with a beaded hard ceiling.  It is likely that either this ceiling was removed from the building or 

the current acoustical ceiling was installed to encapsulate the beaded ceiling.  The walls of the 

nave are finished with a wood-paneled wainscot.  The wall area above the wainscot is of white 

painted plaster finish.  Church history states there were two wood burning stoves originally 

placed in the building; one located in the front of the building and one placed in the back.  The 

stoves were used to provide heat to the interior church spaces.  According to a 1925 Sanborn 

map of the building site, it documents that there were heat stoves, as well as artificial lighting 

and electricity in the building.  Though the building construction was completed in 1917, it is 

possible that the stoves, lighting, and electricity may have been installed prior to 1925. 

Fenestration 

Stained-glass windows were originally installed directly behind the choir loft.  Visual 

inspection of the exterior of the building shows the placement of five windows on the east façade 

of the building, with a tall arching window on each corner of the façade, and three rectilinear 

windows located in the middle of the façade.  All five windows are protected by plexiglass, but 

none of the windows can be seen from the nave.  A curtain has been hung on the wall directly 

behind the choir loft, covering the glazing.  The stained-glass windows which were located 

below the arched windows were removed from the church in the 1940s.  The original windows, 

installed in 1917, were beginning to wear by the 1940s.  The stained-glass windows also 

attracted the attention of a white church congregation interested in purchasing the windows.  The 

current glass windows were installed in the 1940s and are currently protected, along with the 

arched stained-glass windows, from breakage on the outside with the installation of sheets of 

plexiglass.   
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FIGURE 25.  Joshua Chapel interior elevation of nave highlighting stained glass windows.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

The current condition of the exterior plexiglass shows some breakage, exposing the glass to 

potential damage.  There is one roof dormer on the north and the south sides of the building.  

Each dormer has a window framed within it.  It is highly likely that these two dormer windows 

were also originally stained-glass.  This would suggest that the finish configuration of the ceiling 

over the nave of the church was framed to follow the profile of the dormer and allow light from 

the window in the dormer to enter the nave, providing another source of natural illumination.   

There is no baptismal pool in the church nor has the church ever had a pipe organ.  Mechanical 

supply registers are located in the floor along the perimeter circulation aisle near the exterior 

windows. 
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Beginning in 1964 under the administration of the Reverend Mr. W.L. Davis and 

continuing until 1975 under the Reverend Mr. Johnson a pastor’s study, an usher room, and 

heating and air conditioning systems were installed.  In addition, two pianos, an electrical organ, 

and a public address system were installed and dedicated to the church from 1966 to 1971.81  

Repairs were made to the foundation.  Pews and pulpit furniture were moved to undercroft, 

which is a vaulted basement, and new pews and furniture were installed (same wood and style), 

and the carpet was added.  Mr. Carrol Davis, builder, and Mr. Joe Wedgeworth, cabinetmaker, 

did the building and repairs.82   

In the mid-1940s, due to a growing congregation, the Reverend R.N. Reed determined 

that the church building needed to expand.  The original crawl space beneath the building, which 

was left open and incomplete in 1917, became the focus for new construction.  Currently, the 

finished out space from the 1940s is now used as a fellowship hall, shown in Figure 26.  There 

are nine wood columns original to the building and supporting the floor framing of the nave 

above.  These columns were later replaced by steel pipe columns and the new columns are 

wrapped with gypsum board.  At the base of each column is a concrete base which was installed 

as part of the pipe columns.  There is a concrete floor which is now finished with carpeting and 

tiling in the kitchen.  The mechanical space is covered with carpeting and is also located on this 

lower level.  There is a beaded ceiling with surface mounted fluorescent lights.  The beaded 

ceiling covers the original wood framing for the building.  The area which is now the kitchen 

was not part of the original church.   

                                                 

81 Louella E. Champion and Jonnie Lee Murray, African Methodism in Ellis County, 3 
82 Ellis County Museum Library of Papers.  Accessed May, 2017 
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FIGURE 26.  Joshua Chapel lower level Fellowship Hall.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 
 

Enclosed mechanical ductwork is located parallel to the exterior north and south walls.  The 

ceiling slopes high to low, west to east, toward the sanctuary.  There is an elevated podium on 

the west end of the fellowship hall.  Access to the outdoors can be achieved through a door 

located on the south wall.  There are windows on both the north and south walls of the 

fellowship hall. 

 

Reedy Chapel African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church 

 
 Reedy Chapel AME Church is located at 2015 Broadway and 20th Street in Galveston, 

Texas.  The church is under the administration of the Tenth District of the African Methodist 

Episcopal church.  The current owner is Reedy Chapel and the current use of the building is for 

spiritual worship.  The construction of the current building was completed in 1886. 
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Historical Context 

Reedy Chapel, shown in Figure 27, grew out of an effort by white slave owners to 

provide a place of worship for their slaves.  The property upon which the Chapel stands today 

was purchased by four white trustees of the Methodist Episcopal Church-South from the 

Galveston City Company through 

  

 
FIGURE 27.  Reedy Chapel AME Church 2017.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

their representative, Gail Borden, on March 8, 1848.  Originally, it was used as an open meeting 

area with the addition of a shall structure, thereon, where, before Emancipation, white members 

of the Methodist Church would conduct Sunday School for the slaves.    In 1863, a permanent 
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meetinghouse was built, which was destroyed by the great residential fire in 1885.  In 1866, the 

church and the property were deeded to the African Methodist Church for $100.00.83   

Church History 

Reedy Chapel, whose congregation was formed in 1848 and organized in 1867, is the 

first and oldest AME church in Texas and is referred to as the mother church of African 

Methodism in Texas.84  The original church was called the ‘Negro Methodist Episcopal Church 

South’.85  In 1866, the Negro Methodist Episcopal Church was recognized as the first African 

Methodist Episcopal Church in Texas by the Reverend M.M. Clark and the following year it was 

turned over to its African-American membership by the Methodist Episcopal trustees on March 

18, 1867.  The name Reedy Chapel honors Reverend Houston Reedy, who succeeded Clark as 

the congregation’s second pastor in 1870.86  Figure 28 illustrates the current building’s 

immediate predecessor. 

 
 

 
FIGURE 28.  Image of the original Reedy Chapel AME church building.   
Image courtesy of the Reedy Chapel AME Church Archives.  May 2017. 

                                                 

83 The Reedy Chapel African Methodist Episcopal Church, United States Department of the Interior Heritage 

Conservation and Recreation Service National Register of Historic Places Inventory-Nomination Form, 1967 
84 Reedy Chapel Church Website, http://reedychapel.com/about-us/history/  Accessed April 17, 2018. 
85 ‘Reedy Chapel AME Church.’  The Historical Marker Database Galveston in Galveston County, 

http://www.hmdb.org/marker.asp?marker=63531.  Accessed March 6, 2018. 
86 ‘Reedy Chapel AME Church.’  The Historical Marker Database Galveston in Galveston County, 

http://www.hmdb.org/marker.asp?marker=63531.  Accessed March 6, 2018. 
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 The first church building was lost to the great fire of 1885 that consumed forty square 

blocks of Galveston’s east end.  The current Reedy Chapel was built the following year during 

the pastorate of the Reverend J.E. Edwards.  E.F. Campbell was the contractor and the masonry 

was laid by Norris Wright Cuney, a Reedy parishioner.   

Site Context 

 A 1912 Sanborn map, shown in Figure 29, of the area immediately surrounding Reedy 

Chapel documents a dense residential community of one and two-story dwellings.  According to 

the map, within a three block radius of the area around the chapel, the only documented non-

residential buildings are the First Christian Church and the Second District Public School.  Many 

of the residential buildings documented in 1912 are still standing today.  Currently, the two city 

blocks directly south of the chapel, once having residences on every lot, have been razed at some 

point in the past.  Currently, one block is the home to a one-story building called the Moody 

Early Childhood Center.  This facility’s size completely takes up a city block, while extending 

east across an abandoned through traffic street to another city block where the Second District 

Public School, as well as residential buildings which were located on every lot, once stood.  All 

the homes were razed at some point in the past. Today there is a city park named the San Jacinto 

Park.  The Galveston Housing Authority is several blocks to the south of the chapel.  Other than 

two small churches located two blocks to the west of the chapel, there are no other churches 

within a minimum seven block radius. 
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FIGURE 29.  Sanborn Map of Reedy Chapel, circa 1912, Galveston, Texas.   

Image from the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History at the University of Texas at Austin.  May 2017. 

 
 
 
 Broadway Avenue J, the northern boundary to Reedy Chapel, is a two-way vehicular 

boulevard, with palm trees and grass lining the center of the street.  The 1912 Sanborn map 

documents this street to be one hundred fifty feet wide, suggesting that this street was originally 

designed to be a boulevard and to carry a strong vehicular load.  Broadway Avenue J is an east-

west oriented street which connects to Interstate 45 to the west, extending eastward across the 

length of the island, to Galveston Stewart Beach to the east.  The 1912 Sanborn map also 

documents the conditions of the streets as having been paved, and new water pipes buried 

beneath the streets.  Surface parking for the chapel is located to the east.  There is a chapel 

parsonage between the chapel and the parking lot.  This building is not original to the 

construction of the chapel, however, there is a fellowship hall in the parsonage which the church 

utilizes for social occasions.   
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Architectural Character 

 The city of Galveston is well known for some of the most diverse, culturally significant, 

and stylish collection of historic architecture in the country.  Reedy Chapel is a contributing 

structure to the architecture texture of Galveston as an example of the Gothic Revival and 

regional craftsmanship.  Formal elements such as the offset tower and pointed arched stained 

glass windows suggest that the style of Reedy is consistent with the type of ecclesiastical 

language that was prevalent of church design in Texas during the last decades of the 19th century; 

mainly Romanesque and Gothic being favored by the liturgical religious such as Catholic and 

Episcopal. 

 There is an architectural regional influence which, in Reedy Chapel’s case, is more local. 

There are examples of a number of church buildings similar in form to Reedy as well as 

reflective of the popular styles such as Greek and Gothic Revival.  One example is Christ 

Chapel.  Constructed of this building bears a strong formal resemblance to Reedy.  Christ Chapel 

features architectural elements such as an offset tower, a parapet wall at the longitudinal ends of 

the chapel, pointed arched stained glass windows, and a central entrance on axis with the center 

circulation aisle in the nave of the chapel.  Saint Paul United Methodist Church, located at 1425 

Broadway Avenue J, is another example of the Gothic Revival.  Constructed on the same street 

and located a few blocks east of Reedy, Saint Paul is a wood framed structure which highlights 

similar details as the offset tower and pointed arched stained glass windows.  The entrance to the 

building, however, is through the base of the tower and appears not to be on center with the 

interior nave of the church.  The congregation of the church founded Saint Paul in the late 1860s, 

after having split from members of Reedy.  West Point Baptist Church, located at 3003 Avenue 

M, is an example of the popular Greek Revival style.  This Negro church traces its origins to 
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1870.  The construction of the current building was completed in 1921.  Formal and stylistic 

architectural elements include four Doric columns supporting a classical pediment over a small 

three-door wide portico.  Tall stained glass windows adorn the longitudinal facades of the 

building.  The building is capped with a simple gable roof topped with a cupola. 

Description of the Exterior 

Envelope Aesthetic 

The main entrance to the building is located on the north façade of the building and is directly 

accessible to the sidewalk.  Though the building is masonry construction, it is covered with 

stucco.  To date, it is unknown when the stucco was applied to the building, whether it is original 

to the building, or if it was applied at some date after the construction of the building.  There is a 

circular window on the north façade of the building located directly above the main entrance.  

According to church history, it is not certain whether the tower had a bell, nor is there any 

physical evidence that would support the existence of a bell.  The cap of the tower has a square 

base with a pyramidal roof.  The tower envelope forms the profile of columns on the corners of 

the tower.  Designed as a shaft with a capped roof, the tower’s envelope is articulated with 

profiles of truncated pointed arches located just below a bracketed cornice which aesthetically 

serves as a base for the tower.  The church does not currently have a bell in the tower but may 

have had one sometime in the church’s past.  The bracketed cornice treatment is applied along 

the top of the north and south parapet walls.  The 1912 Sanborn map documents that the original 

roof on the chapel was of a non-combustible material in either metal, slate, tile or asbestos 
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shingles.87  The roof of the building is currently finished with composition shingles.  The south 

facade is the rear of the chapel.  The east and west facades of the building are identical in design.  

As Figure 24 shows, there are lancet windows on each façade, with windows totaling six in 

number.  The parapet walls on the east and west facades have a horizontal corbelling detail at the 

top.  There are also seven columns on each façade, which extend above the parapet wall.  The 

top of the columns has a similar corbelling treatment as the parapet walls.  These columns are 

likely made of masonry and are used to support the wood trusses located on the interior of the 

chapel. The south façade of the chapel has three lancet windows, taller unit located in the center 

of the wall, and one smaller window unit located on each side of the taller lancet window.  There 

is a mechanical unit located close to the building and poses as a physical obstruction to the rear 

entrance of the building.   

Structural and Construction System 

Reedy Chapel is a brick masonry load-bearing building with a steeply pitched wood truss 

framed roof system, and a tower located on the northwest corner of the building.  The foundation 

of the building is a concrete slab on grade.  Unlike many church buildings constructed at this 

time, this chapel does not have a basement, crawl space, or lower level.   

Fenestration 

The tower has two pairs of windows located on its north and east facades sown in Figure 

30; a lower window rectilinear in proportion, and an upper-level lancet window.  A lancet arch-

shaped window is located on the east side of the north façade.  A lancet window is a narrow 

                                                 

87 1912 Sanborn map of Galveston, Texas from the Dolph Brisco Center at the University of Texas at Austin.  
Accessed May 17, 2017. 
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window with a sharply pointed arch typical of English Gothic architecture from approximately 

1150 to 1250.88  The chapel has been installed with stained glass windows throughout the 

building, and they are original to the building.89  The roof of the tower contains arched shaped 

dormers.  The triangularly shaped dormers located on the roof of the chapel appear to be closed 

with plywood, as shown in Figure 31.  The presence of the roof dormers would suggest that at 

some time in the past, there may have been installed stained-glass windows designed to bring 

natural light into the chapel from the roof.  There is, however, no evidence based on a visual 

inspection of the ceiling over the nave that the dormers could be seen from inside the chapel.   

 

 
FIGURE 30.  Detail image of church tower.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

                                                 

88The Dictionary of Architecture and Construction, 3rd ed., s.v. ‘lancet.’ 
89 From the HMdb.org Historical Marker database. 
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FIGURE 31.  West façade with lancet windows and masonry columns. Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

Description of the Interior 

Interior Spatial Design and Finishes 

The floor in the interior of the church does slope from a high point located at the entrance 

lobby down to the chancel.  The entrance doors are solid wood with four panels each.  There is 

an entrance lobby finished with a wood tongue and groove floor.  There is a restroom adjacent to 

each side of the lobby.  The second pair of wood swinging doors leads from the lobby into the 

nave of the chapel.  The circulation aisle is on center to both pairs of entrance doors.  There is a 

bay of wooden pews on each side of the circulation aisle.  The front two pews on each side of the 

aisle are original to the building.  Many of the original pews were claimed by the damage caused 

by Hurricane Ike in 2008, a storm which devastated Galveston and placed the chapel 

approximately four feet underwater.   
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FIGURE 32.  Reedy Chapel wood trusses.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 
 
The pews are anchored to the concrete floor, which is covered with carpet.  There are two 

wooden columns located toward the north end of the chapel, with one column on each side of the 

aisle.  These columns provide structural support to the small balcony directly above the second 

pair of entrance doors leading into the nave. 

Figure 32 shows the roof framing for the chapel consist of six elegantly hewed wood 

trusses which span the width of the chapel and are supported by the masonry columns integrated 

within the perimeter walls.  The profile of the column cannot be seen in the nave.  The trusses 

are each centered between the lancet windows.  The perimeter walls are finished with plaster.  

The lancet windows are framed with varnished wood and inset within the depth of the masonry 

walls.  The sill and jamb of the windows are finished with plaster.  There is a solid wood 
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baseboard located at the bottom of the wall and is featured as a detail around the base of the 

chapel.  The profile of the trusses is fundamentally a scissor truss constructed with a four-panel 

design and detailed with curvilinear elements and small circular cruciform patterns between the 

top and bottom chords of the trusses.  The end of each truss, as it engages the perimeter wall, is 

finished with a wood kicker that is surface mounted to the perimeter wall.  The complete truss 

assembly is finished as varnished wood.  In the nave, shown in Figure 33, the space between the 

trusses is an assembly of tongue and groove ceiling planks oriented parallel to the slope of the 

gable roof.  The finished wood planks are also varnished.  The ceiling underneath the balcony is 

also finished with tongue and groove varnished wood.  There are two circular metal chandeliers, 

each attached to the bottom chord of a wood truss.  The chandeliers are original to the building.   

 

 
FIGURE 33.  Nave and balcony view of Reedy Chapel.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 
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Furnishings, Fixtures, and Equipment 

The chancel is separated by a semicircular stained wood railing where the congregants 

may kneel to pray.  This prayer railing is original to the building.  The communion table is 

located directly behind the prayer railing, however, the pulpit and baptismal fountain, which 

dates back to the 1800s, are located on a raised wood framed floor and elevated with one riser.  

This raised platform, as well as the pulpit furniture, is original to the building.  The piano and 

organ, as well as the furniture for the pastor and guest clergy, are also located on the raised 

platform.  The organ and pipes, shown in Figure 34, are assembled in the middle of the 

sanctuary, with fixed wooden seating for the choir located on each side of the pipes.  The pipe 

organ was built in 1876 by the E. and G.G. Hook and Hastings organ company, headquartered in 

Boston, Massachusetts.  The organ, which operates as a tracker action pipe organ, was sold by 

Trinity Episcopal Church in 1912.  Reedy Chapel purchased the organ from Gorgan Music for 

one hundred dollars and it is one of only two organs of this type in the country.90  The organ is 

still operational and was not damaged by Hurricane Ike.  The pipe assembly and choir seating are 

elevated three tiers above the pulpit platform and are also wood framed.  There are wood stud 

gypsum board walls behind the choir seating with a sound system for the chapel integrated into 

the wall and located above the choir.  There are chimes which are surface mounted on the south 

wall of the chapel.  One system of chimes is located on each side of the pipe assembly.  The pipe 

assembly is framed with finished varnished wood similarly designed and detailed to the wood 

trusses.  Behind the pipe assembly wall are several storage spaces as well as an exit door leading 

to the backyard of the chapel where the outdoor mechanical equipment is located. 

                                                 

90 Historical Marker Database.  http://www.hmdb.org/marker.asp?marker=63531.  Accessed March 6, 2018. 
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FIGURE 34.  Nave, chancel, and choir loft of Reedy Chapel.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 
 

From the entrance doors leading into the nave, there is a straight run of wood stairs 

leading to the balcony above.  The stair treads are carpeted.  There is a wood railing at the edge 

of the balcony.  The balcony fascia is finished with varnished wood.  The balcony level is a 

wood framed, with a finished tongue and groove floor and fixed wood seating attached to the 

floor.  The floor of the balcony is carpeted.  The pastor’s study and church archive spaces are 

located adjacent to the balcony. 

Fenestration 

 The lancet windows are located between the wood trusses, as shown in Figure 35, 

creating a balance between and solid and a void element.  With the stained glass windows, and a 

light tan paint finish within the nave, the quality of light in the space is an even wash mixed with 

color, offering a natural presence of light and wood and creating a calming spiritual place. 
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FIGURE 35.  Lancet windows between wood truss system at Reedy Chapel.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 
 

Jackson Street Missionary Baptist Church 

 
 Jackson Street Missionary Baptist Church (JSMBC) is located at 1416 Jackson Street in 

Vicksburg, Mississippi.  Shown in Figure 36, the current owner is JSMBC and the current use of 

the building is for spiritual worship.  The construction of the current building was completed in 

1901.  Vicksburg, Mississippi is the seat of Warren County and is located in the western part of 

the state and on the Mississippi River.  Vicksburg was founded by Reverend Newit Vick, a 

Methodist minister, who arrived in the county in 1812 with his family.  He purchased a tract of 

land and began laying out the town.  On January 29, 1825, Vicksburg was incorporated under 
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FIGURE 36.  Jackson Street Missionary Baptist Church 2017.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 
 
 
the name of the President and Selectmen of the Town of Vicksburg, with an estimated population 

of 180.91 

Historical Context 

 In antebellum Vicksburg, the enslaved worshipped in the same churches as their owners.  

Generally, seats were provided for them in the balcony, back or side of the sanctuary, and in 

some cases in the same pew if the slave was a governess or maid.  According to Reverend H.B. 

Dotson in his History of Black Churches, as the African American congregation outgrew their 

                                                 

91 National Register of Historic Places Registration Form of the National Park Service of the United States 
Department of the Interior, November 28, 2016. 
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designated areas, white parishioners realized the need to provide separate locations for worship.  

African American services were held on hills, in valleys or underbrush arbors to protect them 

from the heat of the sun.  These services were held in the presence of two or more white people 

in order to ensure that the discussions were purely religious.92  Enslaved parishioners also 

worshipped with Methodist congregations.  As the numbers of the enslaved continued to grow, 

one solution was to provide them their own place of worship.  In 1846, the Methodist Church at 

Cherry and Grove was given to the African American Methodists when a new one was built on 

the southwest corner of Crawford and Cherry Streets (in Vicksburg).  The African American 

church was named Wesley Chapel Methodist Episcopal and a white minister was appointed to 

lead the congregation.93  Catholics in Mississippi had been worshipping with their slaves since 

before Mississippi was a state.  In 1724, the French government, which holds claim to the area, 

passed a law ‘compelling owners to bring up their slaves in the faith of the Catholic Church or if 

the owners were not good Catholics themselves their slaves shall be owned by the Government.’  

African American Catholics attended St. Paul’s Church which was first located in a two-story 

frame house on the east side of Walnut Street in the 1400 block.  A new church was built in 1849 

on the northwest corner of Walnut and Crawford Streets.  St. Paul’s records show that sixty-five 

African Americans were baptized, and several were married between 1850 and 1860.  By 1900, 

forty African Americans continued to worship at St. Paul’s in the back pews.94 

 Following the Civil War, many free Negroes organized and established many churches 

throughout the city of Vicksburg.  The need for support for many newly freed persons suffering 

                                                 

92 Bell, Nancy.  African American Associated Historic and Architectural Resources of Vicksburg MS.  Vicksburg, 
Mississippi:  Vicksburg Foundation for Historic Preservation, 1993, page 7. 
93 Ibid., 8. 
94 Ibid., 10-11 
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from illness, undesirable living conditions, and lack of education existed, and organizations were 

created to address these issues.  Benevolent societies flourished in the South because of the 

refusal of white insurance companies to ensure African Americans because they were deemed to 

be poor insurance risks.  Industry analysts cited social diseases, living conditions, and 

undesirable circumstances as reasons to exclude African Americans from insurance.  African 

Americans, therefore, had to provide for themselves.  This began in the churches immediately 

following the Civil War and then expanded into benevolent and secret societies. 95  One of these 

organizations was the Golden Rule Society (GRS).  According to a Sanborn map of 1902, it 

documents the location of a building owned by the GRS, located at 1121 Clay Street.  The GRS 

often rented their building for use by Negro church congregations.  Jackson Street Missionary 

Baptist Church rented the use of the GRS for two years, prior to the start of construction of their 

own building. 

Church History 

The Jackson Street Missionary Baptist Church (JSMBC), shown in Figure 37 with the 

tower under construction, was organized in April 1888, by Reverend A.A. Hamilton and others 

in the State Golden Rule Hall then located on Farmer Street.  The original membership consisted 

of 75 conscientious people.  The church called the Reverend A.M. Johnson, D.D. of Port Gibson, 

Mississippi as the first pastor.  The congregation bought a lot at a cost of $1,000.00 on the corner 

of Second North and Jackson Streets.  On July 10, 1899, the ground was broken for the building 

of an elaborate brick edifice.96  Known for a strong support and outreach of the community 

                                                 

95 Ibid, page 29. 
96 Jackson Street Missionary Baptist Church website.  www.jacksonstreetmbc.org.  Accessed May 27, 2017. 
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through the years, JSMBC was the first Black church to organize a vacation bible school.  A 

Head Start program, which was hosted by the church, began in the late 1960s. 

 

 
FIGURE 37.  Construction of Jackson Street Missionary Baptist Church tower circa 1908.   

Image from the book ‘The Leading Afro-Americans of Vicksburg, Mississippi:  Their Enterprises Churches, Schools, Lodges and Societies’ 
Published by the Library of Congress with an introduction by W.E. Mollison.  May 2017. 

 
 

Site Context 

Historically, African Americans residing in Vicksburg, Mississippi lived, and continue to 

live, in the northern area of the city, specifically north of Interstate 20 and directly east of the 

Mississippi River.  JSMBC is located in an African American residential community, at the 

southwest corner of Second North Street and Jackson Street.  The topography of this area 

consists of hills and modest valleys.  The church is located at the bottom of a hill.  This 

residential area was a self-sufficient community, with a local grocer located directly across the 

street from the church.  Saint Adoysius High School was located a block from JSMBC.  The 

dominate non- residential building type in this community are the churches.   
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 Figure 38 shows a March 1925 - 1948 Sanborn map, which documents the proximity of 

four churches within two blocks of JSMBC.  Two of the churches are colored churches (Saint 

Mary’s Episcopal Church and Wesley Chapel Methodist Episcopal Church), and two were not 

documented as colored but served the immediate community (Seventh Day Adventist Church 

and School and Saint Mary Catholic Church and School).   

 The congregants purchased the lot for the present church for $1,000.00.  According to the 

land deed, the transference of land and title concluded on April 10, 1899.97  The church Building 

stands on a flat site with the lot adjacent and to the west of the church dramatically sloping 

upward and is heavily covered with trees.  A wooden retaining wall berm the earth on the 

adjacent site, preventing it from moving toward the church building.  A concrete drainage swale 

has been created between the church and the adjacent west lot.  The lot to the immediate south of 

the church building also dramatically slopes upward.  Figure 30 also documents the location of 

dwellings located on both the west and south lots which surround the church.  The same map 

also documents a small private hospital located south of the dwellings that are located on the 

west lot adjacent to the church.  As with the lot to the west of the church building, the south lot 

currently is also covered with trees. 

Architectural Character 

 Built from 1901 to 1905, JSMBC is a locally significant example of an early 20th century 

Gothic Revival auditorium-plan church with a tall corner tower and a two-story projecting bay.  

In 1905, the church building was erected on the southwest corner of Jackson and Second North 

 
 

                                                 

97 Land title document for the Jackson Street MBC from Fred Davis, church elder.   
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FIGURE 38.  Sanborn Map March 1925 – February 1948 of Saint Mary’s Episcopal Church, Wesley Chapel Methodist Episcopal Church, 

Seventh Day Adventist Church, and Saint Mary Catholic Church and School 
Image from the Mississippi State University Archives.  May 2017. 

 

Streets at a cost of $25,000.00.  The large one-story, red brick, Gothic Revival style church was 

built by a black contractor, E.J. Allein.  When completed, it was the largest Negro church in the  
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state.  The auditorium holds eight hundred people.98  There is no record of the involvement of an 

architect in the design of this building. During a period of growth and prosperity in Vicksburg 

during the latter half of the 19th century, a rise in the number of Negro church buildings also 

occurred, including JSMBC.  This construction rise followed the organization of Negro 

congregations immediately after the Civil War.  Gothic Revival was a popular architectural style 

used in the design of many Negro churches of the time, with such building examples as Mount 

Heroden Baptist Church, which was organized in 1877, with the current building constructed and 

completed in 1919.  This church is a one-story, stucco brick building with a gable roof.  The 

main façade is dominated by a couple of two-story square towers with flat roofs.  These towers 

project slightly from the center section of the building which exhibits a large, three-part, Gothic-

arched window.  The west tower has a double-leaf, paneled door with a Gothic-arched transom 

on the first floor and a Gothic arched vent on the second floor.  The east tower is slightly taller 

and exhibits double-leaf, paneled doors on the first floor, a triangular louvered vent and a 

pointed-arch vent on the second floor.99  King Solomon Baptist Church is another example of 

Gothic Revival design of a Negro church.  The church was organized in 1859 as the Mount 

Pleasant Mission of the Mount Pleasant Association.  On March 22, 1869, the name of the 

church was changed to King Solomon Baptist Church.100  The current church is a one-story red 

brick building with a façade anchored by two dominant square towers.  The north tower is three 

stories in height and the south tower is two stories in height.  Both towers display crenellation at 

their tops, with pyramidal roofs.  Both towers are reinforced at their corners with masonry 

                                                 

98 Bell, African American Associated Historic and Architectural Resources of Vicksburg MS, 100. 
99 Ibid., 89 
100 Ibid., 93 
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buttresses, adding to the design of these towers as being permanent fortified elements anchoring 

the main façade of the building.   

Description of the Exterior 

Envelope Aesthetic 

The north façade, which is the main entrance into the church building, is anchored by a 

three-story tower on the northeast corner of the building, and a two-story tower on the northwest 

corner of the building.  Figure 39 shows the center of the north façade featuring a large lancet 

window with an elaborate tracery framing the windows.  A tracery is defined as a curvilinear 

openwork shape of stone or wood creating a pattern within the upper part of a Gothic window.101  

The canopy which projects over both entrances into the church was added to the north façade and 

is not original to the building.  Further, other than the entrance canopy, no building additions or 

changes have been made to the original church structure.  At the peak of the roof pitch on the 

north façade, there is a circular ventilation opening.   

   

 
FIGURE 39.  Jackson Street MBC north elevation tracery window and canopy.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

                                                 

101 The Dictionary of Architecture and Construction, 3rd ed., s.v. ‘tracery.’ 
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FIGURE 40.  Jackson Street MBC north elevation tower detail.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

 
 
The northeast tower, shown in Figure 40, is framed on each of its three corners by a pair of 

masonry buttresses.  There is a lancet-shaped ventilation opening on the south façade of the 

tower.  There is a masonry corbeling detail at the sill of each lancer shaped opening in the tower.  

The tower is crowned with masonry formed crenellation.  The two-story tower highlights lancet-

shaped windows.  On the west façade of the tower, at the second story level, there is a door 

which once was used as part of a fire escape route for the church.  There was a series of metal 

stairs, anchored to the building, which parishioners would use to leave the building in an 

emergency.  The metal stairs have been removed from the west façade of the building and the 

door is sealed and no longer in use.   
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 On the east and west facades of the building, shown in Figure 41, the design of the 

building is identical.  There are five large lancet windows with tracery framing and corbelling 

masonry at the sill of each window while allowing colored light to enter the nave of the church.  

There are five windows located on the first floor of the building, one located directly beneath the 

second story lancer windows.  The first-floor window is designed with a gentle arching frame at 

the head of each window with a masonry sill that is much less detailed than the same condition 

on the sills of the lancet windows.  The lancet windows are located on the second floor of the 

church.  Masonry buttresses are also located on the east and west facades.  The vertical buttress 

framing feature is also used to create a bay around each pair of stacked windows.  The head 

condition of each masonry frame has a corbelling treatment which has ties the tops of the 

buttresses together, creating a masonry design feature capable of casting shadow lines on both 

east and west facades of the church, inspired as much by an understanding of the use and 

application of brick as well as the practical requirements of structural stability and construction.  

The east and west walls have parapets which terminate the top of the walls yet are taller than the 

location of the roof spring point which is directly behind the parapet.  This roof to parapet detail 

has over time created water problems as ponding occurs at this detail, causing damage to the 

exterior walls of the church.  Slate shingles were originally installed as the roof covering.  A 

composition roofing system was later installed in 2001, replacing the slate.  There are two 

dormers, one each located on the east and west sides of the roof.  There are windows framed 

within the dormers and the glass is also clear plate, allowing light to enter from the ceiling into 

the nave.  The door is located in the center of the wall, with a concrete metal pan landing and 

stairway leading from the door down to the sidewalk to the east.   
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FIGURE 41.  Jackson Street MBC east elevation lancet windows and flat masonry buttresses.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

 There is a window with a gentle arch at the southeast corner of the building, while the 

same detail located at the southwest corner of the building has been closed off and covered with 

solid brick.  The top of the south façade has a circular opening in the wall for air ventilation. The 

opening is framed with wood. 

Structural and Construction System 

JSMBC is a masonry load-bearing building with a wood framing structural system 

supporting a high-pitched wood framed gable roof.  The foundation of this building is solid 

masonry spread footer acting as a grade beam, supporting the exterior masonry walls as shown in 

Figure 42.  The masonry spread footer detail allows the distribution of the load of the building to 

spread more evenly into the soil, allow greater opportunity for even settlement of the building.   
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FIGURE 42.  Jackson Street MBC foundation detail at south end of building.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 
 

Recent foundation work performed in the church is evidenced at the south end of the lower level 

where a concrete grade beam was constructed directly under the masonry spread footer.  The 

grade beam was likely installed to help stabilize the south end of the building.  The building does 

not have a basement. The lower level of the church, referred to as the fellowship hall, is 

accessible at sidewalk level from the north entrance. The fellowship hall is a concrete slab on 

grade structural system.  Within the fellowship hall, there are nine exposed structural columns, 

with several more at the south end of the lower level where the mechanical system of the church 

is located.  There is visual evidence that the original structural columns are solid wood anchored 

at the top of a solid masonry base.  The wood columns support solid wood beams which frame 

the flooring system of the nave directly above the lower level of the church.  The footers for the 

column bases vary throughout the lower level.  The masonry bases are supported on top of 

square pyramidal concrete bases of various sizes.  All the columns in the fellowship hall area of 

the lower level have been painted white, with the concrete bases painted a dark tan.  There is a 

turnbuckle system anchored with the exterior wall sections of the east and west walls.  The 
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device was installed to provide stability in the exterior and prevent the affected wall section of 

the building from falling away.   

Fenestration 

There are lancet windows located at the first and second stories of the tower, with a 

lancer shaped ventilation opening near the top of the tower.  There is a semicircular feature at the 

top of the tower.  These window and ventilation features are displayed on the north and east 

facades only of the northeast tower.   

Description of the Interior 

Interior Spatial Design and Finishes 

The northeast tower has a stair inside which provides access from the sidewalk entrance 

at the north side of the church directly to the second-floor nave.  The nave has three bays of pew 

seating, with two aisles in separation for circulation.  The wood column structural system 

extends into the nave, but only at the north end of the nave, where the balcony is located directly 

above the nave.  The columns support wood beams which provide structural framing for the 

balcony.  The floor of the nave slopes from high (the north end) to low (the south end), toward 

the chancel, as shown in Figure 43.  The interior walls of the northwest tower are exposed 

masonry and wood floor planking.  The masonry detailing around the lancet window, as 

observed on the exterior of the building, is replicated on the inside of this tower.  A wooden 

ladder provides access to the top interior space of this tower, but for safety reasons, climbing into 

the attic space is prohibited.  The northwest tower once housed the bell for the church, however, 

the bell has been removed. 
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FIGURE 43.  Jackson Street MBC nave and balcony view at north end of building.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

At the south end of the building, directly behind the pulpit platform, are a series of 

offices, including the pastor’s study.  Above the offices is the original choir loft, where singers 

were perched directly above the chancel and facing the congregants in the nave and balcony.  

Church members stated that this choir loft was in use up to 1964 and has since been closed.  One 

of the speakers for the current sound system is in this loft space, facing the nave to allow for the 

projection of sound.  At the north end of the church, the balcony is accessible by a flight of steps.  

Figure 44 shows that the existing seating in the balcony is on five tiers of wood flooring, 

stepping up directly to the front of the windows.  As mentioned, the seating is operable and 

original to the building, but the church no longer allows congregants to sit in the balcony.  The 

balcony flooring is wood tongue and groove with no carpeting. 
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FIGURE 44.  Jackson Street MBC fixed tiered seating at balcony level.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 
 

Furniture, Fixtures, and Equipment 

The current pews in the nave were installed as part of a major renovation effort of the church in 

2000.  The original seating in the nave was removed in favor of pew seating, but original seating 

is still in place at the balcony level.  Additional scope of work included furring out of the east 

and west walls of the nave.  The existing plaster was falling off the east and west walls of the 

nave.  The solution was to introduce a new wall system constructed by furring off the existing 

wall to cover the damage from the plaster.  These new walls were finished with paint and a 

wood-paneled wainscot detail at the base of the walls.  The process of furring is the application 

of wood strips or metal channels to create an air space, either between an existing wall and anew 
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wall or between flooring and subflooring.102  Carpeting was installed in the nave over the 

original wood tongue and groove floor.  A new sound system was installed along with a new 

piano.  The organ is original to the church and is a C-2 Hammond pipeless organ.  In the chancel, 

the altar, chair seating, and lectern are all original to the church.  The chairs have been 

upholstered over the years.  The original baptismal pool is still located beneath the pulpit but is 

no longer used.  The current pool was installed directly above the original pool. The pulpit is 

elevated above the floor of the nave, accessible by six steps.  The pulpit floor is carpeted.  On the 

east side of the elevated pulpit is the choir stand, while the organ is located on the west side. 

There is wood railing located at the edge of the elevated platform. The east and west walls of the 

nave have a series of wall-mounted light sconces which are oriented to provide illumination 

upward across the walls.  The exposed roof truss system is original to the building.  There are 

five trusses spanning across and above the nave, all bearing on the perimeter masonry walls.  The 

trusses create and provide an open and inviting space.  Their area also lighting fixture attached to 

the trusses which provide lighting downward into the nave, as shown in Figure 45.  Spanning 

between the trusses are a series of stained wood planks.  The fellowship hall floor is covered 

with a vinyl finish.  The finished ceiling is a hung acoustical grid at two-foot sized panels.  There 

is fluorescent lighting recessed into the ceiling grid, along with the supply air grilles.   

 

                                                 

102 The Dictionary of Architecture and Construction, 3rd ed., s.v. ‘furring.’ 
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FIGURE 45.  Jackson Street MBC wood trusses spanning over the nave.  Image by the author.  May 2017. 

 

 

Fenestration 

The glazing is original to the building and the glazing is clear plate glass.  There is no 

record of the church ever having stained-glass windows.  The windows were operable, allowing 

the cross-ventilation of air into and through the building.   

Saint Augustine Catholic Church 

 

Saint Augustine Catholic Church (SACC), shown in Figure 46, is located at 1210 

Governor Nicholls Street in New Orleans, Louisiana.  The current owner is SACC with the 

support of the Archdiocese of New Orleans.  The construction of the current building was 

completed in 1842.  The site is composed of several buildings, which include the church, a 

school, and support facilities.  The current use of the church building is for spiritual worship. 
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FIGURE 46.  Saint Augustine Catholic Church, Treme Community, New Orleans, Louisiana, 2017.   Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

 

Historical Context 

 Saint Augustine Catholic Church is located in a historic district in New Orleans 

community called Treme.  The origins of the district can be traced to the earliest years of New 

Orleans when a brickyard owned by the Company of the Indies was established outside of the 

city near Bayou Road and today’s Claiborne Avenue.  This land became part of the plantation 

lands acquired by Claude Treme.103  Located on a portion of the Morand-Moreau plantation and 

sold by Treme in 1810 to the city of New Orleans, this area became the city’s first subdivision 

                                                 

103 Hawkins AIA, Dominique M. and Barrier, Catherine E., City of New Orleans Historic District Landmarks 
Commission Treme Historic District, prepared by Preservation Design Partnership, LLC in Philadelphia, PA.  May 
2011.  https://www.nola.gov/nola/media/HDLC/Historic%20Districts/Treme.pdf.  Accessed May 12, 2018. 
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and is considered to be America’s oldest existing African American neighborhood.104  Treme 

began to subdivide his estate and sell off large tracts of land to free blacks and others on a first 

come, first-serve basis.  After selling thirty-five lots, Claude and Julie Treme left their plantation 

home for a more peaceful life.  In 1834, Jeanne Marie Aliquot purchased the Treme’s former 

home and property from the city of New Orleans and brought in the United States’ first Catholic 

elementary school for free girls of color and a few slaves.  Jeanne Marie Aliquot became a major 

catalyst in the origins of Saint Augustine Church.105 

Under economic duress from her social ventures, Jeanne Marie sold the house to the 

Ursuline Sisters in 1836.  They, in turn, sold the property to the Carmelites in 1840, who then 

took over the little school for colored girls and merged it with their school for white girls.  The 

Carmelite Sisters used the Treme home for their motherhouse until 1926 when they moved out to 

Robert E. Lee Boulevard in the West End section of New Orleans.106 

Church History 

 In the late 1830s, when free people of color got permission from Bishop Antoine Blanc to 

build a church, the Ursulines donated the corner property at Bayou Road (now Governor 

Nicholls Street) and Saint Claude which they had bought for $10,000, on the condition that the 

church be named after their foundress, Saint Angel Merici.107  In the midst of all these things, 

Henriette Delille, a free woman of color, and Juliette Gaudin, a Cuban, began aiding slaves, 

                                                 

104 Louisiana State Historical Marker for the Faubourg Treme Historic District.  
https://www.stoppingpoints.com/la/sights.cgi?marker=Faubourg+Treme&cnty=Orleans  Accessed May 12, 2018. 
105 Saint Augustine Catholic Church website documentation of church history.  
http://www.staugustinecatholicchurch-neworleans.org/hist-sum.htm.  Accessed February 24, 2016. 
106 Saint Augustine Catholic Church website documentation of church history.  
http://www.staugustinecatholicchurch-neworleans.org/hist-sum.htm.  Accessed February 24, 2016. 
107 Ibid to note #76 
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orphan girls, the uneducated, and the sick and elderly among people of color in 1823.  Their 

particular concern for the education and care of black children aided greatly in the founding (of) 

the city’s early private school for the colored.  At the urging of Jeanne Marie Aliquot and the 

wise counseling of Pere Etienne Rousselin, the two women knelt in Saint Augustine Church on 

November 21, 1842, and pledged to live in community to work for orphan girls, the uneducated, 

poor, sick, and the elderly among the free people of color, thus founding the Congregation of the 

Sisters of the Holy Family, the second-oldest African American congregation of women.108  The 

mission of the new church was to, therefore, provide a place for people of color to freely 

worship.   

Church history documents the effort of parishioners to buy pews for seating in the 

church.  The ‘War of the Pews’, as the effort was historically referred to, began a few months 

before the dedication of Saint Augustine, scheduled for October 9, 1842.  The pews are shown in 

Figure 47.  The following is a description of the event: 

The people of color began to purchase pews for their families.  
Upon hearing of this, white people in the area started their 
campaign to buy pews.  The free people of color bought three pews 
for every one purchased by the whites.  In an unprecedented 
political and religious move, the colored members also bought the 
side aisle pews.  They then gave those pews to the slaves as their 
exclusive place of worship.  This mix of pews resulted in the most 
integrated congregation in the country:  one large row of free 
people of color, one larger row of whites with a smattering of 
ethnic folk, and two outer aisles of slaves.109 
 
 

 

                                                 

108Saint Augustine Catholic Church website documentation of church history.  http://www.staugchurch.org/Church-
History.  Accessed April 11, 2017 
109 Saint Augustine Catholic Church documentation of church history.  http://www.staugchurch.org/Church-History.  
Accessed April 11, 2017 
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FIGURE 47.  Pews reserved for the enslaved located in the nave of the Saint Augustine Catholic Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

Church members, however, would question the documentation of historical church events, 

specifically written by the Reverend Joseph Subileau, an early priest at the church in the late 

1800s, because events, as presented by the archdiocese, would conflict with the congregants’ 

knowledge and experience of similar events.  For example, the congregants state that during the 

‘War of the Pews’, free people of color bought three pews for every one pew purchased by white 

parishioners.  Official archdiocesan records show that the ratio of pews being purchased between 

the races was one to one.  Further, Subileau concluded that ‘it is false to say that the colored 

people constructed Saint Augustine’s church.  When the collections were taken up, the colored 

people contributed just like the white people, according to their means.  But the greater part of 
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the money came from the collections made among the white people of the city.’110  Congregants 

of color likely believed that their efforts in the establishment and growth of the church were 

diminished by documentation conducted by the local archdiocese. 

Site Context 

 Saint Augustine Catholic Church is located in the African American community known 

as Treme.  Designated as a City of New Orleans historic district in 1998 by the New Orleans 

Historic District Landmark Commission, the boundaries of the Treme Historic District are 

illustrated in the map shown in Figure 48.  Treme is located within the central urban context of 

the city of New Orleans, bordered by the French Quarter to the southeast, the Seventh Ward and 

the South Seventh Ward to the northeast, the community of Iberville to the southwest, and the 

community at Bayon Saint John.   

The Treme community is composed of one and two-story stick framed residential 

buildings and was created initially as a neighborhood for free persons of color.  The purchase of 

land tracts in the community however allowed both black and white persons, free and enslaved, 

rich and poor, to reside together in the area.  Treme quickly developed into a multicultural 

neighborhood associated with the black Catholic community.  The streets are narrow with 

parking for cars.  There are no off-street garages at any of the residences, nor are there any 

carports, thus, no off-street parking for residences in the immediate area of the church.  The only 

off-street parking available is at the church site.  Most residences are set along the front property 

line, with no front yard or street plantings.   

                                                 

110 The Advocate.  http://the advocate.com/new_orleans/article_89656f94-11e6-a474-2b044c214cc5.html.  Accessed 
on June 5, 2017. 
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FIGURE 48.  Treme Historic District.   

Image from the City of New Orleans Historic District Landmarks Commission.  June 2017. 

 
 

Most of the residential lots were built with a small rear yard often containing a small outbuilding 

or shed.  The grander homes of Esplanade Avenue were set on large lots with small setbacks 

from the street, often marked by a wrought iron fence.111  The congregants, throughout the 

history of Saint Augustine, walked to the church for services.  The surrounding streets are tree-

lined, creating a natural canopy overhanging the sidewalks and streets.  This church is located 

not far from the Mississippi River, is sited on a slightly higher lot of land, which has historically 

protected it from flood waters.  The urban neighborhood is densely designed to encourage 

                                                 

111 Hawkins AIA, Dominique M. and Barrier, Catherine E., City of New Orleans Historic District Landmarks 
Commission Treme Historic District, prepared by Preservation Design Partnership, LLC in Philadelphia, PA.  May 
2011.  https://www.nola.gov/nola/media/HDLC/Historic%20Districts/Treme.pdf.  Accessed May 12, 2018. 
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pedestrian foot traffic not only to attend church but to move about within the community.  This 

type of pedestrian movement encouraged the development of a tightly fit community, where 

people knew one another.  With the church as the anchor of the community, both physically and 

culturally, a relationship between the community and the church was established.  This bond 

continues today with the pride exampled by families who have been members of Saint Augustine 

for generations, even if the family no longer lives in Treme. 

The Sanborn map in Figure 49, dated 1887, not only documents the church but also the 

existence of a dining room and ironing room in a building on the west side of the lot.  The school 

for colored girls, a one-story brick building, was located on the south side of the lot, located 

immediately south of the church.  The map also documents that the school was physically 

connected to the church.  To the immediate south of the school was a kitchen and wash house.  

Collectively these buildings covered half of a city block.  In 1887, the surrounding streets were 

dirt roads and not paved.  Today, the dining room, ironing room, the colored school, kitchen, and 

washhouse no longer exist, and an open lot, used today for off-street parking for the church, now 

exist.   
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FIGURE 49.  Sanborn Map of Saint Augustine Catholic Church and Treme Community 1887.  Image from the Library of Congress.  June 2017. 

 
 

 On the north side of the site, along Governor Nicholls Street, is a garden lot called the 

Tomb of the Unknown Slave, as shown in Figure 50.  Dedicated on October 30, 2004, the shrine 
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‘honors all slaves buried throughout the United States and those slaves in particular who lie 

beneath the ground of Treme in unmarked, unknown graves.’112  The monument is made of 

forged metal links assembled as chain links and formed into the shape of a cross.  There are 

shackles which hang by smaller chains that also hung from the cross-shaped metal monument.  

The monument is anchored by two concrete bases which are buried in the ground.  A detailed 

image of the monument is shown in Figure 51. 

 

 
FIGURE 50.  Tomb of the Unknown Slave at north elevation of Saint Augustine Catholic Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

 

                                                 

112 From the plaque at the Tomb of the Unknown Slave at Saint Augustine Catholic Church 
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FIGURE 51.  Tomb of the Unknown Slave Monument makes a cross of steel links with shackles hanging from the cross.  

 Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

 

Architectural Character 

SACC was designed by French architect Jacques Nicolas Bussiere de Pouilly.  De Pouilly 

came to New Orleans as well-born and well-schooled for his career.  His birthplace, in 1804, was 

Chatel-Censoir, on the Yonne, France.  He was a Beaus-Arts man, Paris-trained at this great 

national school of the fine arts at a time when its influence was predominant.113  De Pouilly was 

influenced by new romantic classicism of the time by text written by Jean Charles Krafft and 

Nicolas Ransonette.  Arriving in New Orleans in 1833, he made his mark two years later with a  

                                                 

113 Leonard V. Huber, New Orleans Architecture:  Volume III The Cemeteries.  Article authored by Edith Elliott 
Long, Pelican Publishing Company, Inc., Gretna, Louisiana, 1974, 135-136.  Accessed May 14, 2018. 
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competition-winning design for the Saint Louis exchange Hotel located in the heart of the city’s 

French community.  De Pouilly’s lavish hotel was the focal point of an effort to refurbish the 

French Quarter so it would not be upstaged by the rapidly developing American sector across 

Canal Street.  In addition, de Pouilly designed homes for wealthy patrons, commercial buildings 

for successful merchants, and elaborate tombs for those who could afford them.  The most 

significant commission came at the end of the 1840s when the wardens of Saint Louis Cathedral 

engaged him to design a replacement for their fifty-year-old Spanish colonial structure.114  The 

design of the Saint Louis Cathedral in Jackson Square in New Orleans is considered his greatest 

work.  De Pouilly was experienced in the design and application of stucco and plaster.  Together 

with his brother Joseph Isidore de Pouilly, they set up a steam mill to produce the plaster from 

which cornices and medallions of their own designs could be made as well as all kinds of stucco 

work.  They invented a machine to plane boards from half to three inches in thickness and from 

three to ten inches in breadth.115  An image of the church tower is shown in Figure 52. 

 The local vernacular and style of the architecture in New Orleans is heavily influenced by 

the French Colonial tradition, however, there is a Spanish cultural presence which existed first in 

the city, dating back to the mid-18th century when the French ceded to Spain the colony in the 

Treaty of Paris in 1763.  New Orleans remained under Spanish control until 1801, when it was 

ceded back to France.  In 1803, Napoleon sold the Louisiana Territory to the United States in 

                                                 

114 Know Louisiana:  The Digital Encyclopedia of Louisiana and Home of Louisiana Cultural Vistas.  J.N.B. de 
Pouilly 1804-1875.  http://www.knowlouisiana.org/entry/j-n-b-de-pouilly.  Accessed June 5, 2017. 
115 Leonard V. Huber, New Orleans Architecture:  Volume III The Cemeteries.  Article authored by Edith Elliott 
Long, Pelican Publishing Company, Inc., Gretna, Louisiana, 1974, 136.  Accessed May 14, 2018. 
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FIGURE 52.  Saint Augustine Catholic Church circa 1900s.  Image courtesy of the Historic New Orleans Collection. 

 

1803.116  In studying Saint Augustine it appears that the building design, specifically the tower 

design may have less French influence and more Spanish.  Saint Augustine’s design suggests a 

hybrid application which can be categorized as an interpretation of Spanish Romanesque.  The 

hybrid model combines both a French and Spanish influence, both cultures having a strong 

historical presence in New Orleans. A pediment, historically used in Classical architecture, is a 

triangular gable usually having a horizontal cornice with raked cornices on each side, is centered 

on the east façade.  Spanish Romanesque architecture is highlighted by an off-center tower 

                                                 

116 Joy Juanita Jackson.  History of New Orleans, Encyclopedia Britannica.  http://www.britannica.com/place/New-
Orleans-Louisiana.  Accessed June 28, 2018. 
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demarking an entrance, or the bell tower and becomes the dominant element because of its 

verticality.  Several church buildings in New Orleans have similar detailing in the design of their 

towers, upon buildings which are not Spanish Romanesque in fashion:  Saint Vincent de Paul 

Catholic Church, shown in Figure 53, constructed in 1866, with its clock tower added to the 

building in 1924; Holy Trinity Catholic church, shown in Figure 54, constructed in June 1848; 

and Saint Mark Methodist Church, dedicated in 1924, and shown in Figure 55.  Saint Vincent 

served a French community while Holy Trinity served a growing German community.  Saint 

Mark served a Methodist denomination.  With Saint Augustine serving a community of color, the 

datum between these four churches, with designs that show no regard to denomination or culture, 

appears to be the tripartite detailing of the towers. 

 

 
FIGURE 53.  Saint Vincent de Paul Catholic Church, New Orleans, Louisiana   
Image from the website http://old-new-orleans.com/NO_Three_Churches.html 

Photo credit to Three Historic Churches.  June 2017. 
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FIGURE 54.  Holy Trinity Catholic Church, New Orleans, Louisiana.     

Image from the website http://www.neworleanschurches.com/holytrinity/holytrin.htm 
Image credit John and Kathleen DeMajo.  June 2017. 

 
FIGURE 55.  Saint Mark Methodist Church, New Orleans, Louisiana.  

Image from the website http://www.neworleanschurches.com/stmarkfc/stmarkfc.htm  
Image credit John and Kathleen DeMajo.  June 2017. 
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Description of the Exterior 

Envelope Aesthetic 

 Figure 56 shows the east façade of the building as the main entrance of the church.  At 

the northeast corner is a tower which reaches ninety feet in height, according to the 1887 

Sanborn map.  There is a bell located at the top of the tower, however, the bell is no longer in 

use.  The church uses a digital bell system instead.  The east façade is symmetrical in 

appearance. The entrance is a pair of solid wood doors.  It has not been determined if these doors 

are original to the building.  There is a single step up from the sidewalk to the entrance of the  

 

 
FIGURE 56.  Saint Augustine Catholic Church east elevation.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 
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church.  The entrance is recessed in the façade and located directly below a pediment.  The 

application of the pediment on the east façade closes the end wall created by the gable roof.  The 

pediment has a circular window located within the tympanum.  A tympanum is a triangular or 

segmented space enclosed between the horizontal cornice of a pediment and the underside of the 

raking.117  The circular window is not visible from the interior of the church.  The cornice which 

frames the pediment is constructed of painted wood. 

 The building is covered with stucco which forms an articulated scaled down classical 

appearance with horizontal rusticated features patterned from the stucco.  It has not been 

determined if the stucco finish on the building is original.  On each side of the main entrance, 

there are two columns, likely made of brick, which is covered with stucco.  The east façade of 

the building is composed of a solid flat parapet wall with the wood doors as the only penetration 

of the wall at the entrance level of the church. The building foundation is concrete slab-on-grade.  

The building has a crawl space, as evidenced by metal grilles located at the base of the building 

on the north and south façades.  There are six rectilinear openings in the parapet wall.  Each 

opening is covered with an ornamental wrought iron grille.  There are three openings located 

symmetrically above the church entrance.  Directly above the three openings is a semicircular 

window, which is located directly below the pediment. This semicircular window can be seen 

from the interior of the church as well as two of the rectilinear windows. The parapet wall facade 

extends to the corner where the tower is located. The base of the tower has a similar window and 

stucco treatment as the parapet wall façade. The base of the building is painted gray, while the 

entire building is painted white.   

                                                 

117 ‘The Dictionary of Architecture and Construction, 3rd ed., s.v. ‘tympanum’ 
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 The middle part of the tower is articulated into two vertical elements as shown in Figure 

57.  The middle part of the tower has a circular opening on all four sides.  The corners of the 

tower have a corner treatment called quoins, which is typically detailed in masonry as a hard  

 

 
FIGURE 57.  Bell tower at Saint Augustine Catholic Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

stone or brick used to reinforce an external corner or edge of a wall.118  It is likely that the 

original brick wall may have been detailed as a quoin and covered with a stucco finish, or the 

                                                 

118 ‘The Dictionary of Architecture and Construction, 3rd ed., s.v. ‘quoin’ 
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stucco detailing was designed to create the quoin with a series of layers. The quoin detail is 

present throughout the exterior of the building.  The upper part of the tower is proportionally 

taller than the middle part, and the church bell is located within this section.  There is a vertical 

opening with a semicircular head condition on each side of the tower.  There is a detailed wood 

trim framing each opening.  Each opening has a wood louver shutter blind.  The upper part of the 

tower also has a series of recessed surfaces, creating a geometric series of balanced symmetrical 

circles and rectangles, located on all four sides of the tower and capped with a cornice likely 

made of wood.  The tower is topped with a bell-shaped roof made of metal with a cross attached 

at the top.  Historic photographs of the tower show that the bell-shaped metal roof is not original 

to the building. 

 The north and south facades of the building are identical to one another in design as 

shown in Figure 58.  The ridge of the roof which spans the center nave of the church is higher 

than the sloped roofs which span over the side aisles.  The side aisles are parallel in spatial 

configuration to the length of the nave.  The stucco has been aesthetically applied to the entire 

building to create a horizontal rustication design, similar to Italian Renaissance palazzo building 

design.  The west end of the church is connected to several buildings which are on site, one of 

which is a two-story administrative building.  The building which, according to the 1887 

Sanborn map, documented this building’s original use as a convent, now contains offices, a 

library, conference room, and the pastor’s study.  There is no documentation which states when 

the building use changed from a convent to an administrative series of spaces. 

Structural and Construction System 

SACC is a masonry load-bearing building with a wood framing structural system 

supporting a gable roof, which spans the nave and side aisles of the church.   
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Fenestration 

The formal configuration of the roof slope creates a clearstory, or skylight, over the nave, 

where seven circular stained-glass windows are located.  The exterior wall of the north and south 

facades also comprises of seven stained-glass windows; however, these windows are vertical and 

rectilinear in form.  The north and south facades have seven bays detailed by columns similarly 

designed as flat buttresses.  Each bay contains a rectilinear window at the lower part of the wall, 

and a circular window in the clearstory above.  Both windows are centered directly above one 

another as well as located within each bay.   

 

 
FIGURE 58.  South façade of Saint Augustine Catholic Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 
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Description of the Interior 

Interior Spatial Design and Finishes 

 The interior of SACC is symmetrically ordered.  Figure 59 illustrates a double-loaded 

center aisle for parishioners to enter and circulate with rows of pews on each side.  The length of 

the nave is reinforced by a series of classically decorated columns.  There are five free-standing 

columns on each side of the nave, used to demarcate the nave from each side aisle in the church.  

The columns also provide the necessary structure to support the clearstory directly above the 

nave as well as support the balcony located at the east end of the nave.  The ceiling of the side 

aisles is lower, as detailed by the lower exterior roofs. A coffered ceiling detail is designed to 

articulate the ceiling finish over the side aisles.  The ceiling over the nave is flat, with no 

 

 
FIGURE 59.  Interior image of the nave, chancel, and altar at Saint Augustine Catholic Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 
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aesthetic articulation.  It is likely the finish material used for the ceilings and walls is plaster.  

The wall and ceiling surfaces in the side aisles are painted.  There is a wool paneled wainscot on 

the perimeter walls of the side aisles.  The columns are circular in the design set upon a painted 

octagonal concrete base.  The column capital is a Corinthian Greek order.  

 

 
FIGURE 60.  Prayer railing at chancel.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

Furniture, Fixtures, and Equipment 

At the entrance of the church is the Porch with two holy water stoups, used to make the 

Sign of the Cross upon as a person enters the church.  The balcony is located directly above the 

entrance Porch.  There are images of Jesus’ journey to Calvary depicted by Stations of the Cross, 

located in each side aisle of the church.  At the west end of the nave is the sanctuary of the 

church, which contains the altar, tabernacle, and lectern.  The sanctuary is elevated one riser 

above the floor of the nave.  In traditional Catholic church design, the altar is in the center of the 
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sanctuary, however, in SACC, the altar has been relocated to space at the end of the nave directly 

in front of the sanctuary.  The altar area is also elevated one riser above the sanctuary and it 

contains chairs for a choir as well as musical instruments.  Directly in front of the riser is an 

organ and piano.  The prayer railing demarcates the sanctuary from the nave, as shown in Figure 

60, while two free-standing columns and two columns detailed at the corners of the sanctuary 

demarcate the traditional altar area and the front of the sanctuary.  A lectern is located to the 

right of the sanctuary.  There is a door on each side of the sanctuary which leads to small 

administrative rooms.  The priest is seated directly in front of the prayer railing at the west end of 

the nave.  The pews in this space have been repositioned perpendicular to the main rows of pews 

in the nave.  The reorientation of the front pews demarcates the space where the priest sits, 

conducts the service of Mass, and delivers the Hominy or sermon, to the congregants.  This area 

is also configured to conduct holy communion.   

The finish floor at the entrance Porch is ceramic tile.  The tile finish is laid on the floor 

where congregants circulate through the church.  The finish floor where pews are located is a 

wood finish, which appears to be original to the building.  The pews in the church are all 

constructed in the same design.  There is no evidence which supports whether the current pews 

are original to the building.  The interior wall finish of the clearstory over the nave and balcony 

is painted wood panels that are vertically oriented.  The wall finish engages the ceiling with a 

painted wood cornice detail. 

Fenestration 

According to church history, the stained-glass windows were installed between 1925 and 

1926 by a family of craftsmen named the Fry family.  The company supplying the glass was in 

Saint Louis.  The Fry family also designed and installed glazing in the Old Ursuline Convent,  
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FIGURE 61.  Stained glass windows in the nave of the Saint Augustine Catholic Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

located in the French Quarter of New Orleans.  Each stained-glass window in the side aisles 

depicts the image of a saint, as shown in Figure 61.  There is no evidence that there were stained-

glass windows installed in the building during its original construction.  It is believed that clear 

plate glass was originally installed, though changed to stained-glass because of its historical and 

religious importance to the Catholic faith.  Though beautiful and ornately designed, stained-glass 

windows also served an educational purpose.  During the Middle Ages, the church was the center 

of learning.  There were a few books, and a handful of people could read.  The designs in the 

first stained-glass windows usually depicted scenes from the Bible.  Such scenes were important 
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tools in teaching Christian beliefs to the people.  In later years, workers’ guilds and wealthy 

merchants paid for windows that glorified not only saints and kinds but the donors themselves.119 

 

New Zion Baptist Church 

 

New Zion Baptist Church is located at 1026 24th Street North in Bessemer, Alabama.  

The current owner of the church building in New Zion Baptist Church.  The current use of the 

church building is for spiritual worship.  Based on the design plans developed in the 1910s, the 

construction of the current building was completed in 1952.  The current building is shown in 

Figure 62. 

 

 
FIGURE 62.  New Zion Baptist Church 2017.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

                                                 

119 New Book of Knowledge at the Scholastic.  http://www.scholastic.com/browse/article.jsp?id=3754175&print=1.  
Accessed May 23, 2018. 
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Historical Context 

 Bessemer, Alabama is a city located approximately twenty miles southwest of 

Birmingham.  The city was founded in 1886 by an iron and steel magnate, Henry Fairfield 

DeBardeleben.  DeBardelben’s dream was to make the City a steel center that would attract 

companies and people from all over the United States.  He founded the Bessemer Land and 

Improvement Company to facilitate his vision.120  The company began surveying the land and 

plotted streets, parks, and lots around the area.  The company sold its first lot on April 1, 1887.  

Soon afterward, land values began soaring in the area.  Land in the area in 1886 was selling for 

around $10-25 per acre, but by the spring of 1887 land was selling for as much as $18,000 per 

acre.  The population was 4,000 people in Bessemer.  The 1880 census placed Bessemer’s 

population as eighth in the state.  The city reached fourth in the state in terms of population by 

1890 and remained there for several years afterward.121  The city was planned as a steel center, 

and its manufactures included railroad cars, pipe, structural materials, chemicals, and 

explosives.122  The city’s early economy attracted many laborers to the city, but the city’s 

economy often suffered during economic downturns because of resultant high unemployment in 

the labor sector.123  Both blacks and whites from rural areas were attracted to the city for its new 

work opportunities.  As the center of the South’s coal and iron production, Birmingham was 

home to a burgeoning black industrial working class and a growing black middle class.124  

                                                 

120 City of Bessemer ‘History of Bessemer’.  http://www.bessemeral.org/history/.  Accessed May 24, 2018. 
121 Bessemer Area Chamber of Commerce History of Bessemer, Alabama.  
http://www.bessemerchamber.com/history/.  Accessed May 24, 2018. 
122 ‘Bessemer’ Encyclopaedia Britannica.  Encyclopaedia Britannica Online.  Encyclopaedia Britannica Inc.  
http://www.britannica.com/place/Bessemer.  Accessed May 25, 2018.   
123 ‘Encyclopedia of Alabama’.  http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/article/h-2996?printable=true.  Accessed 
May 24, 2018. 
124 Allen R. Durough. ‘The Architectural Legacy of Wallace A. Rayfield.’  Tuscaloosa, Alabama.  The University of 
Alabama Press, 2010, 6. 
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According to 2016 Census estimates, Bessemer’s population was 26,856.  Of that total, 70.8 

percent of respondents identified themselves as African American, 23.9 percent as white, and 4.1 

percent as Hispanic.125   

Church History 

 New Zion Baptist Church was founded in 1902 by Reverend Sam Hall, under the 

leadership of Reverend Goodgame and Reverend Fisher.  They purchased a small white fame 

church from a Shite congregation, ‘The First Methodist Episcopal Church’.126  According to a  

 
FIGURE 63.  New Zion Baptist Church circa 1952.  Image from the book,  
‘The Architecture of Wallace Rayfield’, by Allen R. Durough.  June 2017. 

 

                                                 

125 ‘Encyclopedia of Alabama’.  http://www.encyclopediaofalabama.org/article/h-2996?printable=true.  Accessed 
May 24, 2018. 
126 The church history of New Zion as documented in the 113th Anniversary Program dated Sunday March 5, 2015.  
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Sanborn map dated July 1904, a small one-story building was documented to exist at the site of 

the current building.  The building is documented to have eaves located sixteen feet above the 

ground, confirming the building height.  According to information on one of the cornerstones 

located on the current building, it documents that it was laid on August 21, 1911, and that 

Wallace A. Rayfield was the architect and J.T. Neal was the contractor.  Subsequently, in April 

1913 another Sanborn map illustrates a different plan profile for the church, documenting that 

stoves were used for heat and electricity was installed in the building.  This revised plan profile 

of a building was also documented with sixteen-foot-high eaves.  Still another Sanborn map 

dated March 1924 illustrates the same plan profile of a one-story building as was documented in 

the April 1913 map.  According to church history, Reverend S.H. Ravizee, elected pastor on 

December 1, 1929, lead a successful effort to build a larger church because of the growing 

numbers of the congregation.127  A cornerstone on the current building documents that from 

1941 to 1943 New Zion was rebuilt, with construction completed in 1944, with the congregants 

worshiping in the rebuilt structure for several years.  There is no record however of the scope of 

the work lead by Reverend Ravizee for the rebuilt 1944 church that would have caused the 

revision of the plan profile of the building as shown in the March 1924 Sanborn map.  On May 3, 

1951, a tornado and subsequent electrical strike hit the church building and burned it to the 

ground, including the destruction of the basement level of the building.  The current church was 

constructed from original architectural plans created by Wallace Rayfield, Alabama’s first 

colored architect.  The construction of the new building was completed in 1952, as shown in 

Figure 63. 

                                                 

127 The church history of New Zion as documented in the 113th Anniversary Program dated Sunday March 5, 2015. 
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 During his time as pastor, Reverend Ravizee insisted that New Zion not become involved 

in the events of the civil right movement in Birmingham, fearing an attack upon his church 

building.  At the recommendation of Reverend Ravizee, the church elected Reverend Dr. Wilson 

Fallin, Jr. to succeed him in 1968.  At twenty-five, and a recent graduate of Morehouse College 

in Atlanta, Pastor Fallin brought the church into the Movement by inviting Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. to speak at New Zion in mid-March of 1968 regarding the planning of the Poor People’s 

Campaign Mule Train of 1968.128 

Site Context 

 New Zion is in a heavily residential African American community in Bessemer, 

Alabama.  The building’s physical location is the southeast corner of the intersection of 11th 

Avenue and 24th Street North.  The site is flat, with an asphalt surface parking lot immediately 

adjacent to the east and south of the building.   

 A Sanborn map ranging in time from 1924 to 1950, as shown in Figure 64, documents 

New Zion as being within a three-block radius of four colored churches:  Allen Temple AME 

Church, Morning Star Methodist Church, Jerusalem Baptist Church, and an unnamed church 

located at the corner of 12th Avenue and West 26th Street.  The Morning Star Methodist Church 

building and the unnamed church building have since been demolished.  Further, the Sanborn 

map also documents a colored school, the 22nd Street School.  This school has been demolished 

and Abrams Elementary School now stands on the site of the original colored school.  The 

surrounding residential community has historically been a Negro community.  A Sanborn map 

                                                 

128 Greg Garrison, ‘Alabama history professor recalls friendship with Martin Luther King Jr.’ Alabama News,  
posted January 15, 2018.  http://www.al.com/living/index.ssf/2018/01/alabama_history_professor_reca.html.  
Accessed on May 24, 2018. 
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dated April 1950 documents a number of businesses and civic buildings, including a dry cleaner, 

a filling station, a restaurant, a school, and an undertaker.  The density of the residential 

population, as well as the existence of services, schools, and churches, would encourage 

pedestrian foot traffic throughout the community.  Infrastructure such as paved streets, 

sidewalks, curbs, and storm drains under the streets would help control rainwater runoff and help  

 

FIGURE 64.  Sanborn map December 1924 to April 1950 
Image from the Birmingham Public Library, Birmingham, Alabama.  June 2017. 
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prevent flooding in the streets as well as in the yards of dwellings.  Most dwellings are either 

wood sided or masonry one-story buildings with crawl spaces beneath each home. 

Architectural Character  

Wallace Rayfield was born on May 10, 1873, in Macon, Georgia.  His father, Augustus 

Rayfield was employed as a railroad porter for the Pullman Car Company, and his mother, Mary, 

worked as a seamstress.129  Rayfield, shown in Figure 65, moved to Washington D.C. to live 

with his aunt after the death of his mother and eventually enrolled at Howard University.  

Rayfield graduated with a certificate from the Preparatory Department in 1896.  At age twenty-

three, Rayfield enrolled in the Department of Architecture at Pratt Polytechnic Institute in 

Brooklyn, New York.130  He studied architecture while at Pratt Institute and received a certificate 

of graduation in 1898.  He then entered the Department of Architecture of Columbia University 

and received a Bachelor of Architecture degree in 1899.131  After working as an instructor at 

Tuskegee Institute, he left teaching, moving to Birmingham, and established the first black-

owned architectural office in Alabama.132  Wallace designed schools, homes for the growing 

black middle class, but his primary building type was the design of churches.  Rayfield’s designs 

were used around the world, in places as varied as Chicago, West Virginia and South Africa.   

                                                 

129 Allen R. Durough. ‘The Architectural Legacy of Wallace A. Rayfield.’  Tuscaloosa, Alabama.  The University of 
Alabama Press, 2010, 1. 
130 Ibid., 3. 
131 ‘African American Architects A Biographical Dictionary 1865-1945’.  Edited by Dreck Spurlock Wilson.  New 
York, New York, Routledge Publishing, 2004, 338. 
132 Ibid., 338. 
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FIGURE 65.  Architect Wallace Rayfield 

Image from the book, ‘The Architectural Legacy of Wallace A. Rayfield’, by Allen R. Durough.  June 2017. 
 

 

Rayfield is reported to have built forty houses and thirty-four churches in the Birmingham area 

and four churches in Tuscaloosa.  Rayfield didn’t advertise himself as a black architect.  Rayfield 

never included pictures of himself and used only his initials in his advertisements.  He also 

adhered to a ‘mail-order’ approach in advertising his services, in which he sold his designs from 

afar.133  This approach towards marketing his practice as well as being well known in the Negro 

community of Birmingham may have been the manner the congregants became familiar with 

Rayfield’s work.  Though Rayfield had already died by the time New Zion 

                                                 

133 Ashley Boyd. ‘Work of Tuscaloosa’s first black architect shines in churches,’ Tuscaloosanews.com.  Posted on 
January 31, 2010.  http://www.tuscaloosanews.com/news/20100131/work-of-tuscaloosas-first-black-architect-
shines-in-churches.  Accessed May 29, 2018. 
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was constructed, the congregants likely access a design of their current church through mail-

order.  An example of a mail-order advertainment is shown in Figure 66. 

 New Zion has architectural elements which may help identify its style with a 

Romanesque Revival, a style that is consistent with many of the church buildings Rayfield 

designed in Birmingham as well as north Alabama region.  Rayfield authored several books 

which helped him market his church designs to various denominations, including ‘Book of 

Designs:  Churches’, and his books of plans such as ‘Plans for Baptist Churches’, ‘Plans for 

Methodist Episcopal Churches’, and ‘Designs for Lutheran Churches.’134  Similar examples of 

work include the 23rd Street Baptist Church, constructed in 1908, the South Elyton Baptist 

Church, constructed in the 1940s, and the 16th Street Baptist Church, constructed between 1909 

and 1911.  All these churches are still standing and provide worship services.  All three churches 

are located in within the Birmingham area.  A material quality of Romanesque Revival, the use 

of masonry, was also likely a material requirement for design and construction of many original 

buildings of Tuskegee Institute, where Rayfield attended school and later returned to teach.  With 

students making bricks for use in the construction of the academic buildings on Tuskegee’s 

campus, Rayfield likely may have been influenced to use the material for much of his work. 

 

                                                 

134 Allen R. Durough. ‘The Architectural Legacy of Wallace A. Rayfield.’  Tuscaloosa, Alabama.  The University of 
Alabama Press, 2010, 32. 
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FIGURE 66.  Advertisement for church architecture services by Wallace Rayfield, circa 1919. 
Image from the book, ‘American Baptist Year-Book’, published by the American Baptist Publication Society, Northern Baptist Convention. 

 
 
 
 

Description of the Exterior 

Envelope Aesthetic 

 The primary entrance to the building is on the north façade, which directly faces 24th 

Street.  Access to the church is available from the base of the two towers which frame the north 

façade.  The building has no sub-grade basement or crawl space.  The fellowship hall is on the 

first floor and the main nave of the church is elevated and located on the second floor.   

 The configuration of the building is a square, articulated on all facades with windows and 

various masonry envelope treatments.  The north façade, as it originally appeared at the 

building’s completion in 1952, is symmetrical in design.  There are identical towers on this 

façade, one on the northeast corner of the building and one on the northwest corner.  The height 

of the towers is taller than the height of the building’s parapet wall located on the east, south, and 

west facades.  Such a height difference creates hierarchical emphasis on the towers, which are 

square in form. 
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 The verticality of the building form is organized in a three-part design:  base, body, and 

capital as shown in Figure 67.  The aesthetic bonding of the brick is a combination of an 

American and Flemish pattern.  This pattern is applied to the entire building envelope.  A 

concrete stone watermark, a horizontal design feature, is also applied around the building 

envelope.  This detail separates the base of the building from the body.   

 

 
FIGURE 67.  West elevation of New Zion Baptist Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

The east and west facades are identical in design.  There are five flat buttresses created from the 

brick and concrete watermark detail.  The buttresses create five bays along these facades.  There 

are four identical bays between the tower at the north end of the east and west facades, and an 

atypical bay design located at the south end of the east and west façade.  Each corner of the two 
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rectilinear shapes has square shaped concrete accent details.  At the body of the tower bay is one 

window.  This singular window is detailed similar to the windows within the body of the 

envelope of the building.  The top of the tower bay contains a circular window, similar in size 

and design to the circular window located at the south bay.  There is a rowlock course at the top 

of the tower parapet wall.  There is also a small square opening in the middle of the top of the 

tower.  Flat buttresses frame the corners of each tower.  At the top of each tower, there is a 

square pyramidal roof covered with composite shingles and capped with a small metallic 

pinnacle. 

Structural and Construction System 

New Zion Baptist Church is a masonry load-bearing building constructed of concrete 

masonry units (CMU) and a series of brick wythe courses supporting a metal framing roof 

system.  The roof of the building is flat with a built-up composition system used to repel and 

drain water.  Built-up ridges and valleys have been detailed on the roof to encourage water to 

flow to and through scuppers, which are openings in the parapet wall, to the vertical downspouts 

located on the east and west building envelope.  There are no scuppers or downspouts on the 

north or south facades of the building.  There is no indication that an internal roof drainage 

system within the building exists.  There are mechanical compressors located on concrete pads 

on the ground and protected by a secure chain link fence.  Exterior wall lighting packs are not 

only located on the south façade but on the building envelope, including the downspout details.  

Electrical panels are located on the south façade.   

Fenestration 

The four identical bars each have two windows at the base of the building, two windows within 

the body of the building, and two windows at the capital, or top, of the building.  The windows at 
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the base and body of the building align vertically, with the same head, jamb, and sill brick 

detailing.  The head conditions of the base and body windows are flat.  The pair of windows at 

the top of the building within the four middle bays have semicircular windows added to the top 

of the windows, making them slightly taller than the typical window used elsewhere on the 

building.  The head of these upper windows is arched as well, with two courses of rowlock brick 

detailing.  The top of the parapet wall is detailed with a soldier coursing of brick directly above 

one course of rowlock coursing of brick.  The south bay on the east and west facades have a pair 

of glass and aluminum doors with a concrete header tail spanning the door opening.  The doors 

are located at the base of the building.  Instead of two windows at the body of this south bay, 

there is only one window.  At the top of the bay is a circular window detailed with one rowlock 

course of brick.  The tower bay located at the north end of the east and west facades has two 

closed wall openings, rectilinear in shape, which may have been windows at some point in the 

past.  These two shapes are similar in size to the rest of the base windows.  These shapes have 

been closed by courses of brick.   

Figure 68 shows the south façade of the building as having four bays framed by flat 

buttresses.  The base of this façade has one window located within the middle two bays.  Each 

corner bay of the base of this façade was once a window which has since been closed by 

masonry.  At the body and top of each of the four bays, there are lancer windows which have all 

been closed by masonry.  The corner bays have one lancet window each within the body of the 

façade and one window at the top.  The two middle bays have one large window each of which 

has also been closed by masonry.  There is an exhaust flue located in the middle of the façade, 

with sheet metal ductwork feeding into each side of the flue.   
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FIGURE 68.  South elevation of New Zion Baptist Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

Description of the Interior 

Interior Spatial Design and Finishes 

The first floor of New Zion is accessible from the sidewalk.  The entrances to the church 

are from the north end of the building at the base of each tower.  The interior lobby at the base of 

each tower is carpeted and has painted plaster walls and a plaster application for the ceiling 

finish.  A hallway connects both entrance lobbies.  There is an elevator lobby adjacent to the 

entrance hallway on the first floor.  The elevator addition was constructed and completed in 

2001, and it is the only building addition to the structure.  From each entrance lobby, there is a 

single run of stairs to the second floor of the building, which is where the worship service is 

conducted.   
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Furniture, Fixtures, and Equipment 

The primary space on the first floor is the large fellowship hall, shown in Figure 69.  This 

space serves as a multipurpose area which the congregants use for various functions.  There are a 

series of structural columns that carry the framing for the floors above.  Some of the columns are 

covered with a plaster finish and a wainscot detail at the base, while the remaining columns are 

painted, exposed pipe columns.  The walls are treated similar to the column wraps, with a 

wainscot base and a painted plaster finish.  The finished ceiling is a painted and textured plaster 

finish.  The finish floor is a series of twelve-inch square vinyl tiles adhered to the concrete slab 

foundation.  Ductwork is exposed in the space and hanging from the ceiling in a series of 

stirrups.  The ductwork is painted and has a textured finish resembling the textured ceiling.  

Fluorescent lamps illuminate the space and are surface mounted to the ceiling.  In addition to the 

multipurpose space, there is an adjacent kitchen, restrooms, the building mechanical space, 

storage spaces, the pastor’s office, and administrative spaces. 

 

 
FIGURE 69.  First floor fellowship hall at New Zion Baptist Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 
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The second-floor lobby, which acts as a pre-function gathering space for congregants 

before entering the nave, is accessible by both the elevator and the single run of stairs from the 

first-floor entrance lobbies.  The lobby walls are painted and plastered and finished on the floor 

with a black rubber base.  The floor finish is a ceramic tile using a twelve-inch square tile.  The 

two doors leading into the nave from the lobby are made of wood with a honeycomb core.  The 

doors swing in each direction.  Fluorescent lighting is surface mounted on the finished ceiling. 

The nave of the church is a vast space with a center aisle leading to the sanctuary, as 

shown in Figure 70.  Pews are on each side of the center aisle.  There is a structural column 

directly in the center of the center aisle.  The column is used to provide structure and framing 

support for balcony above.  There is, however, enough clearance between the column face and 

the adjacent pews for people to easily maneuver around.  There are seating side aisles with pews 

 

 
FIGURE 70.  Nave looking north from the pulpit.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 
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on the east and west side of the nave.  A circulation aisle exists at the north end of the nave 

where the entrance from the lobby is located.  There are six free-standing columns, three on the 

east side of the nave and three on the west, which demarcate the nave from the seating side 

aisles.  The columns support the balcony which is directly above the seating side aisles as well as 

along the north end of the church, directly above the entrance into the nave.  The columns are 

wrapped with a stained wood finish.  The stained wood finish is a design detail applied 

throughout the nave, as this design feature is applied at the balcony fascia, the structural beam 

framing at the ceiling as well as under the balconies, and as a finish on the east and west 

perimeter walls of the seating side aisles.  The finish for the east and west perimeter at the 

balcony level is painted plaster.  The north wall in the nave is painted plaster as the south wall in 

the nave, directly behind the choir loft, is a stained-wood panel finish wall with a wooden cross 

attached at the center of the wall. 

The chandelier hanging in the center of the nave and directly below the skylight is not 

original to the building.  The chandelier was installed during an interior remodeling effort for the 

church in 1997.  The carpeting on the floor of the nave and at the balcony level is not original to 

the building.  It is likely that a wood plank flooring system is beneath the carpet.  There are 

mechanical supply registers located on the floor at the seating side aisles, and on the floor of the 

circulation aisle at the north end of the nave, providing air into the worship area.  The ceiling tile 

in the worship space is original to the building. 

Figure 71 shows the chancel level, which is six risers, or steps, above the floor of the 

nave.  The chancel is further separated from the nave by a black metal railing anchored to the 

floor edge of the chancel.  The chancel contains the pulpit, seating for additional clergy and 

guests, a piano on the east side of the chancel and an organ on the west side.  The pulpit is 
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located in the center of the chancel.  There are two lecterns, one on each side of the chancel, 

where congregants use for announcements and scripture readings.  The chancel is carpeted.  The 

choir loft is located directly behind the chancel.  The choir loft is constructed with four tiers of 

flooring with fixed seating on each tier.  The choir loft is elevated above the chancel by three 

 

 
FIGURE 71.  Chancel, pulpit, and choir loft at south end of the church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

steps.  A low wall separates the chancel from the choir loft. 

Directly above the nave of the church, there is an octagonal shaped cupola, shown in 

Figure 72, constructed to sit on a series of curbs at the roof deck.  The cupola, or small dome, has 

eight small stained-glass windows, with a wood detail framing the edge of the windows.  A 

window is located on each panel of the cupola.  The finished ceiling in the cupola is the same as 
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the ceiling finish in the worship area.  The cupola is original to the building.  The upper level of 

the interior of the two towers is unfinished exposed CMU and brick.  These spaces are used for 

storage.  Some of the walls were covered with plaster but appear to have been in the process of 

removal.  Some of these spaces have two by four wood studs attached to the CMU wall, but no 

 

 
FIGURE 72.  Cupola with skylight windows and chandelier.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

interior finish material has been applied to the studs, leaving the CMU wall exposed. 

The balcony level, shown in Figure 73, is finished similar to the nave and seating side 

aisles on the second floor.  The balcony is accessible by using the elevator.  The original stairs 

for the church also provide access to the balcony.  The balcony is open for seating for church 

service and various programs.  The balcony is also accessible from the choir loft.  At the center 
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of the north end of the balcony, there is a media stand as well as space containing office supplies.  

The balcony is a three-tier space on the north, east, and west sides of the buildings.  Rows of 

pews are mounted to the tiers.  The black metal railing is anchored to the columns as well as the 

floor around the balcony.  The east and west walls of the balcony level appear to be constructed 

as a furr out detail from the face of the original masonry wall of the church.  Ductwork providing 

 

 
FIGURE 73.  Balcony level overlooking the nave.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 
 

air at the balcony level is mounted off the ceiling with metal stirrups.  The ductwork is painted 

but unlike the exposed ductwork in the fellowship hall, there is no textured finish applied to the 

sheet metal. 
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Fenestration 

The stained-glass windows, as well as the stained wood paneling, are original to the 

building.  The fluorescent lighting in the nave, above the seating side aisles, and above the 

balcony are original to the building.  The windows in the nave and balcony were operable, which 

allowed for cross ventilation of air through the worship area.  

Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church 

 

Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, or ‘Mother Emanuel’ as it is often 

referred to, is located at 110 Calhoun Street in Charleston, South Carolina.  The current owner of 

the church building is Emanuel AME Church.  The church is under the administration of the  

Seventh District of the African Methodist Episcopal church.  The current use of the church 

building is for spiritual worship.  The construction of the current building was completed in 

1891.  Image of the current church is shown in Figure 74. 

Historical Context 

Founded as an English proprietary colony in 1670, South Carolina has had a religious 

history dominated by Protestants (Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterians, Episcopalians, and 

Lutherans) but marked by religious tolerance.  Until the present century, leading churches have 

usually reflected a conservative theology and supported the views and morals of ‘the 

establishment’ and of society rather than molding them or guiding them in new directions.135  

The philosophy of early Charlestown was based on religious tolerance and it was believed that 

with this attitude the settlement would increase in numbers and profitability.136  However, the  

                                                 

135 Lewis P. Jones.  “South Carolina’, Religion in the Southern States:  A Historical Study, edited with an 
introduction by Samuel S. Hill.  Mercer University Press, Macon, Georgia, 1983, 263. 
136 Website article, ‘Charleston’ located at the following address:  https://wwwlcharlestoncvb.com/media 
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FIGURE 74.  Emanuel AME Church, Charleston, South Carolina.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 
 

growth of Africans in the colony from the late seventeenth century into the late eighteenth 

century continued as a result of the establishment of plantations, as well as Charleston becoming 

a major center for the domestic slave trade in America, resulted in the majority of persons living 

in the city as persons of color, either free or enslaved.  As a result of this growth, South 

Carolina’s slave code was the most draconian on the English mainland.  City officials monitored 

every aspect and moment of the lives of blacks in their community, and white ministers played 

their part.  Many owned enslaved domestics, and one assured his mixed-race congregation that 
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the Bible pronounced it ‘contrary to God’s will to run away or to harbor a runaway’137  However, 

by 1860, Charleston’s free black population outnumbered the white population by more than 

three thousand, representing one-third of all free blacks in the state.138  This growth of Africans 

brought with it a direct challenge to the city’s perception of being a known as a ‘Holy City’, an 

unofficial title placed on the city as a result of the religious diversity now present.   

By the eighteenth century, Charleston was the wealthiest city in all of the original 

Thirteen Colonies.  Its economy was based on the export of important cash crops such as rice, 

indigo, and sea island cotton.  As these crops were all extremely labor intensive, none could have 

been successfully cultivated without reliance on African labor and Charleston became the central 

port through which Africans entered the colony and state.139  By 1860, and with a discussion of 

war looming, Charleston lay divided concerning States Rights, threatening the city’s prosperity 

and position and a major coastal port.  On April 12, 1861, Confederate troops issued the first 

shots of the Civil War when they fired upon Fort Sumter.  Though Charleston was sporadically 

attacked by Union forces during the war, in 1864, three years into the war, General William 

Tecumseh Sherman, crossing the Savannah River, aimed for the capital city of Columbia, not 

Charleston, concluding that the city was ‘a mere desolated wreck and hardly worth the time to 

starve it out.’140  With the end of the war, emancipation brought opportunities for newly freed 

                                                 

137 Douglas R. Egerton.  ‘The Long, Troubled History of Charleston’s Emanuel AME Church’, The New Republic.  
https://newrepublic.com/article/122070/long-troubled-history-charlestons-emanuel-ame-church.  Accessed June 1, 
2018. 
138 Bernard E. Powers Jr., ‘African Americans in 19th century Charleston,’ Charleston Where History Lives:  

Charleston’s African American Heritage.  Published online from the College of Charleston.  
http://www.africanamericancharleston.com/19thcentury.html.  Accessed June 1, 2018. 
139 Bernard E. Powers Jr., ‘African Americans in 19th century Charleston,’ Charleston Where History Lives:  

Charleston’s African American Heritage.  Published online from the College of Charleston.  
http://www.africanamericancharleston.com/19thcentury.html.  Accessed June 1, 2018. 
140 Website article, ‘Charleston’ located at the following address:  https://wwwlcharlestoncvb.com/media 
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blacks to positively guide their lives, including the ability to freely worship.  This led to many 

blacks leaving white churches they attended while being enslaved to create their own 

denominations as well as construct their own facilities. 

Church History 

 Emanuel AME, or ‘Mother Emanuel’ as it is sometimes referred to, was founded in 1816 

and is considered the oldest African Methodist Episcopal church in the southern United States.  

This church also supports one of the oldest black congregations south of Baltimore, Maryland.141  

Emanuel AME has had a history of resistance, from fighting against slavery through to the Civil 

Rights Movement.  The church was founded by the Reverend Morris Brown, a free black man 

and prosperous shoemaker by trade, and Denmark Vesey, an enslaved man who purchased his 

freedom and thrived at being a carpenter in Charleston, would both become voices of resistance.  

Violence against the congregants of Emanuel, as well as their church buildings, have been the 

cost endured to secure not only religious freedom but the achievement of justice and equality for 

the African American majority of Charleston.   

The church was founded as the Hampstead Church in 1816 by African Americans who 

were former members of Charleston’s three Methodist Episcopal churches.  State law and city 

ordinance required lawful churches to be dominated by whites, though African Americans held 

separate services, usually in the basements.  Hampstead Church was part of the ‘Bethel circuit’ 

of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, the first independent black denomination in the 

United States, founded in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in 1816 by Richard Allen.  They created an 

independent congregation because of a dispute over the use of the black burial ground.  The 

                                                 

141 The National Park Service.  http://www.nps.gov/places/emanuel-a-m-e-church.htm.  Accessed June 2, 2018. 
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white-dominated churches had increasingly discriminated against blacks in Charleston, 

culminating in Bethel Methodist’s construction of a hearse house over its black burial ground.  In 

1818 church leader Morris Brown left a white Methodist church in protest, and more than four 

thousand black members of the city’s three Methodist churches followed him to create this new 

church.142  The first Emanuel AME Congregation church quickly became the focal point for the 

city’s enslaved community, and, because of this, was routinely harassed by city officials.  State 

and city ordinance allowed for black worship, but only between sunrise and sunset, and 

demanded that a majority of the congregants be white.  The church’s ministers allowed Vesey to 

teach reading and writing, which violated of the state’s ban on black literacy, leading Charleston 

authorities to repeatedly shut the church down.  One Sunday in June 1818, whites swept into the 

church, arresting one hundred forty ‘free Negroes and Slaves.’  Eight churchmen were fined and 

sentenced to receive ten lashes.  Authorities invaded the church again in 1820, and in 1821 the 

city council warned Reverend Morris Brown that they would not tolerate a ‘school for slaves.’143 

In 1822, Denmark Vesey was implicated in a slave revolt plot.  Vesey and five other 

organizers were executed on July 2nd after a secret trail.  Additional trails took place over the 

following weeks, with more than thirty men executed and others deported from the state.  The 

original church, a wood frame building built between 1816 and 1818,144 was burned down by a 

crowd of angry whites.  Reverend Brown was imprisoned for one month but was never 

convicted.  Upon his release, he and several other prominent members fled to Philadelphia while 

                                                 

142 Emanuel AME church website at www.emanuelamechurch.org.pdf.  Accessed June 1, 2018. 
143 Douglas R. Egerton.  ‘The Long, Troubled History of Charleston’s Emanuel AME Church’, The New Republic.  
https://newrepublic.com/article/122070/long-troubled-history-charlestons-emanuel-ame-church.  Accessed June 1, 
2018.   
144 Jane E. Allen, ‘AME Church Commemorating 165th Anniversary,’ The Post and Courier, Charleston, South 
Carolina, dated May 16, 1983.  Accessed June 19, 2017. 
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others managed to reconstitute the congregation in a few years.  In reaction to Nat Turner’s slave 

rebellion, in 1834 the white-run city of Charleston outlawed all-black churches.  The AME 

congregation met in secret until after the Civil War in 1865.145 

After the War, the congregation rebuilt the church building between 1865 and 1872.  on 

its present location, as a wooden structure, under the leadership of the architect Robert Vesey, 

the son of Denmark Vesey.  In 1886, an earthquake demolished the church building.  The current 

church, constructed on the same site as the previous wood building, was completed in 1891.  

Figure 75 shows the church as it appeared in 1910. 

Site Context 

 Emanuel AME church is located in the middle of a city block in Charleston, South 

Carolina.  The primary entrance to the church faces south, and directly to the sidewalk and street.  

There are several two-story buildings located immediately adjacent to the east of the church.  It 

is unclear what function the two buildings support, but they are residential in design and likely 

were family dwellings from the past.  To the immediate north and west of the church, there is 

surface parking used by the parishioners.  There is little landscaping on site. 

Historically, Calhoun Street, once known as Boundary Street, was the northern boundary 

of 19th century Charleston.  The street was used to separate blacks and whites.  Blacks lived 

north of Boundary Street, within a series of adjacent bordered wards, located north and east of 

the city.  Persons of color were not allowed to construct buildings made of brick, while whites 

observed no such construction restriction and lived south of Boundary Street.  Current 

                                                 

145 Emanuel AME church website at www.emanuelamechurch.org.pdf.  Accessed June 1, 2018. 
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demographic maps support this historic separation of the races based on housing patterns of the 

city; blacks continue to live north of what is now called Calhoun Street, where Emanuel is 

 

 
FIGURE 75.  Emanuel AME Church circa 1910.   

Image courtesy of the Avery Research Center at the College of Charleston.   

 

 Historically, Calhoun Street, once known as Boundary Street, was the northern boundary 

of 19th century Charleston.  The street was used to separate blacks and whites.  Blacks lived 

north of Boundary Street, within a series of adjacent bordered wards, located north and east of 

the city.  Persons of color were not allowed to construct buildings made of brick, while whites 
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observed no such construction restriction and lived south of Boundary Street.  Current 

demographic maps support this historic separation of the races based on housing patterns of the 

city; blacks continue to live north of what is now called Calhoun Street, where Emanuel is 

located.  The historic relevance of this racial development pattern was exampled when in 1872 

the church members of Emanuel chose the current site of the church to build their second house 

of worship and were required to construct the building out of wood.  The opportunity to purchase 

land south of Boundary Street to build their second church was considered but church members 

did not want to occupy land owned by whites.146 

 According to Sanborn maps dated June 1888, 1902, and April 1944, shown in Figure 76, 

the area surrounding the church was heavily residential.  Many families of the church once lived 

in the surrounding neighborhood and were able to walk to Sunday service as well as weekly 

events.  Several June 1888 Sanborn maps document the existence of five churches within a two-

block radius of Emanuel:  Saint John’s Reformed Episcopal Church (a colored church), Citadel 

Square Baptist Church, Second Presbyterian Church, Saint Luke's Episcopal Church (today this 

building houses the New Tabernacle Fourth Baptist Church), and a building located directly 

across the street from Emanuel which was documented as vacant in 1888.   

 

                                                 

146 Jane E. Allen, ‘AME Church Commemorating 165th Anniversary,’ The Post and Courier, Charleston, South 
Carolina, dated May 16, 1983.  Accessed June 19, 2017. 
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FIGURE 76.  Sanborn map April 1944 of Emanuel AME and neighboring churches. 
Image courtesy of the Charleston County Public Library, Charleston, South Carolina. 

 

 

Only the vacant church building has been demolished, however, the remaining four church 

buildings exist and continue to function as places of worship.  Emanuel is approximately one-

half block west from Marion Square, a local city park, and two blocks from Wragg Park. 

 Currently, there is an effort to renovate existing building types as well as introduce new 

construction into the area surrounding Emanuel.  As this gentrification effort occurs through 
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many areas of Charleston, likely as a response to economic development, private investment, and 

tourism, older buildings, many of which are residential, have been demolished.  The block where 

Emanuel is located, once home to many residents, now supports surface parking lots, an office 

building to the east of the church, two multistory hotels located within a block of the church and 

a variety of businesses located on Calhoun Street directly across the street from the church.  As a 

result of this change in urban texture, church attendance and membership has declined.  Because 

of the historic nature of the church, many visitors and tour groups frequent Emanuel while the 

spiritual goal of the church, as well as community outreach and support, continue. 

Architectural Character  

 Emanuel AME was designed by John Henry Devereux, one of Charleston’s most 

prominent architects.  Devereaux styled Emanuel AME in the Gothic Revival and is responsible 

for a number of church buildings which represent different denominations and cultures.  One 

such example is Saint Matthew Lutheran Church, constructed in 1872, and known for the 

presence of its 297-foot high spire, the tallest in Charleston.  Saint Matthew was established in 

1840 and served a German community of worshipers.  Like Emanuel AME, Saint Matthew is an 

example of the Gothic Revival.  Stella Maris Catholic Church, located on Sullivan’s Island, 

supported an Irish community.  Established in 1843 with the completion of construction in 1845, 

the church building represents another example of the Gothic Revival.  The church tower was 

added to the building in 1880.  Though not designed by Devereux, the New Tabernacle Fourth 

Baptist Church, a short distance from Emanuel AME, is another example of the Gothic Revival 

style.  The architect of this church was a prominent designer in Charleston, Francis D. Lee.   

 Known for its variety of denominations, Charleston has no shortage of architectural styles 

reflecting the local religious community.  With Gothic and Greek Revival, the most prevalent 
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styles in Charleston, it is likely that black church buildings were influenced more by the styles of 

this time, particularly if there was an architect involved in building design, and regardless of 

denomination, rather than any influence motivated by culture. 

Description of the Exterior 

Envelope Aesthetic 

 The building, designed in the Gothic Style, was exposed brick until stucco was applied to 

the exterior of the church in 1949.  The stucco application process was completed in 1951.147  

The form of the building is rectilinear with a gable roof, as shown in Figure 77.  A tower is 

located at the southwest corner of the building on the south façade.  The tower was added to the 

church in 1903.  A metal stairway was originally constructed on the south facade, allowing 

congregants to enter the nave of the church on the second floor.  The metal stairs were ultimately 

removed, and a concrete and masonry run of stairs and landing was constructed in its place.  No 

documentation has been found to confirm when the metal stair was demolished, and the new 

concrete construction occurred.  There are lancet windows on all four facades of the building.  

The south façade features the most prominent applications of the window type.  There are three 

pairs of doors leading parishioners into the interior porch which continues to lead directly into 

the nave of the church.  Directly above the three doors is a window in the form of a pointed arch.  

Within the pointed arch is a large rose window with stained glass framed within the opening.  

Directly above the pointed arch is a small circular window.  The masonry wall is pitched at the 

top, simulating the pitch of the roof behind the wall.   

                                                 

147 Emanuel AME church website.  http://www.emanuelamechurch.org/churchhistory.php 
 



 

154 

 

 
FIGURE 77.  South façade of Emanuel AME Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 
 

The pitch of the masonry wall is aesthetically enhanced with a bracketed cornice which is 

applied parallel to the pitch of the wall.  There are two flat buttresses on the east end of the south 

façade, framing a lancet window.  There is a seating aisle on the interior of the church at the east 

side of the church and framed with a roof pitch which is not as steep as the gable roof over the 

main portion of the building.  Currently, the pointed arch window and the small circular window 

are covered with bricks and glass and painted white to match the color of the church.  A black 
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cross is placed in the center of each window.  It is likely that prior to the closing of both 

windows, the openings allowed natural light to enter the interior of the church. 

 The form of the tower is designed with a base-body-capital configuration.  This tripartite 

form is articulated with a door at the south face of the tower, and a series of windows within the 

body of the tower.  There are windows on the south and west faces of the tower.  The tower is 

capped with a spire sheathed in copper shingles and a weather vane at the top of the spire.  The 

flat buttresses, originally capped with white marble stonework, frame the corners of the tower.  

The top of each tower buttress was originally capped with an ornate pinnacle, as documented in 

historic images.  The pinnacles have since been removed.  The current steeple is not original to 

the building as the original wood-framed steeple was destroyed by Hurricane Hugo in September 

1989.  The current steel-framed steeple has been reconstructed to match the originally designed 

spire from 1891 and was dedicated on August 26, 1990.148  This church has never had a bell in 

the tower, as it currently uses a digital sound system which simulates the ringing of a bell at 

appropriate times and events. 

Structural and Construction System 

Emanuel is a masonry load-bearing building with a wood framed roof system which 

bears structurally on perimeter masonry walls and spans over the interior spaces.  A series of flat 

masonry buttresses provide structural stability for the building while adding an aesthetic 

articulation to the form of the building.  The first floor of the building is accessible from the 

sidewalk on the south and the west surface parking lot.  The first floor is constructed as a 

                                                 

148 From a church history program image #1593 in the Charleston County Public Library. 
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concrete slab on grade.  There is no crawl space or basement level.  Mechanical equipment and 

exposed sheet metal ductwork are located on the east side of the building.   

Fenestration 

 The east and west facades of the building are nearly identical in design.  Figure 78 shows 

the east façade of the building.  There are eight flat buttresses which create seven window bay 

spaces.  Each bay space has a tall lancer window centered within the bay.  Currently the top of  

 

 
FIGURE 78.  East façade of Emanuel AME Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 
 

the window, at the pointed arch, is covered with stucco, where originally stained glass was 

framed within the pointed arch.  The head of the window appears to have a metal plate, anchored 

into the masonry, and used to span the opening in the wall. The stained glass in the windows is 



 

157 

 

original to the church, except for the three lancet windows on the north façade.  The original 

windows were destroyed by Hurricane Hugo in 1989.  All windows are protected with an 

exterior applied Plexiglas.  At the top of the east and west façade wall is a horizontally applied 

bracketed cornice.  Directly above the cornice detailing is a drainage gutter and downspouts to 

collect and carry rainwater from the building.  The building is topped with a composition roofing 

system.  There is no confirmed evidence of what material was used for the roof in the 

construction of the building.  The finish material on the tower’s spire is copper shingles, installed 

in June 1998.  The north façade, shown in Figure 79, has four flat buttresses, creating three bay 

spaces.  Each space has one lancer window which is centered within the space.  The middle bay 

space has a larger window than the two smaller windows.  The two smaller windows, one at the 

northeast and one at the northwest on the façade are identical in size and design.  The base of the 

façade has three slot windows, with each slot window centered under each lancer window.  The 

lancet windows have small lighting wall packs attached to the framing of each window.  There is 

a lighting wall pack at the head and sill of the northeast and northwest windows.  The larger 

window in the center bay space has seven lighting wall packs mounted around the frame of the 

window.  Such an arrangement of wall packs would illuminate each window from the exterior 

and create an even wash of light streaming through the stained-glass for a prominent view of the 

windows at night in the nave of the church.  A downspout is located at the east corner of the 

north façade.  A horizontal cornice is detailed near the spring point of the slope of the wall.  A 

horizontal joint located between the lancet windows and the slot windows encircles the building 

on the east, north, and west facades.   
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FIGURE 79.  North elevation of Emanuel AME Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

Two color variations of white paint are applied on the east, north, and west facades.  White paint 

is applied at the base of the building and an off-white color applied to the body of the three 

facades.  There appears to be a mechanical exhaust stack attached to one of the buttresses.  The 

west façade has a pair of entrance doors allowing access to the first floor of the building. 

Description of the Interior 

Interior Spatial Design and Finishes 

 The first floor of Emanuel is accessible at sidewalk and parking through two doors 

located on the west façade of the building.  The primary use of the first floor is for a 

multipurpose space, sometimes referred to as a fellowship hall.  A kitchen, restrooms, 

administrative offices including the pastor’s study, are located on the first floor.  There are 
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painted pipe columns located throughout the space.  The columns are used to support the floor 

framing on the second floor.  The church’s mechanical and electrical equipment are also on the 

first floor.  The floor finish is vinyl applied to concrete.  The ceiling is a lay-in acoustical panel 

system.  The wall finish is wood paneling.  

The second floor of the church is a large space containing the nave, seating side aisles, a 

chancel, and an upper-level balcony.  The chancel is shown in Figure 80.  Access to the nave is 

by stair and elevator on the south end of the building while stairs leading from the first floor to 

the second floor are located at the north end of the building.  There are twelve structural 

columns, six each on the east and west sides of the nave, which demarcate the center of the nave.  

There is pew seating throughout the nave, and specifically in the center.  There are four 

circulation aisles for congregants to freely move.  There are circulation aisles at the perimeter 

east, south, and west walls as well as two aisles within the center of the nave.  The pews were 

constructed of wood and are original to the building, with the addition of seating cushions which 

have been recently added.   

 

 
FIGURE 80.  Chancel and altar of Emanuel AME Church.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 
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 All circulation aisles are carpeted, but the original tongue and groove wood flooring are 

exposed under all the pews in the nave and seating side aisles, as shown in Figure 81.  The 

columns extend upward to frame the floor of the balcony and continue to extend to structural 

members above the finished ceiling.  The columns are likely metal pipe columns, similar to the 

columns on the first floor.  The columns in the nave are wrapped with stained wood.   

 

 
FIGURE 81.  Pew seating and wood and carpeted floor finish in the nave.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 
 
 
 

The ceiling over the nave and the balcony seating area is finished with stamped metal.  The 

ceiling design over the balcony is a coffer pattern that creates a drop-down beam wrap that is 

located on the center of each column.  The ceiling over the second-floor seating side aisles are 

flat, having no articulated pattern, and sloped high to low from the perimeter wall to the 

columns.  The slope of the ceiling is likely to encourage the direction of natural lighting into the 

seating areas from the stained-glass windows in the perimeter walls.  The profile at the high 
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ceiling directly over the nave has an arch as a spring point from the beams, angling upward at 

forty-five degrees, to a flat ceiling plane directly centered over the nave.   

 The chancel is separated by a stained wooden rail, shown in Figure 82, where 

congregants may kneel to pray.  The chancel is on the same floor as the nave with the 

communion table being located in front of the raised pulpit floor.  The pulpit floor is elevated by 

four steps.  This level includes the pulpit and additional seating for clergy and guests.  The pulpit 

is located in the center of the raised floor.  The north wall of the church is located directly behind 

the raised pulpit floor, and it has three lancer windows adorned with elegant stained-glass.  

Between the windows are painted religious murals with a border shaped as a pointed arch.  

 The south wall of the nave is finished with stained wood paneling.  The paneling system 

is applied on the east, north, and west walls as a wainscot detail.  The head, jamb, and sill of each 

window are also finished with a stained wood detail.  Currently, there is no evidence that 

confirms whether the wood finishes within the nave and balcony levels are original to the 

building.  There are supply air registers located on the floor of the nave, providing conditioned 

air into the space.  Sound speakers for the audio system of the church have been mounted on 

walls and located throughout the worship space. 
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FIGURE 82.  Prayer railing separating the nave from the chancel.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 
 

Furniture, Fixtures, and Equipment 

Each column in the nave and at the balcony has a gas lighting fixture attached, a detail that is 

original to the building but no longer in use.  The gas lighting fixture, shown in Figure 83, is 

attached at the column capital on the second floor in the nave, just below the balcony fascia, 

while at the balcony level the fixture is attached at mid-height of the column. There are two 

chandeliers which hang over the center of the nave and provide electrical lighting.  The 

chandeliers are not original to the building.  Additionally, there are single incandescent electrical 

light fixtures which are attached to the balcony fascia on the east, south, and west sides of the 

nave.  There are no electrical lighting fixtures over the seating side aisles or in the ceiling 

directly above the balcony seating areas.  The balcony level has three tiers of fixed individual 

seating as well as wooden pews.  The seating faces the nave in a perpendicular orientation.  The 



 

163 

 

stained wood baluster railing located at the edge of the balcony throughout the upper level is 

ornately carved and original to the building.  The flooring is the original tongue and groove 

wood finish.  A wood-paneled wainscot, similar to the detail in the nave, has been applied along 

the perimeter walls of the balcony.  The balcony seating is original to the building.  Along the 

south wall at the balcony, the level is the church organ, installed according to church history in 

1908.149  The organ, as shown in Figure 84, was installed as an all-air system until it was 

converted over to electricity in the 1970s. 

 

 
FIGURE 83.  Original gas lighting fixture attached to column located in the nave.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 

                                                 

149 South Carolina Picture Project at www.scpictureproject.org  
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FIGURE 84.  Choir loft and organ at the balcony level.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 

 
 

 

Fenestration 

 The stained glass windows are elaborately detailed with a variety of colored glass which 

influences the quality of natural light as it enters the nave.  The framing of the windows is 

stained wood, consistent with the presence of wood finishes throughout the building.  Though 

there is stained glass on the east and west sides of the church, the presence of the natural light in 

the nave does not appear to be as dominant as the presence of artificial light.  A reason may be 

the balcony seating areas, which are parallel to the east and west longitudinal walls, block much 

of the light.  The top of the arched windows along the east and west side elevations are also 

blocked and covered, as shown in Figure 85.  The covering or removal of these windows may be 
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a response to historically weather related activities, mainly hurricanes, which are a common 

occurrence in Charleston.   

The south façade of the church has a large lancet window as well as a circular window, 

but both have not only been closed, but the pipe organ has been placed in front of the lancet 

window on the interior of the nave. The closing of this south facing window blocks the best 

opportunity for the interior of the church to receive natural light.  The light entering the north 

lancet window is not as intense because of the absence of direct sunlight from the north. 

 

 
FIGURE 85.  Closed arched windows on east elevation of building.  Image by the author.  June 2017. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

 Information and data was gathered, organized, and analyzed on the six churches in this 

study to help provide answers supported by evidence to the following three research questions in 

this chapter.  In accordance with Robert K. Yin’s research model, presented earlier in this study, 

each church was developed as a case study.  Each case study was structured with the following 

headings and sub-headings, which organized the information gather on each church: 

• Historical Context 

• Church History 

• Site Context 

• Architectural Character 

• Description of the Exterior 
o Envelope Aesthetic 
o Structural and Construction System 
o Fenestration 

• Description of the Interior 
o Interior Spatial Design and Finishes 
o Furniture, Fixtures, and Equipment 
o Fenestration 

 
Once all data and information for all case studies were organized and analyzed, conclusions for 

each case were developed as a response to each of the three research questions.  To further 

organize the case study information, a series of tables were developed, each presenting a research 

question, coordinated with each heading and sub-heading, to provide evidence which supports 

each conclusion.  These tables are located in the Appendix. 

 

Question One   

 

 Question One is stated as follows:  Are influences of ethnic religious practices evident 

in the building design features of Christian African American churches?  Based on the 
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examination of collected evidence, there appears to be no evidence from the study of these six 

churches which would provide any indication of the influences of any ethnic religious practices 

upon the building design features of these Christian African American churches.  This study 

concludes that the six church buildings were influenced in design by several concepts such as 

regionalism, architectural styles of the time, and the local design vernacular, similar to many 

European churches constructed in the same community.  Whether the religious practice was 

more conservatively expressed by congregants, or more culturally expressed progressively, there 

appears to be no evidence within the design of the six church buildings that suggest the 

intentional space planning for such activities.  With the advent of African American 

megachurches, it is more likely that the design and programming of current building design is 

only now beginning to respond to African American religious practices within integrated spaces 

in sanctuaries to allow for religious practices to occur, such as tarrying for the holy ghost, praise 

dancing, the use and location of musicians and their instruments, and the processional of the 

choir into the nave.   

 The ring shout is a religious practice with its origin of African roots.  This practice, 

however, was historically regionalized to rural South Carolina and Georgia as well as in the 

Lowcountry and islands off the South Carolina coast. It was not likely that the ring shout was 

practiced in any of the six churches in this study, including Emanuel AME in Charleston.  The 

ring shout was practiced in the praise houses which dotted the rural landscape of the south, 

existing as either a one-room wood framed building or within a natural area such as a swamp, 

glade, or woods.  The enslaved expressed themselves through this ritual of singing, shouting, 

praying, testifying, and preaching all of which are integral parts of a worship service.  Though 

the ring shout may not have been practiced in its purest form outside the Lowcountry, what was 
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born in the praise houses and the plantations as a result of the manner of spiritual worship 

created as the praise spirit existed in many southern black churches, including the six churches in 

this study. 

 The ring shout can be considered evidence of a continuity link to African culture which 

survived through the generations of enslaved Africans and their descendants, as Herskovits 

argued in his research.  The practice of the ring dance and the presence of praise houses are 

evidence that the congregants were determined to maintain parts of their culture in the face of the 

Christian faith imposed upon them through the seasoning process as well as the persistent 

influence of pastors and priests.  The ring dance was generally performed in secret, specifically if 

performed inside a praise house, which was also hidden from slaveowners.  It is not likely that a 

ring dance would have been performed for the entertainment of Europeans through the form of 

minstrelsy since the spiritual practice was designed to be performed in secret.  After 

emancipation however, the freedom to openly exercise the practice may have provided an 

opportunity for inaccurate interpretation for the entertainment purposes of non-persons of color. 

 The architectural response to the praise house spirit within the six churches studied is 

minimal because the concepts of regionalism, architectural style, and local vernacular likely 

influenced the building design more strongly than the programmatic requirement for space for a 

religious practice such as a ring shout.  The practice of a ring shout would require a large space 

for the congregants to participate in the ceremony.  All naves of all six churches in the study 

have fixed seating and would have been physically unable to move the seating for the execution 

of the practice.  It would have been possible to meet the space requirements for a ring dance in 

the four fellowship halls of Joshua Chapel, Jackson Street, New Zion, and Emanuel, as this space 

did not have fixed seating.  Praise dancers, a choir, and the musicians and their instruments 
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brought together the dynamic expression born from the spirit of the praise houses of the past and 

continue today in many African American churches.  Design of church houses of the 21st century 

would likely require a space to support where musicians and the instruments would be located, 

the location and size of the choir loft and the space between the nave and the chancel where the 

praise dances would perform.  At the time of construction of the six churches, the extensive need 

for space for musicians likely did not exist, relegated only to a piano and an organ as the extent 

of the instruments at that time.  The use of drums was not likely a part of the church musical 

service, particularly if the form of the worship service was conservative in nature, as was likely 

the case for the two Baptist churches, Jackson Street and New Zion, and the Catholic church, 

Saint Augustine.  As African Methodist Episcopal churches founded in the south and southwest 

United States (Joshua Chapel, Reedy Chapel, and Emanuel), it may have been likely that these 

churches may have used drums, considering the origins of the AME church.  Though no 

evidence was found to support or deny the use of drums in any of the six churches, the most 

likely church to introduce the instrument into its services would have been Emanuel because of 

the church’s documented history of resistance.   The choir was likely the instrument of 

percussion sound and African rhythm through coordinated movement with music and song.  

Within the six churches in this study, four churches (Joshua Chapel, Reedy Chapel, Jackson 

Street, and New Zion), have the choir lofts in the chancel and located directly behind the pulpit.  

Emanuel AME has a pipe organ and additional instruments, along with seating for singers, in the 

balcony and to the rear of the nave, directly in front of the organ.  Saint Augustine has no pipe 

organ nor a choir loft within the chancel or above in the balcony.  The physical space within the 

naves buildings are the pragmatic requirements for function of the building and were not 

influenced by the activities of a black congregation as strongly as the influence of stylistic 
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design, such as Gothic Revival, had upon the appearance upon the buildings.  The spiritual 

practices of singing, swaying, shouting, and preaching did not require a culturally designed and 

influenced space or applied surface finishes such as stained glass windows, which also could 

have been culturally influence.  This is consistent with African religions which are based in the 

natural world and did not require the use of a building to conduct a service.  This is also 

consisted with the influence of European church design upon African American church building 

design.  Though more closely aligned with a Christian doctrine, such as the pragmatic design of 

the New England meetinghouse, many European churches, constructed within the same epoch, 

and specifically those churches built in rural areas, did not provide culturally influenced spaces 

for the functions of the worship service, as stated by Robinson’s documentation of early Texas 

church houses.   Today however many African American church building designs continue to not 

consider or incorporate Afrocentric cultural elements within the architecture of the building, 

though the buildings are responsive to the physical requirements of the worship service and the 

congregants. 

 

Question Two 

 

 Question Two is stated as follows:  Are influences of ethnic social and celebratory 

practices evident in design features of Christian African American churches?  Within this 

study, there is a variance in the response to this question as it is applied to the design of the six 

churches.  Social and celebratory practices would have been conducted either in the main nave of 

the church or in the lower level of the building, commonly referred to as a ‘fellowship hall’.  Of 

the six churches studied, four of them (Joshua Chapel, Jackson Street, New Zion, and Emanuel) 

have a lower level to their buildings, where their fellowship hall is located.  The lower level of 
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all four of these churches has direct access to a sidewalk or a parking lot.  The remaining two 

buildings (Reedy Chapel and Saint Augustine) are directly constructed on the ground.  Reedy 

Chapel’s fellowship hall is in a separate building immediately adjacent to the chapel.  Saint 

Augustine’s fellowship hall is a separate space located within the overall building complex.  The 

fellowship hall of the four elevated churches support socially oriented and community outreach 

activities.  The naves of all six churches are also used for community outreach, such as church 

conferences, and vacation bible school in the summer.  At the time of their construction, all the 

churches were designed with a simple spatial practicality and function, however, Saint Augustine 

was more religiously inspired compared to the other five churches in this study, as would likely 

be required by Catholic ritual.  Spaces to sit, stand, preach, and sing, were the primary needs 

which had to be met for the congregants of all the churches.  Social gatherings in many 21st 

century African American church buildings directly address societal needs in the context of their 

mission statement, with many of the churches providing the following:  theaters, bowling alleys, 

kitchen and dining facilities, restaurants, basketball gymnasiums, meeting spaces, multipurpose 

spaces, administrative offices, restrooms, and storage spaces.  It is believed that attending a 

church sponsored function is safer and fosters a stronger communal relationship among the 

congregants.   

 Social and celebratory practices such as weddings, christenings, and homegoing 

celebrations are universal in all cultures and religions.  Traditionally many church activities in 

the South at the turn of the 20th century occurred outside the church building.  Popular among 

these activities included a picnic, ice cream socials, Easter egg hunts, cakewalk fundraisers, and 

dances.  Fellowship halls may have been used to support these activities, whether they were held 

indoors or outdoors.  The presence of the fellowship hall suggests that the users of the building 
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envisioned their church to be utilized for something more than spiritual worship.  The two most 

widely applied functions for a black church at this time was a school and to support community 

outreach programs.  In today’s African American church design, the congregants, like any other 

client to an architect, would state the needs for their facility, with similar activities such as 

Wednesday night bible study, choir practice, and meeting of various church committees.  

One of the major differences between the church building of the past and the church 

building of today is the community context immediately surrounding the church house.  All six 

churches in this study were, at the time of their construction, surrounded by a segregated 

residential community, as evidenced in this study with the inclusion of the Sanborn maps.  The 

residents would likely have walked to and from worship service, as well as for any additional 

activity held not only in the church but within the community.  Social and celebratory activities 

which were held outside generated visual excitement in the community and often used to attract 

person who were not members of the church, in the hope of adding new members.  Further, 

many of the social activities occurred immediately after Sunday service provided a crowd and 

encouraging the ‘church after church’ by congregants to continue to socialize either inside or 

outside the building and usually on church grounds.   

Question Three 

 

 Question Three is stated as follows:  Is there evidence to show that Christian  

African American churches designed by African American architects have cultural design 

features?  Based on information collected and analyzed on the six churches, specially the two 

churches designed by African American architects and one designed and managed by an African 

American contractor, there does not appear to be any evidence of African American cultural 

design features expressed in the architecture of the buildings.  All six churches were constructed 



 

173 

 

by African Americans.  The two architects, Wallace Rayfield, one of the first practicing black 

architects in the state of Alabama (Robert Robinson Taylor being the first academically trained 

black architect in the United States and who also practiced in Alabama), and William Sidney 

Pittman, the first practicing architect in the state of Texas, were both educated and trained.  

While both men graduated first from Negro schools (Rayfield from Howard University in 1896, 

and Pittman from Tuskegee Institute in 1897), both attended European institutions to continue 

their education (Rayfield at Pratt and Columbia and Pittman at Drexel Institute).   

 Melvin L. Mitchell, FAIA documented in his book, ‘The Crisis of the African American 

Architect’ that while white architects of the late 19th century and into the early years of the 20th 

century were designing buildings for clients responsible for growing American industries, 

designing factories, office buildings, and grand estates, black architects, some of whom worked 

for Booker T. Washington at Tuskegee Institute, traveled throughout the South designing black 

churches, Jewish philanthropy funded schools, and the occasional business place or private 

residence. 150  William Ware, one of William Morris Hunt’s students, would set up the very first 

American school of architecture at MIT in 1865.  The curriculum was patterned after the Ecole 

des Beaux Arts.151  The Ecole des Beaux Arts is a famed school of fine arts originally founded in 

Paris in 1671 by Jean-Baptiste Colbert, minister of Louis XIV; it merged with the Academie 

Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture (founded in 1648) in 1793.  The school offered instruction in 

drawing, painting, sculpture, architecture, and engraving to students selected by competitive 

                                                 

150 Melvin L. Mitchell, FAIA, The Crisis of the African-American Architect:  Conflicting Cultures of Architecture 

and (Black) Power (New York, New York:  Writers Advantage, 2003), 29. 
151 Ibid., 26. 
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examination; since 1968 however, architecture is no longer taught at the school.152  In 1892 

Robert Taylor, the son of a successful North Carolina builder, would be the first black person to 

graduate from the architecture school of MIT.  Taylor was the valedictorian of his class and none 

of this was going unnoticed by Booker T. Washington and his wide ranging circle of confidants.  

Taylor, under Washington’s sponsorship, would prove to be the black equivalent to Richard 

Morris Hunt, the ‘fountainhead’ figure in the white world of architecture.153 

 Mitchell documents that the latter 19th century and early 20th was a watershed period for 

American architecture.  While white architects were showcasing their work in such stages as the 

1893 Chicago World’s Fair, designed to showcase America as a world power, black architects 

designed Tuskegee Institute as well as many black communities throughout the South.  Though 

these design opportunities afforded a much smaller stage to showcase the talent of African 

American architects, according to Mitchell, the years 1881 to 1915 presented a connection 

between black culture and architecture.  Mitchell quoted the words of Dr. Richard Dozier, an 

African American architecture scholar and former head of the Department of Architecture at 

Tuskegee in the following passage: 

  The years 1881 to 1929 frame perhaps the greatest Afro-American  
building period in America’s history.  As early as 1879, former 
slaves such as Henry Adams, Benjamin ‘Pop’ Singleton and 
Edward McCabe led freedmen west to Kansas and the Oklahoma 
Territory in search of freedom, and opportunity.  Nicodemas in 
Kansas, Bley, Langston and 25 other towns in Oklahoma were 
among the ‘Black Towns’ founded by these men.  By 1916, 59 of 
these towns and five settlements existed throughout the U.S. and 
built, for the most part by Afro-Americans…Architecture became 
the symbol of racial progress and pride…In keeping with the ‘race 

                                                 

152 ‘Ecole des Beaux-Arts School in Paris, France.  Encyclopaedia Britannica  
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Ecole-des-Beaux-Arts.  Accessed October 21, 2018. 
153 Melvin L. Mitchell, FAIA, The Crisis of the African-American Architect:  Conflicting Cultures of Architecture 

and (Black) Power (New York, New York:  Writers Advantage, 2003), 29. 
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pride’ concept, the majority of these buildings were designed and 
built by Afro-American architects and contractors and in some 
cases financed by Afro-Americans.154 

 
After graduation from their respective institutions, both Rayfield and Pittman worked at 

Tuskegee Institute and worked under the philosophical belief of the school’s president, Booker 

T. Washington.  Washington’s worldview was the belief that the Negro, at the turn of the last 

century, should focus on self-help industrial and vocational education, encouraging the 

development of a skill, which was taught and practiced at Tuskegee.  Between Rayfield, Pittman, 

and Taylor, all three men designed many of the buildings constructed at Tuskegee as well as 

taught classes and developed the school’s architectural and construction curriculum.  Rayfield 

and Pittman would eventually leave Tuskegee to begin their own private practices.  Their 

combined academic and professional training was suitable for success within a growing black 

middle class in both Alabama and Texas.  The primary focus of their practices, beyond 

residential and some commercial building design, was the design of church buildings for the 

black community, as noted by Mitchell.   

 Since both men were academically trained at European schools, their understanding and 

appreciation of applying stylistic aesthetics to religious buildings was reflected in their work.  

Rayfield’s work was influenced by the Romanesque Revival style, highlighted by a balanced 

façade framed with towers, masonry arches, a portico, and symmetrical floor plans.  Though 

New Zion’s entrance façade contains some elements of the Romanesque Revival style, the 

aesthetic image is not reflective of the pure expression of the architectural style.  Pittman’s 

Joshua Chapel was also influenced by Romanesque Revival, and also has a balanced entrance 

                                                 

154 Ibid., 32. 
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façade, masonry arches, a portico, and a symmetrical floor plan.  Though the clients for both 

churches were black, it is likely that the pragmatic needs of the congregants were coupled with 

additional uses for the building beyond the spiritual, such as educational.  Both buildings are 

modest in design but are also stylish in look, an aesthetic theme which carried strong importance 

to the black community. 

 Gothic Revival was the influential aesthetic for Reedy Chapel, Jackson Street, and 

Emanuel, all AME churches and all constructed within a sixteen-year window from the South 

Carolina coast west to the Mississippi river basin and further to the Texas coastline.  The Gothic 

Revival style was a highly popular architectural style among black congregants, particular in 

Mississippi, along the river from Vicksburg to Natchez.  While neither building was designed by 

an architect of color, evidence of the Gothic style exist with the design of a dominant tower on 

the entrance façade of both buildings, reinforced by flat buttresses, lancet windows, and a gable 

roof.  Construction similarities exist in that both buildings are of masonry design, with masonry 

exposed on both buildings until Emanuel applied stucco on their building in the 1940s.  Both 

buildings, at the time of their construction, were the largest black churches in Vicksburg and 

Charleston, respectively.  Reedy Chapel AME, the physically smallest of the six studied 

churches, was not designed by an architect of color, but like all the other churches in this study, 

many of the black congregants help construct the building.  Reedy was likely influenced by the 

style and local vernacular of Galveston Island with some of the churches designed with similar 

Gothic Revival features.  As a Sanborn map from 1912 documents, and unlike the other five 

churches in this study, there is a clear radius of at least seven city blocks of mainly residential 

buildings, which surround the chapel before encountering another church.  The dwellings are of 
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one and two-story wood frame and masonry construction and were influenced by Victorian and 

Carpenter Gothic design. 

 Saint Augustine Catholic church is the only black church in the study where the strongest 

aesthetic influence on the design of the building is religious instead of cultural.  Though located 

in Treme, the first established community of color in the United States, there does not appear to 

be any evidence of cultural influence on the building.  The Tomb of the Unknown Slave, located 

on the church grounds and directly next to the building on its north side, is the only evidence of a 

physical black cultural presence.  French and Spanish architectural influence guided the design 

of Saint Augustine, as it did upon many buildings designed in New Orleans in the antebellum 

period.  J.N.B. de Pouilly, born in Chatel-Censoir, France, southeast of Paris, and one of New 

Orleans most celebrated antebellum architects, design Saint Augustine as well as the famous 

Saint Louis Cathedral in Jackson Square, and was a leading designer with what was described as 

a mortuary or ‘tomb’ architecture. 

There are no interior finishes in any of the churches which would suggest the culture of 

the congregants.  As mentioned earlier in this study, stained glass windows would be introduced 

as an early form of cultural as well as religious and architectural expression.  Construction 

methods for the churches were representative of the time, influenced primarily by load-bearing 

masonry walls, wood framing with mechanical connections such as mortise and tenon as well as 

the used of wooden pins, with hewn lumber to create and construct elegant truss frames designed 

to span the nave of three of the churches in this study (Reedy Chapel, Jackson Street, and 

Emanuel AME).  Williams discusses how the use of building materials can reveal the character 

and culture of the congregants of a religious group: 
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The simultaneous exploration of religion, region, ethnicity, and 
architecture lends itself to both complexity and richness.  The way 
religious groups have chosen to express themselves in wood, brick, 
stone, or concrete tells us much about their character:  their 
patterns of worship, their social standing and economic resources, 
the natural environment surrounding them, their interaction with 
one another and with the surrounding secular realm, and their 
participation in the cultural matrixes exemplified in architectural 
style and regional culture.155  

 
 For blacks living in the South, there was more of a social status associated with the use of 

brick on a building in that many communities forbade blacks from using the material on any of 

their buildings.  The city of Charleston is one example of a community exercising this limitation.  

The street which Emanuel AME is located, Calhoun Street, in the 19th century was known as 

Boundary Street and was the northern border to the city of Charleston.  The community located 

directly north of Boundary Street was a black community.  There were very few buildings 

located north of Boundary Street which was made of brick and owned by blacks at that time, and 

indeed, the immediate predecessor Emanuel church building was of wood and frame 

construction and built on the site of the current building until its destruction by an earthquake in 

1886. 

The general conclusion is that the presence and involvement of an architect of color 

practicing in either the 19th century or the early decades of the 20th century would likely have 

considered the application of European influenced architectural styles as a motivator for design 

over the cultural qualities of the congregants. 

 

 

                                                 

155 Ibid., xiv. 
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Future Work 

 

 The six churches studied in this dissertation continue to function as places of worship and 

have done so since their founding.  All six buildings, from Joshua Chapel the youngest standing 

since 1917, to Saint Augustine the oldest, completed in 1842, all continue to support their 

congregants as well as their surrounding communities.  Their future existence in a 21st century 

world and beyond becomes an important matter.  This matter is but one component to a broader 

context. 

 According to an article published on February 28, 2018 in Fortune magazine online, 

African American buying power in the United States stands at 1.2 trillion dollars.  Black 

Enterprise magazine online published an article on November 13, 2017, authored by John 

Tucker, stating that the purchasing power of African Americans is 1.5 trillion dollars.  According 

to the website, ‘BlackMenInAmerica.com’ an article published on July 7, 2018 entitled, ‘How 

Do Black People Spend Their Money?’ stated that since 1980, the institution of the Black Church 

has collected more than $420 billion dollars in tithes and donations.  These articles provide 

evidence of the earning and spending power of the black community in America.  As consistent 

today as it was over one hundred years ago, African Americans continue to collectively, 

regardless of economic status, provide financial support to their churches.  Today, compared to 

1917, the increase in earning capacity by blacks, as well as the expansion of economic 

opportunities, and access to education at all academic levels, has allowed African Americans the 

means to continue to finance their own churches at levels in which the design and construction of 

church buildings today can reflect the prosperity of the collective community, just as it did over a 

century ago.  Today’s megachurch buildings however are likely more influenced by the 

programmatic requirement to provide a place for performance rather than a place to praise. 
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 As this dissertation has presented, there was no evidence of African American religious 

influenced expression with the design of any of the six buildings.  It can be argued however that 

these six churches were designed within a spiritual canon that suggest that a house of worship 

should look like a church.  The church buildings of the past incorporated stained-glass windows 

to influence the quality of natural light within the nave of a church.  Architectural icons of 

religious design such as ornamentation, symmetry, and physical approach are not as pronounce 

in today’s design as it was in the past.  The primary challenge with the integration of the early 

African American church buildings of the past is how to upgrade the condition of the physical 

building as well as how to keep pace with the many changes of the immediate surrounding 

communities. 

 Future work in this topic may consist of the following: 

• The continued identification and documentation of existing early 
African American church buildings still in existence and still 
functioning as a house of worship. 

• The continued addition to and expansion of an African American 
church database, which can serve as a living informational and 
historical clearinghouse.  This database can be used to connect 
identified churches to one another for the sharing of architectural, 
construction, financial, and informational resources. 

• The documentation through writings, publications, and 
presentations of the existence of early African American church 
building, organized in three categories:   

o An existing and functioning church building, and 
congregation located within its original community.  

o A church building located on the campuses of Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). 

o A church building which no longer exist.  

• The presence and influence of the megachurch in the black 
community today. 

• The influence of 21st century life upon the early African American 
church building and congregation.  Issues such as gentrification, 
lack of on-site parking, loss of pedestrian foot traffic, the changing 
surrounding demographics, the loss of membership, the presence 
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of a dwindling senior membership, and the inability of the physical 
building to become a financial generator. 

• The establishment and preservation of worthy church buildings 
through independent historic designation at the local, state, and 
federal levels. 
 

The goal of the continued development of an African American database will not only 

serve as a foundational source of historical data of identified church buildings, but to also serve 

as an academic and mainstream source of informational accessible through various means, some 

of which are listed as follows: 

• Develop the database into a website.  This website will serve as an 
informational and electronic method to introduce and access the 
database and any relevant links. 

• The database website shall link to the various State Historic 
Preservation Offices (SHPOs) throughout the country.  A SHPO is 
a state governmental function created by the United States federal 
government in 1966 under Section 101 of the National Historic 
Preservation Act (NHPA).156  The purposes of a SHPO include 
surveying and recognizing historic properties, reviewing 
nominations for properties to be included in the National Register 
of Historic Places, reviewing undertakings for the impact on the 
properties as well as supporting federal organizations, state and 
local governments, and private sector.157  Such a connection would 
aid in the process of recognizing a building for historic 
designation. 

• Establish a link between the database website link to various 
historic preservation organizations such as the National Register of 
Historic Places, the National Park Service, the Society of 
Architectural Historians, and the Association for Preservation 
Technology International. 

• Introduce and establish a link between the database website and 
various museums in the United States, specifically those facilities 
which focus on African American history such as the National 
Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington, 
D.C., the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum in Jackson, 

                                                 

156  King, Thomas F. Cultural Resource: Laws & Practice. 2nd Edition. (Lanham, Maryland: AltaMira Press, 2004), 
22 
157  National Trust for Historic Preservation.  What Does the State Historic Preservation Office Do?  
https://savingplaces.org/ 
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Mississippi, the National Civil Rights Museum in Memphis, 
Tennessee, and the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute in 
Birmingham, Alabama. 

• Establish a link between the database website and the design and 
construction industry which specifically focuses on the renovation 
and restoration of historic buildings.  A link to architectural firms, 
engineering consultants, and certified contractors would assist in 
the search by church congregations seeking professional assistance 
in the building industry for needed services for their church 
building. 

• The database website can serve to link church congregations to 
financial resources to help cover the cost for renovation or 
restoration work on a building. 

 
A further reach for the database website is to provide a source of buildings which could become 

subjects for three-dimensional mapping, which would serve to electronically document and 

preserve the church building for future study and research.   

 The primary goal of the database is to continue to identify African American church 

buildings, whether existing or not, examine and document the current physical condition of the 

church building, and connect it with the necessary resources to not only chronicle its history, but 

to develop the means to renovate or restore these buildings.  As examples of material culture of 

the African American experience, these buildings are an important part of not only African 

American history, but American history as well. 

Heritage Conservation and Historic Preservation 

 Merriam-Webster online dictionary defines heritage as something transmitted by or 

acquired from a predecessor.  The National Park Service of the United States Department of the 

Interior defines preservation in the manner of treatment, as the act or process of applying 

measures necessary to sustain the existing from, integrity, and materials of a historic property.  

Both these terms are applicable to this study, as heritage applies to the people and their history as 

it has been passed from one generation to another, similar to oral history in the African and 
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African American community.  The process of preservation, from an architectural professional 

practice interpretation, connects to the rehabilitation of a building.  Each church case study has 

been organized with headings and subheadings.  The headings Historic Context, Church History, 

and Site Context refer to the heritage of the church.  The heading and subheadings Description of 

the Exterior and Description of the Interior, refer to the current physical state of the building.  

Though none of the descriptions of the church buildings specifically detailed existing physical 

problems with the structures, these subheadings would refer to the potential for a form of 

preservation consistent with four treatment standards:  preservation, rehabilitation, restoration, 

and reconstruction.   

 This study explores and identifies historical and contemporary issues which influence the 

survival of the six buildings.  Heritage and preservation issues applicable to the six churches 

includes the following: 

• Developing documentation (written history, production of 
architectural drawing, etc.) of a church regardless of its physical 
condition, to capture information necessary for recording and 
archiving. 

• Determine at what level of applicable category of standard does 
the church fall into, i.e. preservation, rehabilitation, restoration, or 
reconstruction. 

• Gentrification is a direct developmental threat to two of the 
churches in this study (Saint Augustine Catholic Church in New 
Orleans and Emmanuel AME in Charleston).  The ethical, pollical, 
and economical issues have historically influenced the capability 
of these churches to survive within its context when a catchment of 
people move into the community that once exclusively supported 
the church and now can no longer afford to reside in their 
neighborhood. 

• The potential loss of the church’s heritage (people) due to 
relocation or death. 

• The future of the existence of the church building and its 
congregants into the 21st century. 
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Some of the information gathered for organization, examination and analysis for this 

study was based on the structure provided in the Historic American Building Survey (HABS) 

Guidelines for Historic Reports.  The following categories were used in the organization of data 

for each church case study: 

• Historic Context 

• Architectural Character 

• Description of the Exterior 

• Description of the Interior  

• Site 

• Opening (fenestration such as Doors and Windows) 

• Furniture, Fixtures, and Equipment 
 
This document is not designed to specifically replicate a HABS report, only to develop the 

foundation for the continued development of each case study into an eventual HABS report.  

This effort lays the foundation for preservation opportunities such as historic recognition at the 

local, state, and / or federal level, funding for needed repairs to the buildings, and documentation 

of the oral heritage of the people of the church. 

 The goal for the examination of these churches is to develop a comprehensive record of 

their existence, both preservation (physical building) and cultural (heritage record of church 

history and people).  Architecture is representative of the culture, values, and beliefs of a 

community of people.  Material culture in building form can provide the opportunity for people 

to create a place within the spaces of a building, as well as within a community.  An aesthetic 

statement is typically made in the building form, influenced by the user requirements, the 

physical environment, a material selection, and the allowance of economic resources of the uses.  

Though a building’s spaces are designed to provide the practical necessity of human comfort 

from and within the environment, people can create, by dwelling within building spaces, an 

emotional, psychological, and spiritual place for existence.  Architecture theorist Christopher 
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Alexander calls the creation of this place the ‘timeless way’.  He defines it as a process which 

brings order out of nothing but ourselves; it cannot be attained, but it will happen of its own 

accord if we will only let it.158  This quality is exercised by all persons who are allowed to reside 

in, live within, and engage in meaningful events which help define the lives and history of a 

building and community of persons who live in the supportive neighborhood the church is 

located.  This quality can give substance to building form, allowing the spaces, created from 

nothing, to become habitable and comfortable human places for all who dwell in them.  These 

places are reflective of the collective cultural experience of the African experience in America, 

and the documentation of this material cultural is necessary to ensure that future generations may 

learn and appreciate the efforts of persons from the past while charting new directions for the 

descendants moving into the future. 

                                                 

158 Christopher Alexander, ‘The Timeless Way of Building.’  New York, New York, Oxford University Press, 1979, 
3. 
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