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Context

On October 22, 2010 the building of Immanuel Chapel on the campus of the Virginia 
Theological Seminary was damaged by fire. Since that sad day, the Seminary has 
searched for a way to honor the original historic fabric which remains of the 1881 
Chapel.  The 1881 Chapel was erected on a holy site where one other chapel had stood. 
The first chapel was torn down in order to build the chapel which was consecrated to 
the Glory of God in 1881. 

Early on, the Seminary decided that rebuilding on this holy site was not wise. We saw 
the raging flames and know how closely we came to loosing Meade Hall and the iconic 
Aspinwall Hall with its Italianate cupola. Also, the Seminary needs a chapel well-
equipped for today’s church and for our primary purpose: forming women and men 
to lead congregations across the landscape of American Christianity. At the same time, 
however, we were perplexed. How do we honor the historic fabric which remains of the 
1881 Chapel on a holy site?

The Vision

As the vision of Robert A. M. Stern Architects for a new Immanuel Chapel becomes 
more and more focused, it has become clear that the new must be in conversation 
with the holy site where two chapels have stood. The preliminary drawings of the new 
Chapel reveal an oratory which “reaches out” to the holy site. The oratory or small 
chapel will incorporate some of the treasures which survived the 1881 chapel fire, such 
as the vintage Rowan LeCompte stained glass windows, the Lee Family baptismal font, 
the wooden lectern eagle and the pew on which President Gerald Ford sat the first 
Sunday after he became President of the United States. With the help of Washington 
architects, Hartman-Cox and renowned landscape architect, Michael Vergason, 
the Seminary is now convinced that the holy site of two chapels must become the 
1881 Memorial Garden and very much part of the new chapel. Virginia Theological 
Seminary has been blessed to work with some of the great minds in modern-day 
architecture and landscaping. 

The footprint of the 1881 Chapel will be retained. Walls will be retained but with no 
intrusive stabilization. The architecturally significant east wall of the chapel with its 
lancet windows, herring-bone brick and brownstone columns will be preserved. The 
1881 Memorial Garden will feature a plaque to remember with gratitude the First 
Responders who tried valiantly to fight the flames of October 22, 2010. The sanctuary 
of the 1881 Chapel will become an area for the interment of ashes, a place for the 
faithful to rest in peace. The fine marble plaques of the 1881 Chapel will be installed 
in the walls of this area, connecting the history of the second chapel to a Memorial 
Garden “for the ages.” 

The Memorial Garden will also be a “beautifully landscaped room” for seminary and 
parish functions. It will become a large outdoor fellowship area for coffees and services, 
such as celebrations of the Holy Eucharist, baptisms, weddings and funerals. The Class 
of 2012 has decided to give a wooden altar for the 1881 Memorial Garden. Easter Egg 
Hunts, cocktail parties and dinners will make the 1881 Memorial Garden a lively place 
of purpose for the Seminary and Immanuel Church on the Hill.  The design of the 1881 
Memorial Garden makes adaptive reuse of the original fabric of the 1881 Chapel—
giving us the opportunity to treasure the past as we face the future.

God willing, the new Immanuel Chapel, like the 1881 Chapel, will become a landmark 
of formation in the Episcopal Church.  Most importantly, the site of the 1881 Chapel 
will remain holy, as it always has been. 
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TIMELINE OF ACTIONS

May 16, 2011
Test Pits Recorded

May 4, 2011
BAR Approved Interim 

Stabilization Plan

June 29, 2011
Temporary Stabilization

Drawings Issued

August 23, 2011
Earthquake

August/Sept 2011
Earthquake Analysis 

Conducted

Interior finishes 
to be removed to 
determine if walls 
are bonded together

Scheme retains 
entirety of tower 
and east and north 
gable ends.

5 courses of brick 
below grade (16”) on 
top of random size 
stacked stone (16”)

Large bracing 
system allows 
maximum possible 
retention of existing 
ruins.

East wall has become 
delaminated. 
Structural integrity of 
wall compromised.

Arch at base 
of tower fails 
causing brick to 
fall compromising 
south wall of tower

Open scaffolding 
creates risk of 
climbing / falling

Intrusive structural 
system imposes 
on interior garden 
space

Temporary bracing 
to prevent further 
degradation of 
tower

Scheme retains tower at 
lowest sill height. BAR 
subcommitee encourages 
team to retain more of east 
facade and tower

October 26, 2011
Scaffolding Scheme 

Distrubuted

May 10, 2011
Interior Walls 

Examined

November 7, 2011
Buttress Scheme 

Distrubuted

January 25, 2011
Tower Stabilized

February 2, 2011
Meeting with BAR 

Subcommittee
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Aerial Photo of Site

Enlarged Area 
of Site Plan



MEMORIAL GARDEN AT THE VIRGINIA THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY
HARTMAN-COX ARCHITECTS
MICHAEL VERGASON LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTS 21 FEBRUARY 2012

rendered site plan

Aspinwall Hall

Memorial Garden

New Chapel
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CHAPEL plan
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demo east elevation
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demo south elevation
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demo west elevation
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demo north elevation
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proposed east elevation
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proposed south elevation
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proposed west elevation
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proposed north elevation
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SECTION THROUGH RETAINED WALL
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Aerial perspective
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perspective from quaker lane



APPENDIX A

NEW CHAPEL FOR THE AGES
VIRGINIA THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY

ROBERT A. M. STERN ARCHITECTS
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Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects

Evolving Designs

The Seminary and the Board of Architectural Review have been in 
careful conversation around the best way to handle the 1881 chapel 
since October 2010.  In the initial discussions, it was recognized that 
we were considering the 1881 Chapel in isolation from the plans for 
the new Chapel.  Given the proximity of the new Chapel to the historic 
buildings of the Seminary, we recognized that the Board of Architectural 
Review would want to see how the 1881 Chapel complemented the new 
Chapel designs.

We are pleased to report that the new Chapel designs are now 
developed.  After much discussion, we are respecting the integrity of 
the grove (itself a major historic feature of the Seminary); in addition, 
we are locating the new chapel in appropriate conversation with the 
old.  The Oratory, for example, is a delightful connection with the 1881 
Chapel.  The Seminary intends to use some elements of the 1881 Chapel 
in the Oratory (the Eagle Lectern, the Ford pew, and the Lee Font).  
From the Oratory, guests will be able to see the 1881 Chapel.  It will 
connect the past with the present in a very striking way.  In addition, 
the new Chapel has its own steeple.  This soaring celebration of the 
centrality of worship on the campus should be visible from all sides.  

Given the obligation of the BAR to look at how the new Chapel will relate 
to the historic buildings on the campus, the Seminary is offering these new 
designs as a way of integrating the two.  The new proposal seeks to ensure 
that the two holy spaces do not compete, but compliment.  We want to 
ensure that that the new Chapel is seen from all sides; and from the Quaker 
lane side, we want to ensure that one has the experience of seeing the new 
through a striking image of the old.

Finally, these designs have evolved as the Seminary has become clearer about 
the vision and purpose of the 1881 Chapel.  We need a garden where we can 
celebrate the Eucharist (currently we do not have a dedicated space for this 
purpose), enjoy fellowship, and remember those who have gone before.  

Oratory
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SITE AXES

Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects
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SITE RELATIONSHIPS
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SITE ELEVATION LOOKING NORTH

Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects
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SITE ELEVATION LOOKING EAST

Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects
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SITE ELEVATION LOOKING SOUTH

Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects
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SITE ELEVATION LOOKING WEST

Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects
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AERIAL PERSPECTIVE

Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects
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BRICK DETAIL

Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects
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BRICK DETAIL

Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects
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PERSPECTIVE FROM GROVE

Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects
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PERSPECTIVE VIEW FROM SEMINARY ROAD

Courtesy Robert A. M. Stern Architects




