
The Day the Column Fell: 
 

Unlocking the extended history of the 
Judge Robert S. Wilson House 
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In 2002, the Tylers became the fourth 
owners of the Wilson House, built ca. 1843. 
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One morning we noticed 
sparrows building a nest 
inside the corner column, 
entering above the capital. 
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This column had a different 
base, indicating past repairs. 

4	



Removing the base 
moldings  revealed layers 
of saturated plywood 
and multiple repairs. 
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While beginning repairs,  
the column broke loose 
and fell to the ground! 6	



Other deterioration was 
found under the porch. 
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This led to rebuilding 
the entire front porch. 
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New 8x8 pine posts were 
inserted in the center of two 
columns. 
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A new column base was aligned with the post 
and shimmed into place. 
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The carpentry of the columns was intriguing.  
Each was made from 24 separate white pine boards fastened to collars 
around an 8 x 8 post; the column’s diameter decreased as it went upward. 

11	



Although the porch was rebuilt, 
the columns were “restored.” 
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Once the porch project was 
completed, we became interested 
in researching the full history  
of the house, especially its 
distinctive Greek temple front  
and Ionic columns. 
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Now it was time to apply 
research skills to our own house. 
 
Intensive research began at the 
Bentley Historical Library 
in Ann Arbor. 
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The Judge Wilson House was referred to by 
architectural historian Rexford Newcomb as  
“one of the finest Greek Revival houses in America.”  

A Guide to Early American Homes:  
“The Wilson-Wahr house in Ann Arbor is 
one of the excellent few that remain in 
anything approaching mint condition.”  

Massey and Maxwell, House Styles in America:  
“A more nearly perfect example of an Ionic 
order Greek-temple house portico would be 
hard to find.”  

Noted architect Fiske Kimball noted,  
“It is of all the Michigan houses, the one 
in which Greek proportions and detail 
were followed most strictly.”  

U of M’s first Dean of Architecture Emil Lorch: 
“It is one of Michigan's buildings which should be 
always preserved as a monument of its time."  



Our growing collection of books with a photos and brief descriptions 
of the Wilson House includes two dozen volumes. 
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Since we had written two other books, 
we hoped to add one more to our shelf. 
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Robert S. Wilson was the owner 
of the house in 1843 when its 
front portion was built. 

18	



Robert S. Wilson was the owner 
of the house in 1843 when its 
front portion was built. 
 
Where did he get the idea  
for the house’s grand  
Greek temple-front design? 
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Southeastern Michigan had other 
early Greek Revival residences: 

Kempf House, Ann Arbor (1853) 

Ballard-Breakey House, Ypsilanti (1845) 

Gordon Hall, Dexter (1840s) 
Fitch-Gorham-Brooks House, Marshall 
(1840)   
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Wilson was raised in western New York State. 
A brief family history indicated he moved to Ann 
Arbor as an adult in 1835 to practice law, so 
perhaps his inspiration came from New York  
rather than from Michigan examples. 
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“Robert Wilson came from Allegany County,  
New York, in 1835. He was a man of ability,  
and knew how to influence a jury.  
He was Judge of Probate in this county one term. 
In 1855 he removed to Chicago and afterward 
served many years as one of the Police Justices 
of the city.”
 

History of Washtenaw County, Michigan.  
1881. Charles C. Chapman & Co., Chicago. 



Norm mapped a trip to New York State;  
it might reveal clues regarding his 
inspiration for the house, especially the 
origin of its Ionic columns... 
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One of the most interesting Greek Revivals 
he found was in Montour Falls, NY.  
It had the same temple-front portico,  
but also had a waterfall almost as high  
as Niagara Falls in its backyard. 
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It has been referred to as the most 
photographed house in New York. 
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Article from National Geographic Magazine, 1956 



One of the Tylers’ research questions was:  
Where did Ionic columns used in these houses 
came from? 
 
Owners of the Montour Falls house had 
documentation that their columns had been 
shipped up the Erie Canal from a mill in Virginia.  
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There were many other examples. The Fox Inn (1821)  
in Penn Yan was a seeming twin to the Wilson House.  
Its columns were a better visual match,  
but they had been  
replaced in  
1865, 1926,  
and 1980. 
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Tetrastyle (4-column) Greek 
Revival residences were  
found in many towns in  
New York State. Elmira had  
more than a dozen, all now 
demolished, except one.  27	



Elmira’s Arnot Mansion had been  
   converted into a noteworthy regional  
      art museum.  
              It had been altered, and had      
                     replacement columns. 
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Contemporary  
rear addition 



The Bartletts are architectural 
historians in Cazenovia, NY.  
They had a number of Greek Revival 
temple-fronts for Norm to see. 
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One was located in remote farm country. 
“Parkwood Farm” is one of the most intact 
examples of a Greek Revival tetrastyle  
temple-front residence to be found. 
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Even in rural areas, these had been 
considered grand houses. 
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The interior is still largely original. 
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The owners had an informative 
document describing construction of 
the house in 1839-40. 
 
This document provided a different 
answer to the column question. 
For Parkwood Farm, the columns 
were made from local pinewood  
and carved on-site by the carpenters. 
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A final New York example was the 
Campbell-Whittlesey House (1836) in 
Rochester. It was significant because it 
was supposedly designed by Minard 
Lafever, who published a popular 
“pattern book” on Greek Revival 
design. 
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Minard Lafever published what  
is arguably the most influential 
pattern book, The Modern 
Builder’s Guide, describing  
Greek Revival design in detail. 
 
It was first published in 1833. 

35	

Pattern books were used by carpenters  
in the 19th century to show plans to 
homeowners. 



In the book he includes an illustration 
of a Greek Revival Country Residence. 

Without the wings, this is an excellent 
prototype of the Judge Wilson House, 
including a 4-column portico with 
Ionic columns. 36	



Pattern books typically illustrated the 
Ionic order for houses. 

Wilson House columns, based on 
pattern books of the period. 

Ionic order from  
Minard Lafever’s  
pattern book. 
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During this period of a new democracy, 
Americans identified with the democratic  
ideals of ancient Greece. 
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They also identified with the 
Greek independence movement, 
begun in 1821 with a rebellion 
led by Alexander Ypsilantis. 
 
The nationalists fought against 
their 400-year domination by 
the Turks. 
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As a result, Greek Revival architecture 
was most popular during this period, 
from 1820 to 1860. 

Popularity of Greek Revival 
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Greek Revival had become 
the “National Style,” 
an important aspect of 
American culture. 
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Philadelphia was the center of early 
Greek Revival style buildings: 

Founders Hall, Girard College (1833-1847) 

Second Bank of the United States 
(1819-1824) 

Fairmount Water Works (circa 1850s) 
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Andalusia, located near Philadelphia, with its 1835 
Greek portico, is one of the most prominent early 
Greek Revival residences. 
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Americans relied on pattern books for 
information on favored Grecian designs.  
 
What was the source of information for  
the many early American pattern books? 

For this, we must go to 18th century England. 



In the mid-18th century, two Englishmen 
–James Stuart and Nicholas Revett– 
spent years in Greece illustrating and 
measuring ancient structures. 

Temple of Hephaisteion, Agora, Athens 
(illustration by Stuart) 
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Ionic column detail 
(drawing by Revett) 

(Most neo-classical architecture at 
that time was based on classical 
Roman examples, not Grecian.) 



Stuart and Revett spent 3 years in Athens  
documenting ancient structures. 

Stuart was the artist 

Revett was the draftsman 
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Their trip was sponsored 
by the Dilettanti Society in London. 



The Society of Dilettanti could only 
have been formed during this era 
of England’s wealth, world-wide 
influence, and confidence. 
 
Horace Walpole described the 
Society  as,  
“. . . a club, for which the 
nominal qualification is 
having been in Italy, and the 
real one, being drunk.” !

The club's principal toast was seria ludo 
(serious matters in a playful vein)  
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The Society was especially 
interested in supporting 
archeological digs in Greece.!
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It supported publication in 1763 
of Stuart and Revett’s book,  
The Antiquities of Athens.  
 
This book became very popular in  
18th century England.  
It influenced greatly the popularity 
of the Grecian style. 
 
This was known as “Grecian Gusto.” 
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James Stuart returned to England and was the first architect to 
use the newly found Grecian examples, rather than Roman.  
 
He designed a Doric order temple garden structure for  
Hagley Park in Worchestershire, England. 
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Built in 1759, it is generally considered  
the world’s first Greek Revival structure. 
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Stuart also designed a house for Thomas Anson (1764-76), one of the 
founding members of the Dilettanti Society. Located at St. James Place in 
London, it is considered the first Greek Revival residence in the world.  

52	



To further explore the design inspiration 
for the Judge Wilson House, we followed 
Stuart and Revett’s example and traveled  
to Athens.  
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Emil Lorch, noted University of Michigan architectural historian, 
postulated that the design of the Judge Wilson House was likely 
based on the Temple of Athena Nike on the Acropolis in Athens. 
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The Acropolis is a primary 
feature throughout Athens. 
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At the base of the Acropolis is 
the Plaka, where the 
abundance of shopping and 
restaurants beckons visitors. 
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…like this popular taverna, 
where we met our friends, 
Lazaris and Chris, for lunch. 
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Lazaris and Chris 
accompanied us to the 
Acropolis. 
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The Temple of Athena Nike sits on 
a promontory above the entrance. 

Its similarity to the Judge Wilson House 
was obvious. 
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We had hoped to get close enough to 
photograph the front/west elevation. 
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Unfortunately, access to it was blocked with construction sheds.  

Temple is behind the shed. 

61	



With Lazaris running interference, we tried to walk out to it, but were stopped by security. 
To get a photo required special permission from the Ministry of Culture, which took days. 

62	



Just below the Acropolis is the Agora, the 
commercial center of the ancient city. 
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A modern replica of 
the ancient Stoa of 
Attalos houses 
artifacts. 
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Part of our research was to trace 
the origin of the Ionic order and its 
distinctive and widely used capital 
design. 
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Marble Greek columns imitated  
wood columns that preceded them. 
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Development of the Ionic volute 
evolved from earlier Egyptian 
prototypes representing lotus 
leaves and other natural forms. 
 

(drawing from Josef Durm) 
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The new Acropolis Museum includes many artifacts in its exhibits,  
which it protects from deterioration and presents in a stimulating environment. 
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This controversial modern structure is located in a 
historic area in the shadow of the Acropolis. 
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It was built on the site of an 
ancient ruin. 
 
Its structural piers were 
carefully placed to 
minimize impact on the 
archeological excavation. 
 
It was an interesting way to 
preserve an ancient ruin. 
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More useful to us than the 
Acropolis Museum was the 
American School of 
Classical Studies in Athens.  
 
They allowed us to use 
their Rare Books Room, 
where we found surprising 
new information… 

71	



We discovered the Temple 
of Athena Nike had not 
been rebuilt when Stuart 
and Revett were in Athens. 
 
Therefore, American 
pattern books could not 
have been based on  
drawings of this structure. 
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However, an original edition of Stuart and Revett’s  
The Antiquities of Athens included a brief description  
of a different structure, a small temple on the Ilissus River. 
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Indeed, Chapter 2 of their 
book describes in detail this 
ancient temple built along 
the Ilissus River in Athens. 
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Sources indicated it was a precursor to the Temple of Athena Nike, 
built earlier by the same architect, Kallikrates. 
 
When Stuart and Revett arrived, however, the temple had been 
altered so much it was almost unrecognizable. 
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It first had become altered into a Christian Church, 
And then dismantled by the Turks. 
 
Stuart and Revett created this drawing based on its existing condition.  
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Fortunately, this structure had been sketched a 
few years earlier by Richard Pococke in 1740, 
when it was more intact. 
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Pococke drawing 



Revett’s accurately drawn reconstruction drawings of the portico 
of this temple are a close match to the Judge Wilson House. 

Judge Wilson House Temple on the Ilissus 
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In the 1960s, historian John Travlos developed plans 
of the site as a temple and as converted to a church. 
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John Travlos’ 1971 “Pictorial 
Dictionary of Ancient Athens,” 
included drawings that identify 
the small temple. 
 
It was known as the  
“Temple of Artemis Agrotera.” 
 
We finally had a name for our 
temple.  

80	

John Travlos 



This temple seemed to be the direct forefather  
of the Judge Wilson House. 
 
Our final goal in Athens was to find the site of 
this illusive temple on the Ilissus River 
documented by Stuart and Revett 250 years ago. 
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From Bannister Fletcher, A History of Architecture  



The temple was very important to Greek history.  
 
Artemis Agrotera was the Hellenic goddess of the 
hunt, wild animals, wilderness, childbirth,  
virginity and young girls. 
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Sacrifices to her were promised when the Greeks celebrated  
their victory over the Persians in the crucial Battle of Marathon. 

These included the sacrifice of 500 goats made 
every year at the Temple of Artemis Agrotera. 
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The temple also was the site of rituals 
of the Eleusinian Mysteries, a very 
important and popular ancient cult 
first established in 1600 B.C. 
 

Greek gods Demeter and Persephone 
offer wheat to initiate Triptolemus, 
part of the historical rituals. 
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One source referred to  
"The august, cultural, valuable ancient 
monument known as the Temple of 
Agrotera Artemis, centre of the Lesser 
Eleusinian Mysteries in Athens..., ” 
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Initiation included purification in the waters of the 
Ilissus River, which resulted in a “changed” person.  
 
The Mysteries dealt with the immortality of the soul, and 
whether one’s soul goes to Hades or the “upper air.” 
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The rites of the Eleusinian Mysteries continued for two thousand years, 
and likely were the precursor for many of the practices of Christianity.  
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“Demeter  
  and Kore” 

A map of ancient Athens indicated 
the location of the temple. 
“Demeter and Kore” referred to the 
gods associated with Artemis Agrotera. 

Acropolis 

“Olympian”  
(Zeus) 
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Location of the temple as 
illustrated by Travlos (1967) 



The ruins of an ancient bridge across the Ilissus River 
was shown in an 18th century illustration by Stuart. 
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We found the old bridge hidden 
under a modern bridge. 
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A view from the Acropolis showed 
the Temple of Olympian Zeus, a 
prominent landmark. 
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Its location served as a guide 
for locating our temple. 

The Temple of Olympian Zeus, 
begun by the Greeks and 
completed by Roman Emperor 
Hadrian 600 years later, was the 
largest temple in Greece. 
The columns are 55 feet high and 
6.5 feet in diameter. 
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Just beyond was the likely location 
of the Temple of Artemis Agrotera. 
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The site appeared to be vacant, neglected, and 
surrounded by ordinary apartment buildings. 



The Ilissus River, where Socrates had walked many centuries before, 
had been canalized and covered with a busy boulevard. 
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Lazaris led us to the temple site. 
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Surrounded by an ugly metal barrier, it 
was difficult to see any of the ruins. 
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Inside the fence, there was little 
protection of this important site. 
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(A sketch of what the temple would look like  
if reconstructed on the site today.) 
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At the site we introduced ourselves to Iosef, a resident. 
It turns out Iosef has been fully involved in a lengthy 
effort to save the site from development. 
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International developers want to build a boutique hotel over the ruins. 
It is a valuable site because a high-rise building would have a superb 
view of the Acropolis and the ruins of the Temple of Zeus. 
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The developers indicated they would be willing to preserve the ruins below the 
foundation piers, similar to what had been done at the Acropolis Museum. 
This would not be acceptable for such a landmark site. 
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Iosef is a leader in a local  
preservation organization 
(artemisagrotera.org).  
 
He was thrilled that our book 
could bring attention to the 
significance of this site. 
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ArtemisAgrotera.org 
is a local effort 
representing 
residents in this 
neighborhood, but 
has over 11,000 
supporters around 
the world through its 
web site.  
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Wow! We were thrilled to have found  
the temple that was likely the ancient 
progenitor of the Judge Wilson House. 
 
We had also become integral to the 
preservation of its heritage. 
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Return to Michigan 
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We returned to Ann Arbor 
with a new appreciation 
for the long heritage of  
our home. 
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…dating back to ancient Greece,  
      England, and New York State. 

Temple on the Ilissus 
   Athens, 450 BCE 

Hagley Park, England 

Judge Wilson House, 1843 

Parkwood House,  
   New York, 1839-40 



We no longer see sparrows 
carrying bits of grass and twigs 
above our column’s capitals.  
 
But those birds started us on  
an exploration that has been 
rewarding beyond our wildest 
imagination. 
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The Day the Column Fell: 
 

Unlocking the extended history of the 
Judge Robert S. Wilson House 
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