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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICALAPPEAHANCE 

Si tua ted  on t h e  corner  of Chapel and Virg in  S t r e e t s ,  S t .  Mary's Church is  a 
stuccoed-brick,  r ec tangu la r  bui ld ing  e rec ted  from 1857-1858. The p l a n  of t h e  church i s  
t h a t  of a  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  gable-roof b a s i l i c a .  The main facade, a t  232 Chapel S t r e e t ,  i s  
dominated by a c e n t r a l l y  loca ted ,  three-s tage  tower wi th  s p i r e  and its ad jo in ing  s i d e  
ent rances .  The f i r s t  s t a g e  of t h e  tower incorpora tes  the  main (west) en t rance  o f  t h e  
church. The main ent rance  c o n s i s t s  of a  double doorway, each paneled door surmounted 
by a twin pointed a rch ,  contained w i t h i n  a  c e n t r a l  a rch  wi th  t h e  jambs formed by t h r e e  
continuous recessed  arches .  

Above t h e  ent rance ,  i n  t h e  tower's second s t a g e ,  is an  e i g h t - p a r t  r o s e  window. 
The t h i r d  s t a g e  of t h e  tower is  p i e r c e d p y  p a i r s  o f  louvered l a n c e t s  wi th  hood moldings; 
above each p a i r  is a clock. The t o p  of t h e  tower is e l a b o r a t e l y  d e l i n e a t e d  by gab les  
and c o m e r  pinnacles wi th  crockets  and f i n i a l s .  Topping t h e  tower is an  e l a b o r a t e ,  f ive -  
t i e r ,  pointed s p i r e ,  t h e  base of which i s  covered wi th  imbricated s l a t e  sh ing les .  The 
s p i r e  is broken by a paneled band, i n s p i r e d  by French Gothic a r c h i t e c t u r e .  The edge o f  
each t i e r  of the  s p i r e  is  l i n e d  wi th  crockets ,  t h e  whole topped by a c ross .  

The s i d e s  o f  t h e  bu i ld ing  a r e  nine bays long wi th  b u t t r e s s e s  s e p a r a t i n g  l a n c e t  
windows topped by hood moldings. The apse of t h e  church is  hemici rcular ,  c o n s i s t s  of 
f i v e  l ance t  windows sepa ra ted  by b u t t r e s s e s ,  and i s  covered by an a p s i d a l ,  f ace ted  roof 
crowned by a c ross .  A s a c r i s t y  and a s to rage  room pro jec t  from t h e  northwest and south- 
west corners  of t h e  apse ,  r e spec t ive ly .  

Although cosmet ica l ly  changed through numerous 20th-century renovat ions ,  t h e  
i n t e r i o r  of t h e  church remains i n  an  e x c e l l e n t  s t a t e  of preservat ion .  The f o c a l  po in t  
of  t h e  62' high c e i l i n g  is t h e  r i b  vau l t ing ,  o f  French Gothic i n s p i r a t i o n .  r ~ h e  v a u l t -  
i n g  is e s p e c i a l l y  noteworthy w i t h i n  t h e  sanctuary ,  e l a b o r a t e l y  decora ted  i n  the  Gothic 
s t y l e .  The f o c a l  po in t  of t h e  sanctuary  i s  the  main a l t a r ,  cons t ruc ted  o f  h igh ly  
polished white  I t a l i a n  marble, i n l a i d  wi th  Braz i l i an  onyx. The 13-foot-long a l t a r  con- 
t a i n s  a  carved f i g u r e  of a  lamb i n  t h e  cen te r  panel  and r i s e s  19 f e e t  t o  t h e  t i p  of i t s  
c e n t r a l  s p i r e .  The a l t a r  is  f lanked by two smal l e r  a l t a r s ,  a l s o  of pol i shed marble, 
dedica ted  t o  t h e  Blessed Virg in  and S t .  Joseph. The s t a ined-g las s  windows over t h e  
sanctuary  and on t h e  s i d e s  of t h e  church were i n s t a l l e d  i n  1918 and enhaitce t h e  19th-  
century  Gothic f l a v o r  of t h e  i n t e r i o r .  The s i d e  a i s l e s ' a r e  decorated by four t een  
s t a t i o n s  of t h e  c r o s s ,  pa in ted  i n  o i l  on  copper by L. Chevot of P a r i s .  

I n  t h e  r e a r  o f  t h e  church, s i t u a t e d  i n  t h e  southwest corner ,  i s  t h e  baptismal  f o n t  
o f  Carrara marble and b rass .  I n  t h e  northwest corner ,  on t h e  oppos i t e  end from t h e  
b a p t i s t r y ,  i s  a wooden carved c r u c i f i x ,  11 f e e t  high by 5 f e e t  wide, o r i g i n a l l y  i n  S t .  
P a t r i c k ' s  Church, S t .  Mary's predecessor.  Dominating the  r e a r  of t h e  church i s  t h e  
organ, made i n  1851 and i n s t a l l e d  i n  t h e  church i n  1857. The organ was ex tens ive ly  
overhauled i n  1954 and re s to red  i n  1976. 

When o r i g i n a l l y  cons t ruc ted ,  the  i n t e r i o r  s a t  1,200 persons, a l though the  s e a t i n g  
p lan  has been s i n c e  modified t o  accommodate t h e  new l i t u r g y .  The pews a r e  o r i g i n a l ,  
a l though painted w i t h i n  t h e  20th century.  The e l e c t r i c a l  l i g h t i n g  a l s o  d a t e s  t o  20th- 
century  renovations.  

(See Continuat ion Sheet Q1) 
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7. DESCRIPTION 

Adjacent t o  t h e  church is the  r ec to ry ,  e rec ted  i n  1894. The r e c t o r y  is a th ree -  
s t o r y ,  r ec tangu la r ,  b r i c k  bu i ld ing  i n  t h e  l a t e  Gothic Revival s t y l e .  The two bu i ld -  
ings a r e  enclosed by an  e l a b o r a t e  Gothic c a s t - i r o n  fence,  da t ing  t o  t h e  19th century.  
Behind t h e  two bui ld ings  is t h e  pa r i sh  school ,  b u i l t  i n  t h e  20th century  wi th  no 
s t y l i s t i c  cons ide ra t ion  t o  t h e  o l d e r  s t r u c t u r e s ,  
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

St.  Mary's Catholic Church is s ign i f ican t  as  an outstanding example of ear ly  Gothic 
Revival a rch i tec ture  and as  the founding parish church of Catholicism i n  the Tidewater 
region of Virginia. When constructed i n  1857, S t .  Mary's was the t h i rd  house of worship 
b u i l t  f o r  the fast-expanding Catholic population of Norfolk. 

The h is tory  of Catholicism i n  Norfolk dates from August of 1791 when the Abbe Jean 
Dubois, accompanied by several  p r i e s t s  and refugees, arr ived i n  Norfolk from Revolution- 
torn France. Three years l a t e r ,  the  "Roman Catholic Society of Norfolk Borough" pur- 
chased the property on which S t .  Mary's now stands. On t h i s  s i t e  a wooden chapel, 
Norfolk's f i r s t  Catholic church, was b u i l t ,  and a cemetery was established. This build- 
ing gave the name Chapel S t r ee t  t o  the  then newly created thoroughfare t h a t  it faced. 

1 The chapel was replaced i n  1842 by S t .  Patr ick 's  Church, a Greek Revival s t ruc tu re  
which burned i n  1856. A t  the time of the f i r e ,  the  Rev. Matthew O'Keefe was pastor of 
the Norfolk cathol ic  congregation. Father 0 ' ~ e e f e  had aided i n  the yellow fever epidemic 
tha t  s t ruck the c i t y  i n  1855 and had endeared himself t o  the c i t i zens  of the  c i t y .  Both 
Catholics and Protestants responded readi ly  t o  the pastor 's  building campaign. The new 
church, when completed, cos t  $65,000. With only $12,000 on hand t o  pay f o r  the building, 
O'Keefe lectured widely i n  both the North and the South t o  pay the debt incurred by the 
new church. 

Although a t  the time of the  church's building the expense was considered high, the 
subsequent growth of the  parish read i ly  f i l l e d  the church's pews and choir  l o f t .  
Architecturally,  St .  Mary's ranks as one of the f i nes t  examples of antebellum Gothic 
Revival a rch i tec ture  i n  the Commonwealth and as  a s ign i f ican t  landmark i n  the c i t y  of 
Norfolk. Although the church records do not contain the name of the a r ch i t ec t ,  James 
Renwick, Jr. has been suggested i n  consideration of the use of numerous French Gothic 
forms. 
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