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Introduction

The public face of Princeton University’s core campus—
composed mostly of locally quarried stone, granite, and 
marble—soon gives way to a relatively youthful body of 
contemporary architecture dotted with patterned brick, 
various metals, multicolored tile, and rivers of glass. 
Few university campuses can claim buildings designed 
by such renowned contemporary architects as Frank 
Gehry, Cesar Pelli, Robert Venturi, and Rafael Viñoly. 

Princeton Modern takes students and visitors to 
campus on an illustrated walking tour of this post-1965 
architecture. Using the color-coded pullout map, one 
can discover the modern buildings in each of the 
University neighborhoods—Core Campus, Arts and 
Transit, Natural Sciences, Ivy Lane/Western Way, and 
Prospect Avenue/William Street. 

Modernism in architecture is a historical movement 
with accepted meanings. In this booklet “modern” is 
treated as a timeframe that includes structures built 
with contemporary materials, construction methods, and 
styles. 



Above: A student walks through one of the few 
snowfalls of winter 2008, near Robertson Hall 
(left) and Fisher Hall.

Facing: Lewis Library through the Collegiate 
Gothic windows of Guyot Hall

Preceding pages: Students traverse the 
geometric passageways of I. M. Pei’s Spelman 
Halls; forms of Frank Gehry’s Lewis Library; 
southern entryway of Robert Venturi’s Thomas 
Laboratory.

Foreword 

Modern architecture had its roots in late 19th- and 
early 20th-century Europe when avant-garde architects 
introduced an architecture using new construction 
materials: steel and concrete. As the “newness” of these 
materials eventually wore off, modernity in architecture 
came to be represented by a more general quest for 
innovation: a search for ideas that were new, inventive, 
and without historical precedent.  

Stimulated by centuries-old buildings in England 
and on the European continent, the architecture of the 
Princeton campus became a diverse flourishing of his-
torical precedent, culminating in the Collegiate Gothic 
designs of Cope and Stewardson, Charles Klauder, 
and Ralph Adams Cram. Princeton’s Board of Trust-
ees actually decreed in the late 19th century that only 
Collegiate Gothic buildings should be constructed, a 
commitment that did not change until economic condi-
tions after World War II dictated the design of modern 
buildings inspired more by economic necessity than by 
aesthetic preference or artistic commitment.

By the mid-20th century, the 
teaching of architecture in Ameri-
can schools of architecture had 
been so profoundly influenced by 
modern design theories that even 
Princeton students were exposed 
to the dictum of “form follows 
function” and other Modernist 
design tenets.      
       Even so, the architectural 
legacy of Princeton’s historic 
buildings served to provide a 
strong counterweight for the design principles that 
students were learning at the School of Architecture. 
Consequently, architects like Robert Venturi, Charles 
Moore, Hugh Hardy, and others took away more 
complex and contradictory lessons about architecture, 
giving special value to historical precedent as a legiti-
mate source of inspiration for their work. As might 
be expected, the historical legacy of the Princeton 
campus also influenced architects hired to design new 
buildings for the University after World War II. Some 
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of the earlier efforts were either 
timid reflections of historical 
architecture or modest, rather 
styleless efforts at economy.  
 It was not until the mid-1960s 
that the trustees began to com-
mission architects who would 
undertake less constrained 
ventures into the realm of Mod-
ernism, with structures like the 
Woodrow Wilson School build-
ing by Minoru Yamasaki and 
later award-winning projects like 

the Spelman dormitories by I. M. Pei. In any case, 
it was inevitable that modern buildings at Princeton 
would continue to be strongly influenced by the his-
toric context of the campus. 

What evolved here was a Modernism that did 
not turn its back on the past but found ways to take 
inspiration from it, Wu Hall by Robert Venturi being 
a seminal example. Certainly, as the campus continues 
to grow beyond the historical core, one should expect 

to find fewer visual references to historical precedent. 
In the evolution of Modernism, sustainable design 
initiatives (like the construction of green roofs and 
energy-efficient façades) are likely to play a signifi-
cantly greater role in determining the character of 
buildings.  

Evaluating the appearance of new buildings is 
likely to prove increasingly subjective. As Dale 
Cotton illustrates in this review of more than 40 years 
of evolving Princeton architecture, observations about 
buildings tend to be very personal. Different buildings 
affect different people in different ways, based on their 
experiences. There will never be a commonly accepted 
standard by which new designs can be evaluated. Per-
haps the only thing about which we can be certain is 
that the University will continue to grow, calling upon 
notable architects to explore changing ideas about ar-
chitecture, as architects have been doing here for more 
than 250 years.

Above: The eastern edge of the Modernist Spelman 
Halls abuts the Collegiate Gothic spires of Dillon 
Gymnasium.

Facing: Robert Venturi’s first campus building, Wu 
Hall, is inspired by elements of the older traditions.

   Jon Hlafter ’61, GS’63
  University Architect Emeritus
     July 2008
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1   Whig Hall

Architects: Gwathmey Siegel & Associates 
Architects
Completed: 1972
Purpose: Debating Society and Miscellaneous 
Student Uses

Winner of a 1976 National Honor Award 
from the American Institute of Architects and a 
1973 Design Award from Progressive Architecture, 
Whig Hall was transformed by Charles Gwathmey 
and Robert Siegel after much of it was gutted by 
fire in 1968. The hall was built in 1893 at the same 
time as its twin, Clio Hall; earlier versions of both 
buildings were designed in wood and stucco in the 
Ionic style of a Greek temple.

Who would have thought architects known for 
their Modernist treatments would be able to transform 
a Greek Revival building faced in Vermont marble? 
But this building, in addition to I. M. Pei’s Spelman 
Halls, is what put Princeton on the map in terms of 
modern architecture. And these architects, later asked 

to renovate and create an addition to 
Frank Lloyd Wright’s iconic Guggen-
heim Museum, produced intriguing 
results.
     Rather than building a replica of 
the old after the last fire, the University 
chose to widen the scope of Whig Hall. 
Facilities were needed not only for the 
debating society but also to support 
broader interests, most importantly 
the office of the American Whig- 
Cliosophical Society president, a large 
meeting room, an information center, a lounge, 
and conference, seminar, and work rooms.

Independent structurally and aesthetically 
from the shell of the original building that encases it, 
the Modernist additions of white plaster walls and 
curved surfaces akin to the work of Le Corbusier in-
ject a contemporary flare. The new elements exposed 
to passersby on the east-west McCosh Walk give the 
overall structure a theatricality, as in a stage set, 
particularly at night when it glows from the inside. 
 

Above: The curved forms of the modern elements 
blend well with the original classical details.

Facing and center: A rounded elevator tower rises 
above the original roof and connects to a stair 
tower by a glass-walled passageway that cuts 
through the old wall, forming a bridge that literally 
and figuratively connects the old and the new. 
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2   Feinberg Hall

Architect: Tod Williams (’65, GS’67) Billie Tsien Architects
Completed: 1986
Purpose: Dormitory

The Williams/Tsien team produced a striking building 
that alludes to both Gothic and Victorian antecedents on 
campus. Feinberg Hall’s steep-pitched gable roof blends 
nicely with the surrounding Collegiate Gothic dormi-
tory buildings, while its distinctly modern window 
treatments, the hint of stone that defines the floors, the 
copper cladding of the gable, and the inverted steel-and-
wire glass canopy over the northern stair tower make 
it an appropriate entryway to the contemporary built 
environment beyond. In fact, it works both to contain 
the core-campus neighborhood, while also acting as an 
entrance to Wilson College and south campus. 

Many parts of the campus are visible from the 
upper floors of the hall, nicknamed “the fishbowl.” The 
second, third, and fourth floors of the 10,750-square-
foot dormitory are arranged into six units that house 
four students each. The first floor is a four-person suite 

that is wheelchair-accessible, while the fifth and top 
floor comprises two six-person suites that have 
upstairs-downstairs spaces. 

In a subtle but effective maneuver, 
Williams has combined the copper-clad 
gable with the overscaled plum-colored 
brick. The north-side fire escape also 
functions as an indoor-outdoor stairwell. 
The front wall is split all the way up so that 
the space becomes one of circulation and 
light. The inverted canopy tempers the 
otherwise dominant verticality of the gable. 

One of the more difficult building sites 
on campus due to its positioning among 
older buildings, much was demanded of the 
architect in creating a functional structure 
that worked within its immediate surround-
ings. For accomplishing that and more, 
Williams received an American Institute of 
Architects Honor Award for Feinberg Hall 
in 1988.

11

Top: Corner window with overscaled, plum-
colored brick

Bottom: North side of Feinberg Hall

Facing: South side with copper-clad roof

11

C
O

R
E C

AM
PU

S

11



3   Spelman Halls

Architect: I. M. Pei & Partners of New York 
(now Pei Cobb Freed & Partners)
Completed: 1973
Purpose: Dormitory

At the far western reach of campus along University 
Place lies Spelman Halls, the University’s award-
winning (Honor Award by the American Institute of 
Architects in 1977) dormitory in the Modernist style. 
I. M. Pei was one of the first major architects brought 
in to shape the University’s modern campus. Dominated 
by streamlined forms, flat roofs, ribbon windows, and 
smooth surfaces, and constructed using ordinary 
materials such as poured concrete and metal tubing, 
Pei’s design adopts the norms of Modernism in creating 
a set of eight intertwined structures that form an urban-
like neighborhood.

Wide expanses of reinforced precast concrete and 
glass could easily be too severe for more than 68,000 
square feet of built environment, but Pei has added 
interplaying diagonals and triangular spaces, with hints 
of steel, that give the design complexity and character.  

    The fire escape pathways that crisscross over-
head act as a roofed-over arcade. The structures are 
interwoven by pedestrian byways, leading into each 
building, through narrow passageways, or channel-
ing to other parts of the campus. Bluestone lines the 
walkways and enters into the ground-floor entryways 
of each building, creating an indoor-outdoor flow. 
The stairs, walls, and triangular platform parapets are 
architectural concrete with hollow steel and steel pipe 
handrails reminiscent of cruise ship railings.   

Pei, who studied under both Marcel Breuer and 
Walter Gropius, is known as an elder statesman of 
Modernism. With Pei having 
retired from the New York firm, 
his partner Henry Cobb contin-
ues to define a modern answer on 
Princeton’s campus (see Friend 
Center and the new Butler 
College dormitories). 

C
O

R
E C

AM
PU

S
 N

EIG
H

B
O

R
H

O
O

D

13

Above: Natural light illuminates the concrete stair-
well and basic materials of dorm room entryways. 

Below: Streaks of sunlight and deep shade 
accentuate the passageways.

Above: The plan shows eight interwoven structures; 
courtesy of the architects. 

Below: Picasso’s Head of a Woman watches over 
and protects Spelman Halls’ Modernist legacy.
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4   Wu Hall

Architect: Venturi Rauch and Scott Brown 
(now Venturi Scott Brown and Associates)
Completed: 1983
Purpose: Dining and Social Facility

Robert Venturi (’47, GS’50), known for his provocative 
writings and equally provocative designs, created for 
Princeton a modern identity that began with Wu Hall, 
the centerpiece of Butler College. A striking collection 
of sculpted forms clad in brick, marble, limestone, 
and glass—in addition to his signature addition of 
hieroglyphic signs—Wu Hall set the stage for the 
Venturi Age on campus, which represents the 
modern equivalent of the much-loved Collegiate 
Gothic tradition.

For someone who gained inspiration from the 
“decorated sheds” of Las Vegas and the “messy 
vitality” of existing main streets in America, it is not 
surprising that Venturi opted out of the Modernist 
“less is more” dictum by, in his own words, calling for 
an “architecture that promotes richness and ambiguity 

over unity and clarity, contradiction and redundancy 
over harmony and simplicity.”

Wu Hall’s contradictions are evident upon closer 
viewing. For example, the main entryway door—
which is not in the obvious place at the south-end 
bay, and is instead almost obscured on the west 
side—is hidden under the overhanging frontispiece 
and is slightly askew.  

The billboard-like frontispiece is marble and 
decorated with multiple symbols, which appear as 
almost classical motifs. But they are not quite formal 
enough to be “classical.” The symbols at the top 
and bottom run off the edge, as if to say, “We’re not 
what you think we are.” In fact, the ones at the top 
are exclamation points that get the viewer to con-
verse with the building rather than merely admire it. 

As the critic Vincent Scully has said about 
Venturi, “he works in the intersection between the 
vernacular and classical traditions.” Wu Hall was 
selected for an Honor Award by the American 
Institute of Architects in 1984.

Above: A round arch and large bay with an 
oculus and casement windows allow natural light 
to enter the 29,900-square-foot building.

Below: Natural light moves throughout the wood 
stairwell, which also functions as informal seating.

Facing: A marble “billboard” announces Wu Hall’s 
otherwise hidden entrance.
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5   Frist Campus Center

Architect: Venturi (’47, GS’50) Scott Brown and Associates
Completed: 2000
Purpose: Multi-use University Center

So important is the Frist Campus Center to the 
University community that the evolving campus 
plan has recommended that new buildings be within 
a 10-minute walk from it. It is not hard to imagine 
why, given the universe of activities that the center 
offers to students: a major dining hall and host of 
other culinary choices, including a food gallery with 
distinct stations, a recently renovated space (Café 
Vivian) for organically prepared deli items, and a café 
(Witherspoon’s) offering local retailers’ ice cream 
and coffee; a 4,200-square-foot multipurpose room; 
a theater; a reading and periodicals room; student 
mailboxes; the McGraw Center for Teaching and 
Learning; the Women’s Center; the Davis Interna-
tional Center; the LGBT Center; offices for under-
graduate and graduate student governments; work 
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areas for student organizations; and extensive spaces 
for meetings and programs. 

Frist Campus Center was developed in and around 
the former Palmer Physics Laboratory, a Tudor Gothic 
building dedicated in 1908, which itself was famous 
for its modernity. Many elements of the old structure 
were preserved and now complement the new one, 
creating a contrast between the two. 

Venturi Scott Brown and Associates added a free-
standing arcade of brick, limestone, and granite as a 
welcoming gesture and as a way of introducing the 
new elements at play. The brickwork is a variation of 
the red-and-black-colored Flemish bond of the original 
building and a modified garden-wall bond. An array 
of shapes and symbols at the top alludes to older 
traditions—a quintessential Venturi maneuver. 

A key challenge to the design of the center was 
making it work within an existing early 20th-century 
building. The result is that Venturi and company 
created their customary conversation piece that also 
delivers functional spaces for the smorgasbord of 
activities that go on inside the building and that spill 
out onto the vast lawn below.

Above: A deliberate lack of symmetry gives the 
arcade an off-kilter feel.

Facing (above): South-facing windows illuminate 
the common areas upstairs and enter the dining 
hall below through a gap between the glass 
curtain wall and the edge of the balconies. 

Facing (below): Generous windows dominate the 
southern façade; from a distance, the gables of 
the Gothic building are visible.
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6   Marx Hall 

Architect: Kallmann McKinnell & Wood
Completed: 1993
Purpose: Department of Philosophy and 
University Center for Human Values

Marx Hall blends in so well with 
its neo-Tudor neighbor—1879 Hall, 
to which it is attached—that you 
may not recognize it as modern. On 
closer inspection, however, one can 
see subtle tricks to capture the 
spirit of its immediate neighbor, 

including a few crenellations—rooftop battlements once 
used in medieval forts—stone used in quoin-like fashion 
(at building corners) to frame a doorway, steeply pitched 
gabled rooflines, and a slate roof. But the crenellations 
are merely decorative and few in number; the quoins are 
staggered rather than symmetrical, and one even turns 
into an “arm” that mysteriously extends over a window 
as if to grasp onto it; and instead of an unbroken line, 
the roof pitch is pierced by ventilation shafts. 

Located at a major crossroads within the historic 
core of the campus, this 16,500-square-foot brick and 
limestone addition to the Department of Philosophy 
and the University Center for Human Values provides 
faculty offices, a student computer room, and a depart-
mental library in a separately articulated three-story 
volume. Two classrooms, a double-height conference 
room, and the mechanical penthouse form a four-story 
tower, rotated to align with and frame the entrance to 
McCosh Walk, major core campus pedestrian route. 
Set across from the School of Architecture building, 
Marx Hall forms the end piece of the quad that leads 
down the hill to Frist Campus Center. 

The walls are red brick laid in an English bond 
pattern to match and align with the coursing of 1879 
Hall. Custom thin-profile windows are painted 
aluminum, with lintels and major mullions of 
structural steel, which project a modern seamless feel.  

Marx Hall suggests an amalgam of the University’s 
existing palette and modern aesthetic. It won the 1996 
Boston Society of Architects Award for Architecture.

Facing (above): Marx Hall blends in well with 
1879 Hall (far left), as is evident in this view 
from Washington Road.

Facing (below): Quoin-like doorway

Below: A four-story tower frames the entrance to 
McCosh Walk.
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7   Lewis Library

Architect: Gehry Partners
Completed: 2008
Purpose: Science Library and Multiple Uses

Composed of stainless steel, glass, stucco, and a light 
orange brick, Lewis Library glistens at the foot of the 
tower that is Fine Hall. Like an Igor Stravinsky compo-
sition for ballet, counterpoint and contradiction domi-
nate the exterior: saw-toothed rooflines are juxtaposed 
against sloping steel profiles and brick boxes; soaring 
towers confront horizontal rooms; shiny steel embraces 
light-colored brick. Beyond this dramatic exterior are 
even further contrasts inside.

Entering off Ivy Lane, a stairhead overlooks a lofty 
atrium space containing angles, colors, and materials 
that defy verbal depiction. It has the feel of an urban 
street. Walls are covered in a glaring array of bright 
blues, yellows, oranges, and greens that are mixed 
with pastels. The lime green of an interior wall escapes 
through the glass roof onto an exterior wall above. 
Structural supports appear in all directions—the archi-
tect’s way of illustrating that this building does respond 

to gravity and other laws of science. 
Soaring vistas, windows situated with 
specific focal points (e.g., an oak tree 
or a Richard Serra sculpture), off-
kilter forms, and irregular spaces, 
with gravity-defying tilted glass 
panels dropped from the floors above, 
are combined with Gehry’s signature 
plywood-detailed railings and furniture. 

The 87,000-square-foot structure houses both 
the library and a technology wing. Now the combined 
libraries of astrophysics, biology, chemistry, geosci-
ences, mathematics, physics, and statistics, as well as 
the map collection and the digital map and geospatial 
information center, reside primarily in the four-level 
tower and the A level below grade, as well as the two-
story wing along Washington Road. The Educational 
Technologies Center and the New Media Center—
both instructional support groups in the Office of 
Information Technology—a new Broadcast Center, 
and the Princeton Institute for Computational Science 
and Engineering, occupy the three-story wing along 
Ivy Lane. 
 

Above: Symphonic steel forms

Below: Northwestern entryway and stepped 
design lead up to Fine Hall tower

Facing: Atrium filled with natural light


