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DESCRIPTION 

CONDITION C H E C K ONE C H E C K ONE 

—EXCELLENT —DETERIORATED —UNALTERED X Q R I G I N A L SITE 

X G O O D —RUINS X A L T E R E D —MOVED DATE 

—FAIR —UNEXPOSED 

DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

The Rather House rises two stories beneath a shelter of large oak trees to 
dominate a lush h i l l s i d e i n the res i d e n t i a l area immediately north of the 
University of Texas campus i n Austin. Designed i n 1910 by the prominent 
Boston architectural firm Brigham, Coveney, and Bisbee, the spacious massing 
of the residence bespeaks the wealth that established the once-exclusive 
neighborhood, Duval Heights. A high degree of sophistication i s achieved i n 
the refined s i m p l i c i t y of the facades, accented with Spanish Colonial design 
elements, executed i n high qualit y materials and an excellence of craftsmanship. 

The house i s oriented with the front entrance facing west on Duval Street. 
The main block of the residence, comprised of two f u l l floors with an a t t i c 
room and c e l l a r , basically rectangular with int e r m i t t e n t projections 
including sleeping porches on the south and east facades and a two-story 
rectangular wing attached at an angle to the northeast corner, A circular 
drive, entered from the north from 32nd Street, allows a c c e s s i b i l i t y to the 
porte cochere attached to the north side of the house and also the carriage 
house with overhead l i v i n g space located north of the structure. S k i l l f u l 
combinations of seemingly unrelated elements compose facades of vi s u a l l y 
arresting asymmetry which are fabricated with light-colored brick accented 
with smooth, white cut stone and both s t r u c t u r a l and decorative wood elements. 
Spanish Colonial design i f reflected i n the red t i l e d roof with deep, bracket-
supported eaves. The irreg u l a r r o o f l i n e i s created by a s k i l l f u l and complex 
juxtaposition of elements. The roof of the main block i s hipped with flared 
eaves to the north, a j e r k i n head gable to the south, and an intersecting 
gable to the west. The south sleeping porch i s covered with a f l a t roof and 
bracket supported apron and the porte cochere with a pitched roof featuring 
three intersecting gables. The northeast wing i s housed beneath a hipped 
roof which intersects the main roof. Eyelid dormers pierce the roof on the 
north and west slopes and a dormer with ten continuous windows projects from 
the south slope. Three brick chimneys r i s e above the r o o f l i n e . 

A l i v e l y interplay of lines and forms creates an overall v e r t i c a l emphasis on 
the west facade. The focal point of t h i s facade i s the entrance, housed within 
the base of a tower which o r i g i n a l l y rose above the r o o f l i n e and was capped 
with a two-tiered, copper domed campanile, now removed. Double doors with 
v e r t i c a l insets of glass are v i s i b l e through a segmental arched opening 
framed with unadorned pil a s t e r s and a scroll-supported, pitched roof. Sets 
of t a l l , narrow casement windows i n varying sizes punctuate t h i s facade. The 
windows are emphasized with f l a t and segmental arches and exaggerated stone 
s i l l s . The ground floor features a horizontal unit composed of f i v e windows 
grouped beneath a t i l e covered awning, A segmental arched opening i n the 
porte cochere allows vehicle, passage although the narrow pass- through and high 
step to the house f i t the proportions of early 20th century vehicles. Expanses 
of compartmented screens between wooden pi l a s t e r s allow maximum v e n t i l a t i o n to 
the sleeping porches. Decorative sc r o l l s enhance the pila s t e r s on the f i r s t 
floor and a wooden g r i l l with a cut-out f i s h scale design i s incorporated i n 
the segmental arched opening, on the second f l o o r . 
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The south and east facades are a s k i l l f u l interplay of v e r t i c a l and horizontal 
lines, neither of which dominates. The two-story south porch comprises the 
southernmost facade. Both stories of the porch feature three bays, separated 
by wooden columns and p i l a s t e r s , accented with scrolls on the f i r s t f l o o r and 
spanned with segmental arches on the second f l o o r . Beneath the protective 
tile-covered s k i r t , the bays are i n f i l l e d with sections of wire mesh screens 
and wooden " f i s h scale" g r i l l s . A single door flanked by two one-over-one 
windows pierces the j e r k i n head gable and allows passage from the a t t i c room 
to the roof deck, atop the porch. Diversity i n fenestration marks the east 
facade creating a l i v e l y composition, horizontal i n emphasis. I n addition to 
one-over-one windows grouped i n varying numbers accented with f l a t arches 
and exaggerated s i l l s , t h i s facade affords two bays of the south porch, with 
an entrance on the f i r s t f l oor bay; a f i r s t floor window composition of two 
large units separated by s c r o l l accented p i l a s t e r s , consisting of six m u l t i -
paned sections; a convex wall unit punctuated with f i v e one-over-one f i r s t 
f loor windows and three ce l l a r windows ( p a r t i a l l y v i s i b l e ) with the second 
f l o o r , three bay sleeping porch projecting outward over the curved supported 
by large brackets. Visible on the northeast facade of the angular wing i s a 
f i r s t floor double door entrance, accessible by steps from the ground le v e l . 
The floor double door entrance, accessible by steps from the ground l e v e l . 
The north facade i s composed of one-over-one windows v i s i b l e on three levels 
with a single door entrance appearing through the segmental arched opening i n 
the porte cochere. 

Generously proportioned rooms enhanced with r i c h a r c h i t e c t u r a l d e t a i l i n g 
create an opulent i n t e r i o r . Public spaces and kitchen f a c i l i t i e s are housed 
on the f i r s t floor while personal and guest rooms are housed on the second 
fl o o r , A double vestibule entrance i n the base of the tower opens into a 
central s t a i r h a l l . This h a l l , open to the second f l o o r , features a turned 
stairway on two walls with a walkway continuing around the remaining two 
walls. The cutout, fishscale g r i l l of the exterior i s repeated as the balus­
trade and retaining r a i l . Two sets of pocket doors allow a spatial flow i n t o 
the l i v i n g room/library and dining room, which are connected respectively to 
the south porch, enclosed with screens and wooden g r i l l s , and the sun room, 
which features elaborate, multi-paned window units. This fl o o r also includes 
a den, breakfast room, service h a l l , kitchen with walk-in pantry and butler's 
closet, china closet, and phone booth. A small elevator operates from the 
basement to the second floor i n the area of the kitchen. Hardwood f l o o r s , 
plaster walls offset with exaggerated baseboards and window t r i m , wainscot 
paneling, paneled doors, and beamed ceilings constructed with superb c r a f t s ­
manship fabricate the i n t e r i o r . Fireplaces with decorative mantles, b u i l t - i n 
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bookcases, decorative hardware and l i g h t i n g f i x t u r e s further enhance the spaces. 

Five bedrooms, a study, three f u l l and two p a r t i a l baths, and two sleeping 
porches comprise the second f l o o r . Generous closets with b u i l t - i n storage and 
automatic l i g h t switches, and b u i l t - i n vanity units and shelves are incorporated 
into the rooms. A stairway i n the tower allows passage to the t h i r d floor 
which features a large party room, roof deck, and storage. 

The c e l l a r , accessible from the exterior only, houses the mechanical f a c i l i t i e s 
of the house, a u t i l i t y room, servant's bedroom and bath, c r a f t and gameroom, 
and ample storage space. 

The Rather House i s now incorporated into the Episcopal Theological Seminary of 
the Southwest, which has been constructed on the s i t e surrounding the house. 
The dense foliage, both natural and cult i v a t e d , which once surrounded the house 
barring v i s i b i l i t y from the street, was removed to reveal the house. The 
circular drive was altered to allow s u f f i c i e n t parking f a c i l i t i e s . Today the 
home i s shaded by an abundance of large oak trees and surrounded by well kept 
lawns and parking l o t s , sensitively incorporated i n t o the s i t e . The two-story 
garage remains unchanged with l i v i n g quarters above. Although the minimal 
i n t e r i o r alterations have been concentrated i n the kitchen, c e l l a r , and one 
bedroom, the copper dome has been removed, i n t a c t . A complete set of measured 
drawings i s on f i l e at the University of Texas Architecture Archives i n which 
construction of the dome i s revealed. 

Currently the house i s well maintained with a resident manager and i s being 
used for temporary boarding and a variety of meetings, seminars, and school-
related social functions. 
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE 

Sited on an abundantly f o l i a t e d h i l l , the Rather house rises three stories to 
dominate a corner l o t i n Duval Heights, developed i n the early 20th century as 
an exclusive r e s i d e n t i a l neighborhood. Hailed as ''one of the finest homes i n 
the South" when constructed i n 1910-1911, the house, designed by the Boston 
firm of Brigham, Coveney, and Bisbee, displays sophisticated s i m p l i c i t y i n an 
asymmetrical format.reminiscent of the early west coast r e s i d e n t i a l architecture 
of Bernard Maybeck. The clean-lined s i m p l i c i t y of the design was uncommon to 
Austin at the time as was the involvement of an eastern architecture firm. 
Referents to the local popularity of the Spanish Colonial Revival i s evident 
i n the use of t i l e d roof, heavy brackets, and copper domed tower, a l l s k i l l ­
f u l l y blended in t o the design. The sophisticated details were carried to the 
i n t e r i o r and executed with a richness of materials and excellence of craftsmanship. 

Having amassed a considerable fortune i n cotton, c a t t l e , and o i l i n Gonzales, 
Texas, Charles Taylor Rather, semi-retired at the age of 60, decided to move 

-r > 

his family to Austin where his children would attend the University of Texas 
On June 25, 1908, he purchased f i v e acres for f i v e thousand dollars i n the 
r o l l i n g h i l l s just north and east of the University. Rather engaged the 
prominent Boston architecture firm, whose most noteworthy structure i s the 
mother church of Christian Science i n Boston, to design his residence. The 
wealth of the family i s reflected i n the spacious house, which was f i n e l y 
crafted with an abundance of d e t a i l executed i n high qualit y materials at a 
t o t a l cost of twenty-five thousand doll a r s . 

The house i s sensitively sited atop the h i l l , o r i g i n a l l y covered with a dense 
growth of natural vegetation. Bernard Maybeck's early 20th century r e s i d e n t i a l 
architecture, which displays a r i c h s i m p l i c i t y and in t e g r a l relationship to 
the s i t e , i s reflected i n the massing and detai l s of the Rather House, A 
variety of architectural elements juxtaposed i n an asymmetrical format creates 
a strong v e r t i c a l i t y on the main (west) facade and a s k i l l f u l interplay of 
v e r t i c a l and horizontal lines on the remaining facades. Screened porches on 
the south and east facades take advantage of prevailing breezes and the pro­
jecting eaves offers protection from the strong sun. A Mediterranean 
influence was incorporated i n t o the design through the use of red roof t i l e s , 
bracket-supported eaves, and campanile topped with brass dome. 

Both of Rather's daughters married U.T, professors and continued to l i v e on 
the family property; the oldest daughter, Ethel, and her husband, Ernest 
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Villavaso, resided i n the main house with t h e i r only son, Ernest, Jr, Alma, 
and her husband, Fredrick Duncalf, occupied the garage apartment. Following 
C.T. Rather's death i n 1931, the Duncalfs moved into the main house. During 
the 1910's - 1930's the Rather house became a social mecca for the Austin 
community. Many ba l l s were held i n the t h i r d floor gameroom and receptions 
for church groups, U.T. faculty, and friends were frequent. An untimely 
accident to Ernest Jr. brought the social gaiety to a h a l t . The family con­
tinued to reside i n the house which had been w i l l e d to them. I n 1952 they 
deeded the house and surrounding property to the Episcopal Theological 
Seminary of the Southwest with the s t i p u l a t i o n that they be allowed to reside 
there for the duration of t h e i r l i v e s . 

Today the house stands i n good condition. The Seminary sensitively incorporated 
parking f a c i l i t i e s into the landscape while retaining much of the lush foliage 
of i t s previous appearance. Although the copper domed tower was removed i n 
recent years, the house retains s u f f i c i e n t a r c h i t e c t u r a l i n t e g r i t y for recog­
n i t i o n as a landmark w i t h i n the c i t y of Austin. The dome was removed i n t a c t 
and could be returned to the structure i n the future. Complete measured drawings 
of the structure p r i o r to the removal of the b e l l tower are on f i l e i n the U.T, 
Architecture Archives, 
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THE EPISCOPAL THEOLOGICAL SEMINARY OF THE SOUTHWEST 
606 RATHERVUE PLACE P.O. BOX 2247 AUSTIN, TEXAS 78768 512/472-4133 

The very reverend GORDON T. CHARLTON, JR., Dean 

Septeirter 21, 1979 

Mr. Charles A. Herrin^on 
Acting Keeper of the National Register 
Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service 
Department of the Interior 
Pension Building 
440 G Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C, 20243 

ATTENTION: lOJ 

Dear Mr. Herrington: 

I am writing i n reference to your l e t t e r 663, dated September 4, 1979, 
concerning^Rather House|here at the Seminary of the Southwest. 

I am not sure who noninated Rather House for l i s t i n g in the National 
Register of Historic Places. I t was not done by myself, nor by our 
faculty, nor by our Trustees. 

I note i n your memorandum H32-NR, which was enclosed, that ordinarily 
properties owned by religious institutions are used for religious purposes 
are not included i n this l i s t , nor are properties which have achieved 
significance within the last f i f t y years. Rather House would be included 
in both of the categories. 

I am, as you can see, somewhat dubious about this business and would be 
particularly opposed to i t i f the l i s t i n g created any limitations on our 
use of the property. 

I w i l l hope to hear fron you with details on the implications of this 
possible l i s t i n g . 

Sincerely 

Gordon T. Charlton, Jr. 
Dean 

GTC: jw 
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