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GUILFORD COUNTY COURTHOUSE 

Hi s t o r i c a l Sketch 

Ic 
Guilford County was formed i n 1770 from Rowan and Orange countO 

The f i r s t county seat was Guilford Courthouse, and the county's f i r s t 
permanent courthouse was b u i l t of logs there i n 1773. The name of the 
county seat was changed to M a r t i n s v i l l e and a new courthouse of brick 
constructed i n 1788. In 1807 the county seat was moved to more c e n t r a l l y -
located Greensboro, and two years l a t e r a t h i r d courthouse was b u i l t of 
bri c k there. This buil d i n g was replaced i n 1820 by another bri c k structure 
which was soon i n such disrepair that many ci t i z e n s considered i t unsuit­
able for use. Local p o l i t i c i a n s used the question of which was more 
suitable, "remodeling" or "outright b u i l d i n g , " as an issue upon which to 
campaign fo r o f f i c e . One candidate, John Gordon, declared i n July, 
1822: '••p.. ,!\ 

I think the o l d courthouse w i l l do to l e r a b l y w e l l as i t i s 
u n t i l corn and money.get p l e n t i e r . . . There are a number of 

• • c i t i z e n s that can hardly pay t h e i r county and state taxes . . . * 
l e t alone paying money f o r some great show. , t 

Nevertheless, a new bri c k courthouse appeared i n 1830. In 1858 the coianty 
demolished t h i s b u i l d i n g and erected another which burned i n 1872. The f o l ­
lowing year Guilford County residents constructed t h e i r s i x t h courthouse, 
which was of the same "Roman Corinthian" design as the 1858 structure 
except f o r "a b e a u t i f u l i r o n tower with a clock on four sides.^ I t was j. 
demolished i n 1919, and the Jefferson Building took i t s place. 

In 1918 the county commissioners began e f f o r t s to construct a new y 
courthouse, and they employed arc h i t e c t Harry Barton to prepare the plans 
and specifications. The courthouse was o f f i c i a l l y opened i n A p r i l , 1920, 
and i t served u n t i l 1974 when i t became part of the coimty complex which 
combines the o l d and new courthouses as the center of county government.^ 

Ar c h i t e c t u r a l Description 

The Gu i l f o r d County Courthouse i s part of a governmental complex com­
posed of three monumental structures facing a terraced plaza i n the center 
of Greensboro. Two contemporary buildings date from the mid 1970s while 
the t h i r d i s a 1918 Renaissance Revival structure. Despite the dramatic 
difference i n appearance of the new and old buildings, the statel y Neo­
cl a s s i c a l Revival courthouse forms a v i t a l l i n k i n the complex. While i t s 

Guilford County Courthouse, an unpublished research paper, i n An 
H i s t o r i c a l Survey of the Courthouses of North Carolina compiled by the 
Colonial Dames of America i n the State of North Carolina, October, 1966. 

2 
Guilford County, Minutes of Board of Comty Commissioners, February 5, 

1918, A p r i l 5, 1920. 
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monumentality has been minimized by the sheer expanse and scale of the 
modern buildings, i t s form and materials harmonize with those of the new. 
The in t e g r a t i o n of the 1918 structure i n t o the modern complex i s a sensi­
t i v e and aes t h e t i c a l l y pleasing example of the symbiosis of good design 
of two periods. 

Designed by Greensboro arc h i t e c t Harry Barton and b u i l t by William P. 
Rose, the o l d Guilford County Courthouse presents r i c h l y ornamented sym­
metrical facades. The f i v e - s t o r y rectangular structure i s clad i n an 
ashlar veneer above a rusticated raised basement. The upper three stories' 
bays are divided by f l u t e d Ionic p i l a s t e r s , while the f i f t h story, treated 
as an a t t i c l e v e l , i s screened by a stone balustrade. A shallow pedimented 
hexastyle portico i s centered above the three p r i n c i p a l entrances of the 
i d e n t i c a l east and west facades. 

The i n t e r i o r i s treated as handsomely as the e x t e r i o r . Richly molded 
c e i l i n g beams, i n t r i c a t e i r o n s t a i r r a i l i n g s and marble wainscots t y p i f y 
Barton's l i b e r a l use of opulent materials and ornamentation. The second 
f l o o r courtroom i s a well-appointed c l a s s i c a l l y styled chamber epitomizing 
Barton's knowledgeable manipulation of cl a s s i c a l forms. The room i s a f u l l 
two stories w i t h a gallery to the rear. Fluted p i l a s t e r s with plaster 
Corinthian capitals divide the paneled walls. A carved pedimented f r o n t i s ­
piece occi5)ies the w a l l behind the judge's bench. Two engaged Doric columns 
support the pediment and i n i t i a t e a f r i e z e which encircles the room. Stone 
tablets inscribed with the Ten Commandments f i l l the area between the 
frieze and the crown molding. The coffered c e i l i n g i s ornately detailed 
w i t h a v a r i e t y of plaster moldings, and Neo-Classical styl e globe l i g h t s 
are suspended from the coffers. 

The Guilford County Coiirthouse i s one of Barton's most imposing Neo-
Classical Revival courthouses. The s i m p l i c i t y of i t s form and the grandeur 
of i t s d e t a i l i n g r e s u l t i n one of North Carolina's most sophisticated 
c l a s s i c a l public buildings. 

Address: Robert Shaw, Chairman, Guilford County Commissioners, Guilford County 
Courthouse, Greensboro, N.C. 2̂ 1̂ 20 , ,: „. , 

Acreage: less than one acre " ' " .̂• 
UTK reference: 17/608700/3992420 * • 
Verbal Boundary Bescription. The courthouse i s bounded to the north by Market 

Street, to the south by the City-County plaza, to the west by the new 
Guilford County Courthouse, and to the east by a bank. 
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OWt *t^poy^ oê J>4 /k̂ ypeUu Wii**^^ k o i m ^ cju4»̂ .»|,peaiiH 

^p^^^V^ " ^ BRANCH CHIEF 

KEEPER 

National Register Write-up 
Federal Register Entry ^'^"l'-

Send-back 
Re-submit 

Entered i!^L»JLW? 

United States Department of the Interior - Heritage Conservation and Recreation Service 














