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Whitman College Architect Demetri Porphyrios comments on the project 

 

Architectural significance of Whitman College at Princeton University 

 

DP: Whitman College is important for the revival of traditional architecture in the United 

States. The decision to build Whitman College in a traditional manner was a visionary 

decision taken by the administration, trustees and donors of the University. It was also 

one which the students of the University helped formulate and applauded. 

 

Whitman College is about an architecture of place-making and of robust, sustainable 

construction. It continues and furthers Princeton's tradition of collegiate campus life that 

is conducive to social interaction while fostering the values of leadership. 

 

Architectural philosophy in choosing a design for a project 

 

DP: I believe that the inspiration for a project derives always from the context: social, 

cultural, architectural and constructional. Architecture always deals with the 

interpretation of the site and of precedent works. All architecture is a commentary that 

gives continuity and relevance to the culture of our towns and cities. 

 

For example, building in Oxford, Cambridge or Princeton one cannot but be drawn to the 

collegiate traditions of the universities and the seminal educational role they have in our 

society. To opt for fashionable curves and lines is either arrogant or at best futile. 

 

Comparing Whitman College to Porphyrios' earlier campus designs 

 

DP: Whitman College is much larger than other buildings I have designed for Oxford and 

Cambridge colleges. One of the early challenges, therefore, has been to come up with 

design strategies that encouraged a sense of individuality of the various parts while giving 

an overall cohesion to the college as a whole. 

 

We broke down the program into 14 buildings, each with its own identity of composition 

and detailing yet all within the language of the Princeton Collegiate Gothic. The result 

has been a community of buildings arranged around three collegiate courts, each one with 

its distinct spatial sense of place. Whitman College is a family of buildings: small and 



large, some normative, others honorific; some simple, others more ornate; some built in 

random fieldstone, others in coursed Indiana cut-stone -- yet all speaking to each other in 

a genuine dialogue of purpose and propriety. 

 

In contrast to current modernist planning with its emphasis on gigantism and on buildings 

designed on isolation, Whitman College celebrates the uniqueness of place and history of 

the Princeton campus and the continuity of the University's collegiate values.     

 

Collegiate Gothic's place in the 21st century among the range of architectural styles on 

Princeton's campus  

 

DP: Collegiate Gothic is, indeed, one of the varied architectural styles on the Princeton 

campus. These include Neo-Classical, Classical Colonial, Victorian, Collegiate Gothic, 

Modernist, Post-Modernist, Deconstructivist and Neo-Collegiate. 

 

Collegiate Gothic was consciously introduced in the campus in 1896 when the trustees -- 

especially [Moses Taylor] Pyne and Woodrow Wilson -- looked to Oxford and 

Cambridge colleges in England for a collegiate architectural language, one which made 

references to the earliest traditions of learning, academic excellence and to civil society. 

Collegiate Gothic, therefore, though introduced at Princeton in the early 20th century, 

does not remind us of that century, but of the educational values and aspirations of 

collegiate academic life. 

 

Today, the trustees, administration and donors of Princeton University have consciously 

espoused that great vision. Princeton University has been proven, once again, forward 

looking, enlightened and visionary. At a time when architectural magazines burst with 

incongruous pyrotechnics, Princeton University has taken the risk of healing the 

estrangement that humanism constantly faces. 

 

Responding to individuals who would describe Collegiate Gothic architecture as a traditional 

style 

 

DP: It is easy to confuse style with tradition. Architecture has always -- and will always -

- be implicated with style. This is so since style is what gives character and presence to an 

artefact or a building. All buildings, therefore, have (or are of a certain) style; yet, not all 

buildings are traditional. A traditional building is one which belongs to a line of 

precedent exemplars and which is constructed in a socially and environmentally 

sustainable manner.  

 

The reasoning behind the selection of materials for Whitman College's construction 

 

DP: Surely, stone is one of the most durable and beautiful building materials and that is 

why I have chosen to use it extensively. Stone also conjures up a feeling of permanence 

which is how we view (or should view) our educational institutions. Stone has also a 

great thermal mass and an almost zero carbon footprint. As such, stone is 



environmentally one of the most sustainable building materials. In that sense, stone is the 

most "high-tech" building material today. 

 

 In the Western economies, the initial construction cost of a masonry wall may be 10 to 15 

percent higher than that of an industrially prefabricated building envelope. The 

prefabricated envelope, however, will fail and must be replaced in 15 to 20 years whereas 

the stone masonry wall will have a life of 300 years and upwards. 

 

 The view that traditional materials -- for example stone or timber -- contribute to a 

complexity of construction is, I am afraid, a gross ideological fabrication. Stone -- both 

random fieldstone as well as cut limestone -- is readily available in the United States as it 

is in Europe. The same applies to the skills that stone masonry construction requires. 

Those who, today, decide to build in materials other than stone (and timber or brick) are 

not making decisions that are dictated by cost or shortage of skilled craftsmen. They are 

making an ideological decision.   

 

The decision to use traditional construction techniques  

 

DP: The achievements of architecture are measured in long strides. In fact, building and 

architecture always aim at permanence. This is so because buildings configure the private 

and public spaces of our towns and cities. As such, they set the stage for daily life. 

 

  The use of stone, timber, metals or plaster has nothing to do with tradition or modernity. I 

have always found stone more beautiful than concrete or plastics on account of its 

texture, color variation, the way it breathes, the patina it accumulates over time, etc. A 

broken reinforced concrete beam is debris, but a broken stone threshold is a ruin. Ninety-

nine percent of our buildings are made out of stone, timber, clay or plaster.   

 


