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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Litchfield Villa is sited on a small rise overlooking the 
Park Slope section of Brooklyn to its west and surrounded 
by five hundred and twenty-six acres of Prospect Park lands on 
its other sides.

The two-story Italianate residence has a rectangular main block 
broken by square, octagonal and round towers of varying heights 
which provide the typical irregularity of silhouette sought 
by designs of this type. The main entrance faces the west and 
is at the base of a massive, four-story, square tower. A 
contiguous three-story octagonal tower to the right of the 
main entrance provides a balcony and bay window to further 
dramatize the variety of surface treatments. An open, single 
story portico, ultizing reeded columns and unusual "corn and 
wheat" capitals is attached to the south elevation. The 
portico connects with a rectangular, two-story wing (1911) 
designed in the Italianate style by architect Frank J. Helmle. 
Typical Italianate detailing is found throughout the structure; 
these include round headed fenestration, classically detailed 
cornices, balustraded towers and bold interior moldings.

The interior plan consists of an asymetrical arrangement of rooms, 
the larger one connected by anterooms entered from a large central 
foyer laid with decorative, square tiles. Rising from the right 
side of the foyer is a double staircase of cast-iron 
decorated with foliated scrollwork. The second floor foyer 
contains an open, balustraded circular well which permits 
light from the skylight rotunda to reach the first floor foyer.

Although the villa has been used as a park headquarters since 
1892, there has been little substantial alteration to the room 
format and decorative detailing. The original stucco surface 
over the brick bearing walls has been completely removed from 
the main residence but was retained on the 1911 wing.

The only remaining period dependency structure is the carriage 
house which is now used for storage purposes.
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The Litchfield Villa was constructed in 1854-57 for railroad 
pioneer Edwin C. Litchfield from plans provided by Alexander 
Jackson Davis. The architectural merit of the residence 
has been long recognized. The structure is said to be "Davis' 
finest remaining Italian style villa, one of the best in this 
country, for the architect was then the outstanding American 
designer of country and suburban houses."! Davis' original 
drawings for the project have survived and provide an important 
added dimension to historical documentation available to 
architectural historians and those concerned with the history 
of the picturesque ideal in America.2 The Villa, sited in 
Prospect Park (1866), one of the most elaborate and impressive 
picturesque park creations of the nineteenth century, symbolizes 
in its quasi-rural enclave the comprehensiveness of Davis' and 
later, park designer Calvert Vaux's attempts to create a positive 
aesthetic environment in the midst of urban expansion. As such 
the Villa and the park which was built around it epitomize 
the central tenets of the picturesque, suburban ideal, the most 
influential and widely accepted of nineteenth century 
architectural and aesthetic theories.

Edwin Litchfield (1815-1885) was a very successful railroad 
and land developer during the great period of American 
expansion. Through the astute financial management of newly 
developing Mid-western railroads, Litchfield acquired a fortune 
and was honored with towns being named after him in Illinois 
and Minnesota. As a developer of the old Cortelyou farm in 
Brooklyn, still a rural area in mid-century, Litchfield's real

^Jane B. Davies. "Architect Alexander Jackson Davis.?
CIVIC NEWS. April 1966, Vol. XXIX, No. 4, p. 18.

2Manuscript Collections. Avery Library, Columbia University, 
and the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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estate transactions resulted in the development of the 
prestigeous Park Slope section and also in the formulation 
of the Prospect Park tract which was developed just after 
the Civil War.3 Litchfield was therefore instrumental in 
creating the most stylish and architecturally significant 
section of the City of Brooklyn incorporating the area now 
known as Park Slope and Prospect Park itself.

Brooklyn acquired the mansion and its grounds in 
1869 to expand Prospect Park. Since 1892 it has housed 
the Brooklyn Park Headquarters.

The activities associated with the use of the property may have produced 
archeological remains which enhance the site’s historical value.

4

Joseph K. Lane. "Edwin Clark Litchfield," CIVIC NEWS 
April, 19 66, Vol. XXIX, No. 4, p. 12-15.---------------- ‘
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