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Sunday July 09, 2006

They're the tops


By RAY ROUTHIER, Portland Press Herald Writer  

When Debbie and John Gilbert decided they wanted to build a vacation home in Winter Harbor - on the water and with a great view of Frenchman Bay and Mount Desert Island - their architect proposed a cupola. Yes, a cupola, the ornamental little structure or room that sits smack on top of so many grand Maine Victorians. They're romantically linked in many people's minds with the image of a 19th century sea captain's home. But cupolas on a new house? Who does that? Well, if you talk to architects you'll find a lot of them do. The cupola - and its cousin, the open-air observation deck known as a widow's walk - have evolved into well-used elements of contemporary architecture, both for their looks and leisure-time function. The Gilberts liked the idea of a rooftop room to take advantage of the view, and they liked the way it made their new home look: unique, a little whimsical, and very much like their idea of a Maine seaside home. So they told their architect, Andrew Hyland of Portland, to go ahead and give them a cupola. "It's a place to look out at the sea - it makes it look more like a sea house, like a Maine sea house," said Debbie Gilbert, who lives most of the year in Madison, Conn. "We're thinking of putting a telescope there, and our neighbors want to come over to watch Fourth of July fireworks." 

FOR 'AESTHETICS AND VIEW'

Cupolas and widow's walks are dramatic architectural elements with origins older than the 19th century, and both remain part of contemporary design today. This is especially true along Maine's coast, where many new homes feature windowed cupolas or open widow's walk-type decks, to take advantage of gorgeous views or to afford the home's occupants some high-altitude solitude. In Portland, cupolas on historic homes can be seen around the Victorian-era downtown and in the West End. Two good examples are homes on the west end of Danforth Street, just before the hill that leads toward the Veteran's Memorial Bridge. The Italianate-style homes were built in the 1850s, and designed by Charles A. Alexander, with prominent cupolas on top. "I think they were done both for aesthetics and the view," said Earle G. Shettleworth Jr., director of the Maine Historic Preservation Commission. "And they were universal. You can find cupolas (on buildings) all over." Architects define cupolas as small structures that sit on top of a roof, in the center of the building. Structures that protrude above the roof but start lower than the roof, like the towers and turrets on some Victorian structures, are not cupolas. Cupolas are almost always in the middle of the building, and look like free-standing little houses. Some have windows and have access for people to get inside, so they become small rooftop rooms. Others are strictly ornamental. Some on barns are there for ventilation. The origins of cupolas can be traced to ancient times. Hyland, the architect who designed the cupola and home in Winter Harbor, says small ornamental cupolas are found in classical Greek architecture. There was no apparent function to these early cupolas, they were simply architectural details that added to the look of the building. And their aesthetic appeal is still big. "It's just something that finished the product, like the globe on a flag pole, it gives you a sense of finishing something," said Hyland. Historic widow's walks are more rare, since they typically are on homes in old harbor towns. They were extremely common on Nantucket, the Massachusetts island that was a whaling industry center for many years. 

MANY MODERN-DAY USES

"Those had a very specific purpose, to go up and look out to sea. They weren't going up there to sun themselves," said Cynthia Howard, an architect in Biddeford Pool who has designed widow's walks and cupolas on several homes. Howard designed a widow's walk, for example, when she designed a rebuild of The Island House, a prominent old home on Perkins Cove in Ogunquit, that had dated to the 1700s and had a widow's walk added sometime later. The home's present owners, Ralph and Nancy Dworman, wanted to totally rebuild their historic home but in such a way that it wouldn't look like new construction. So Howard designed a widow's walk atop the house, like the old one. The only thing she changed was to design interior stairs that make it easier to get to the widow's walk. The old widow's walk forced people to climb through a hatch in the roof and then up a ladder to enjoy its views of the water. "It's the best view you can get," said Ralph Dworman of the widow's walk on his home. He adds that the widow's walk not only affords a view, but people want to view it as well. "When boat trips come by people stop and take pictures of it."

Shettleworth doubts that the term widow's walk was used when these observation decks were built. He thinks the term came later, as a way to romanticize an earlier era of sailing ships and bustling seaport towns. The term refers to women watching for their husbands to come back from the sea, and therefore wondering if they might soon become a widow. Using widow's walks and cupolas on new homes, especially in picturesque Maine, makes sense because these features have great recreation potential. While 19th century cupolas and widow's walks might have been to observe the sea, or to add stateliness to a house, today a cupola can be a rooftop meditation room, a secluded place to read a book, a retreat for painting or star gazing. A widow's walk can be the ultimate rooftop deck for lounging about.

THE MAIN ATTRACTION

Everett Smith says the windowed cupola atop his 1896 home in Hollis is a great "cocktail nook," a place to have a cigar and a drink and enjoy the views of the surrounding countryside. Smith owns the Clark House, a gracious 20-room Victorian in the middle of Clarks Mills village. It was built for the Clark family, whose lumber business helped build the village. The cupola on the house is basically a 6-by-10-foot room, with windows on all sides, wide pine boards and old square nails. Smith stripped old paint off the pine and did other repair work to the cupola, with the help of his son, Richard Drew. Last year the local historical society conducted tours of local homes, and Smith's house was on the tour. He said his cupola was a main attraction. "People wanted to go up there, and then they wanted to stay up there all day and have wine and cheese," said Smith. The Gilberts, owners of the new home in Winter Harbor, haven't used their cupola room much yet but are looking forward to it. Debbie Gilbert says she and her husband called the 6-by-8-foot room "the crow's nest" as it has windows all around. It's accessible by a small stairway and then a ladder. In late June, Debbie Gilbert said she was planning to watch Fourth of July fireworks - across Frenchman Bay in Bar Harbor - from her cupola. Howard, the architect from Biddeford Pool, designed an 8-foot-by-8-foot cupola that was built atop a 1980s timber framed house in Cape Porpoise to be used as a meditation room. She also designed a sunken widow's walk on a new home overlooking Cape Porpoise Harbor. John Silverio, an architect in Lincolnville, has designed many cupolas for new homes over the years. Silverio says he probably first became interested in them after seeing pictures of Norwegian stave churches, which date from the 11th century. These little country churches in Norway basically have small ornamental, cupola-like structures sitting on top of each other, piled up, if you will. "It's great that (cupolas) are still being used, in new versions," said Shettleworth. "Architect- ural design is a continuum that goes back to ancient times." 

	WHAT IS A CUPOLA? 

	DICTIONARIES DEFINE a cupola as a small structure on a dome or roof. Architects will expand that to add that the structures are located right in the center of the roof, at the highest point. Towers and other structures that begin below the roofline are not cupolas. 
HISTORICALLY, CUPOLAS were found as ornamental details on Greek architecture and variations have popped up ever since. In America in the 19th century, cupolas on barns were important sources of ventilation. Also in the 19th century, windowed cupolas that people could enter became popular on grand homes, especially in seaside areas where they could afford a 360-degree view of the ocean and surrounding area. 

THESE TYPES OF cupolas, seen all over Maine, look like high-perched sunrooms, or little houses sitting on top of a bigger house. For more information on cupolas, go online to www.cupola.com. 

WHAT IS A WIDOW'S WALK? 

ACCORDING TO Michael Durkin's "Architectural Terms," a widow's walk is a "small, railed observation platform atop a house. Once used to scout for seamen, such walks are usually square, done in elaborately-worked wrought iron or wood." 

THOUGH SOME PEOPLE refer to cupolas as widow's walks, because you can observe the sea from them as well, many architects say that a structure can only be called a widow's walk if it is open. 

EARLE G. SHETTLEWORTH JR., director of the Maine Historic Preservation Commission, thinks that the term widow's walk was probably not used when the structures were built, but came in vogue in the 20th century as a way of romanticizing an earlier time. 
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