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Introduction

The Vermillion Arts Council has occupied the Historic 1906 St. Agnes Catholic Church since 1991.  The 
facility is now known as the Washington Street Arts Center and is located at the intersection of Washing-
ton and Cedar Streets in Vermillion, South Dakota.  The Arts Center clearly resembles a church on the 
exterior but is becoming a viable cultural resource center for the area.  The interior pews of the church 
have been removed creating a wide open space that is very flexible for multiple uses.  These uses include 
art and theater workshops, art exhibits, educational programs for the community, wedding receptions, 
birthday parties, special performances, graduation parties, and a meeting place for local organizations.

The Vermillion Area Arts Council and the Washington Street Arts Center contribute to many local art 
and cultural activities in the community.

The purpose of this study is to assess the condition of the existing structure and itemize needed improve-
ments.  The study will assess the overall feasibility of the needed improvements.  All of the improve-
ments will respect the historic character and integrity of the building.  The following needs have been 
identified prior to this study:

1.  Bell tower deterioration.
2.  Exterior roofing and brickwork.
3.  ADA compliance.
4.  Moisture penetrations and concerns.
5.  Future use of the building and viability of the existing space for such uses.
6.  Balcony structural concerns.
7.  Window and door concerns.
8.  Interior plaster issues.
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The study will identify needs and prioritize them along with estimates of probable construction costs.  
The study recommends design solutions but does not provide detailed design drawings for repairs or 
alterations.

History

The Washington Street Art Center formerly the St. 
Agnes Catholic Church, is listed on the National 
Register of Historic Places.   The building was de-
signed by Anton Dohmen, Architect and built by 
August Goetz, Contractor in 1906.  The building’s 
significance is the high artistic values and distinc-
tive characteristics of the type and period in which 
it was built.  Structures of this kind are often torn 
down and not replaced with the quality and care 
of construction evident in the early 1900’s.

The exterior masonry walls of the building are 
constructed of red pressed brick laid up in com-
mon bond capped by a plain concrete water table 
at the top of the foundation/basement level, while 
the upper stories are laid up in a running bond.  
The foundation extends six feet above grade en-
closing the basement.

“Stylistically, the structure is a modest example 
of late or collegiate Gothic architecture which is 
typically associated with religious and educa-
tional buildings constructed from c. 1895 through 
1929.  The principal elevation faces east presenting 
gabled brick end walls capped by a pressed metal 
parapet which terminates in a pressed metal cross.  
The corners of the building, with the exception, 
of the tower and apse, terminate in small angled 
brick buttresses with cast concrete weatherings.  
The main entry is located in the center of this fa-
cade and consists of a Gothic arched opening con-
taining paired oak doors inset within a raised brick surround.  The surround rises to a raised brick gable 
capped with a pressed metal molding.  The entry is reached by a flight of poured concrete steps and is 
flanked on both sides with single Gothic arch glass windows.  All windows in the building have raised 
brick lintels and plain concrete sills.  There is a large Gothic arched window located immediately above 
the main entry.  It is divided into three panels, the center panel being topped by a decorative rosette.

The dominant feature of the building is the three story bell tower located at its south east corner.  It is a 
square structure which projects from the main body of the building.  The first story of the tower presents 
a secondary entry way which faces south.  It is stylistically identical to the main entry save that there 
is only a single arched door.  It is achieved via a flight of concrete steps.  All levels of the tower are de-
lineated by a molded concrete belt course.  In addition to the southern entry, the first level of the tower 
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has a small Gothic arched window with stained and painted glass infill.  The second level of the tower 
features paired lancet windows on the south and east sides.  The third level contains the belfry and is 
highlighted by a large Gothic arch opening on each side.  These arches are filled with wooden louvered 
ventilation screens.  The tower is capped by a castellated parapet.  Each castellation is brick capped with 
cast concrete coping.  At the southeast corner of the tower there is a decorative paneled brick projection 
which could be described as a square bartizan.

The remainder of the south elevation consists of brick sidewalls with a projecting transept.  The side 
wall is two bays long on the east of the transept and one bay on the west.  Each bay features a Gothic 
arch window with decorative painted and stained glass.  The transept is covered by the cross gable roof 
mentioned above.  It is dominated by a large Gothic arch window identical in configuration to the front 
window which also features stained and painted decorative glass.  Like the front gable, the south tran-
sept has a pressed metal cornice terminating in a cross and angled buttresses at both corners.  There is a 
small gable roof addition on this elevation which serves to enclose the stairs leading to the basement.  

The north elevation is similar to the south in configuration save for the absence of the corner tower.  At 
the eastern end of the north side there is a small brick addition which encloses a secondary basement 
stair.  At the west end of this elevation there is a single story shed roofed extension which houses the 
sacristy.  Exterior treatments on the sacristy are identical to the  main body of the building.

The rear of the building presents a plain gabled wall from which projects a one story polygonal apse.  
The apse is also a brick trimmed with cast concrete and has a polygonal roof clad in asphalt shingles.  
There are fixed Gothic arch windows in the north and south facing apse walls.  Each of these windows 
has stained and painted glass infill.

The interior of the building retains many original elements.  The main door enters into a small vestibule 
which in turn leads to a foyer.  The foyer was built to enclose the area beneath the choir loft at some point 
in the early 1970’s.  One end of the foyer was further enclosed to provide a small room for child care.  A 
door at the south end of the foyer leads to the bell tower and secondary street entry.  The tower features 
oak wainscots, baseboards and stair with ornate turned newel post and spindles.  The stair rises to a sec-
ond story landing which leads to the choir loft.  The foyer also leads to the main sanctuary which features 
a plaster ceiling with ribbed Gothic vaulting and high molded oak base boards.  The choir loft retains oak 
support columns and a paneled oak railing.  The floor of the apse is slightly raised.  The sacristy is located 
to the north of the apse and has been altered.  It does, however, have an original skylight.  The basement 
has no distinguishing historical features.

The St Agnes Church is a well preserved example of a second generation church building.  It was de-
signed by Anton J. Dohmen of  Milwaukee, Wisconsin; an architect who specialized in inexpensive 
church buildings.  Dohmen designed at least ten churches in the Dakotas and recycles his plans from one 
commission to the next.  His 1906 plan for St. Agnes is virtually identical to that for St. Theresa’s Catholic 
Church designed two years earlier in Beresford, South Dakota (razed 1991).  The buildings differed only 
in small details such as choice of mass produced decorative elements, fenestration shape, and choice of 
exterior brick.  With the destruction of St. Theresa’s, St. Agnes became the only remaining example of 
Dohmen’s small church design in the state.”1

1 “National Register of Historic Places Continuation Sheet.” United States Department of the Interior.
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Narrative

Infrastructure Priorities

The Washington Street Arts Center is not accessible to the disabled.  A new three-stop elevator with full 
access to both levels is recommended.  The elevator could be accessed at grade level and will provide 
ADA access along with easy access for larger or heavier items.  Restrooms are provided in the lower level 
and are not ADA accessible.  At least one ADA accessible restroom should be provided on each level of 
the center.  These restrooms could be provided in the existing building or in the elevator addition.

Exterior roofs and parapets are in good condition with only minor repairs needed.  A small number of 
gutters need replacement and all of the downspouts need to be reconstructed.  Downspouts should drain 
into underground piping extending a minimum of ten feet away from the building and drain into bub-
blers.  The poorly configured downspouts have contributed to the high amount of moisture present near 
the foundations.  Shrubs must be 
cut back from the building and a 
positive slope of one foot per the 
first five feet away from the build-
ing is recommended.  

The bell tower masonry, access 
area, roof, and louvers need major 
work.  Water has penetrated this 
space and compromised the roof, 
floor, walls, etc.  All wood mem-
bers and louvers will need to be 
repaired or replaced in the tower.  
The tower floor should be insu-
lated and an access ladder needs 
to be installed.

The northwest corner of the build-
ing has flashing and caulking 
problems.  Moisture is penetrating 
the masonry and the plaster inside 
is deteriorating.  A solution will be 
needed to redirect moisture away 
from the building and seal the 
brick in this area.  Flashing and 
roof work is needed in this area.

Several areas in the interior require 
plaster repair and repainting.  This 
work should be done after the ex-
terior is sealed and repaired.  

A second exit from the main floor 
is needed.  Currently an exit way 
does exist but work will be re-
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quired to ensure it is functional.  Doors and hardware may need replacement and lighting, exit signs, a 
stoop, etc. will be needed to allow for adequate exiting.  Fire extinguishers, fire alarms, exit signs, and 
exit lighting all need to be evaluated and a solution proposed to meet Life Safety and Building Code 
requirements.

The masonry is in good condition with the exception of the bell tower.  Minor repointing of the brick is 
needed along with cleaning at the east entry.  The masonry should be inspected and maintained annu-
ally.  Earlier repairs to larger cracked areas of the north and south projecting transept walls around the 
large windows are holding up well.  No further cracking was observed.  Moisture problems around the 
foundation due to poor drainage may have caused these earlier cracks.

The existing doors and windows need to be repaired and repainted.  The three large stained glass 
windows have been covered with protective glazing.  These should be inspected and recaulked where 
needed.  Some metal frames are missing on these large windows.  The building has 36 window and door 
openings to the exterior.

An elevator would provide needed access to both levels of the building.  The elevator could be provided 
at grade level for easy access up and down.  A building addition on the north side could accomodate the 
elevator.

Asbestos may exist in the building and should be evaluated by an asbestos abatement company.  
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Program Priorities

The Arts Council would like to remodel 
the basement level into classroom/
meeting spaces that conform to current 
building code and accessibility guide-
lines.  A budget of $75 per square foot is 
recommended to finish the lower level.  
A fire suppression system will likely be 
required for the remodeled areas.

Air conditioning is needed for the facil-
ity and will provide great comfort with 
a stable temperature during hot periods.  
This should also increase demand for 
the use of the building.

A security system should be designed 
for the facility.  This will allow for art-
work to be housed at the center and al-
lows the structure to be protected.

The Arts Council would like to upgrade the main floor area into a true multipurpose exhibition/
performance/meeting space.  Main floor and balcony improvements could cost $35 to $60 per square 
foot.  The specific design for this area will determine the cost.
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Building Maintenance Timeline

1991 - Vermillion Area Arts Council acquired the structure.

1994 - Long-range renovation plan developed by Spencer Ruff Associates of Sioux Falls, South Da-
kota.

1997 - Mortgage retired on building.

1998-99 - Extensive interior work in the kitchen, restrooms, and main body areas of the building were 
completed.  The walls, arches, and ceilings were repaired and plastered and the stained glass 
windows were cleaned and sealed.

1998 - Three furnaces including duct work and electrical upgrades were installed.

1999 - New carpet installed on the main floor.

2000-01 - Repointing of the masonry completed.

2001 - The bell tower was cleaned and sealed and repairs were made.

2002 - A section of the Arts Building had repointing work done.

2003 - Vermillion Area Arts Council received award from the Clay County Commission and Clay 
County Historic Preservation Commission for “Outstanding Accomplishment of Historic 
Preservation.”

2006 - Roofing work inspected, some repairs made.

Building Code Analysis

Based on the 2003 International Building Code.

Occupancy:
 Main Floor - A3
 Lower Level - E

Area: 
 Increase for open yards:  44% - Ratio .23
 Main Floor Square Feet:  3,880 - 16,587 Allowed
 Lower Level Square Feet:  3,880 - 26,683 Allowed

Construction Type:  V-A
 Bearing Walls - One Hour
 Non Bearing Walls - Zero Hour except portions of north wall.

Note:  A full code review is available from the architect.
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Prioritization of Needs and Estimate of Probable Construction Costs
(Master Plan)

Infrastructure Priorities
Building Addition for Elevator. $120,000
Elevator for ADA requirements - three stop. $50,000
ADA accessible restrooms, two at 50 square feet each. $15,000
Gutter and downspout replacement, roof and flashing repairs. $4,500
Bell tower masonry, louver, floor, roof repairs. $25,000
Landscaping, remove shrubbery. $3,500
Waterproof NW corner of building, roof work and flashing. $5,000
Plaster replacement at interior windows. $4,000
Provide adequate second exit from main floor of building. $7,500
Exit lighting and fire extinguishers. TBD
Repointing and cleaning of exterior brick. (Excluding bell tower). $7,500
Door and window work, 36 openings at $2,000 each.  $72,000
Add fire alarms. TBD
Remove and replace concrete walks and pads. $7,500
Asbestos abatement. TBD

Total Top Priority Items $321,500

Program Priorities
New sign. $7,500
Finish basement into classrooms, 3,880 sqft x $75. $291,000
Provide air conditioning. $7,500
Add security system. TBD
Remodel main floor and balcony, 4,540 sqft x $35 - $60. $158,900 - $272,400 

Total Second Priority Items $464,900 - $578,400

Construction Cost Estimate  $786,400 - $899,900
Design and Planning Fees - 10%  $78,640 - $89,990
Total Cost Estimate  $865,040 - $989,890
Total Square Footage  8,420 sqft  
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Conclusions and Recommendations

The Washington Street Arts Center building is a historic structure that the Arts Council utilizes to the 
best of their ability.  Efforts to maintain and upgrade the building have prevented deterioration that 
could have been severe and threatening to the existence to the building.  The modifications recommend-
ed in this report will improve the building’s overall use and accessibility.  The building has a growing 
presence as an arts center and this should continue. 

Building Exterior - The recommendations in this report for the building exterior are primarily main-
tenance issues with a few upgrades.  Minor brick work is needed to complete the exterior with the 
bell tower, windows, and doors remaining the major elements.  The windows are stable but in need of 
restoration to ensure their long term function.  The artistic nature of the windows greatly enhances the 
exterior of the building and the interior space.  This quality would be expensive to recreate with today’s 
construction dollars and techniques.  

The northwest corner of the structure settled at some point causing most of the visible cracking.  Repoint-
ing of the masonry completed in 2001 shows no further signs of movement or settling.  The balcony and 
main floor structure are adequate and no concerns were observed.  The large wood beams in the lower 
level may need to be replaced with steel to increase head room in some areas.  

Restoration and continued maintenance of the Historic Arts Center building would be far less costly 
than construction of a new facility.  The cost of a new facility would run in the $150-$200 per square foot 
range.  The cost per square foot to repair all of the items in this report equals approximately $94-$107 
per square foot.  Due to this higher replacement cost and the strong overall character and presence of the 
existing arts center, renovation and continued maintenance of the existing building are recommended.  If 
the art center grows to the point where it cannot accommodate the growing demand, the adjacent prop-
erty could be used for an addition.  The Art center should retain this property for as long as possible for 
potential growth and parking.  When and if the demand on the facility increases, the adjacent lot should 
be reevaluated.

Visibility of the Arts Center is critical and a new sign compatible with the building should be designed.  
This sign would enhance the image of the Arts Center and highlight upcoming events.


