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1893-1899 

The Maryland Penitentiary is a quarry-faced granite structure 
oonsisting of a four story square administration block with tall 
p}'radmidal roof and oonnecting three story west and south cell 
block wings . The Penitentiary is the Rananesque Revival design of 
Baltirrore architect Jackson Gott (1828-1909) , erected 1893- 1899 with 
st}'listic oounterparts in nurrerous other public buildings in the City 
of that era. The return to the massive proportions and minimal 
ornamentation of classical building styles for prisons in Baltirror e 
and other cities at the turn of the 20th century marks the end of 
sixty years of experimentation with variations on British "?anoptioon" 
designs popular in the U.S. during the mid- nineteenth century. 
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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE 

'llle Marylarrl Penitentiary is located on the soutlwest comer of the intersection 
of Forrest and Eager Streets in BaltinDre several blocks J'X)rtheast of the central 
business district. The J?enetentiary is bordered on its south and west sides by 
BaltircDre City Jail cx:nplex. The c:arbined Penetentiary/Jail catplex is bounded on 
the south by Madison Street' and on the West by the Fallsway and Jones F'all Express­
way. 

'!he Penetentiary, oriented to the east, is four stories tall and rests on full and 
sub-basanents. The building was erected 1893-1899 and is the design of BaltinDre 
architect Jackson C. Gott (1828-1909). The Wilding is in the IOnanesque Revival 
style which enjoyed popularity in BaltinDre until the turn of the century. 

'Ille strooture oonsists of a square, four story main administration building with 
steep pyramidal roof connecting two ''wings II r one extending west along Eager Street 
and a shorter one extending south along F·orrest Street. The wings have gable roofs 
over their middle sections. The end sections of each are topped by pyramidal 
roofs approximately 1/4 scale of the main administration building roof. 

The front (Forrest Street) facade of the main administration building is three 
bays wide. The basem:mt and first floor are constructed of massive granite blocks 
J?ai:rs of barred windcws at basement level flank either side of a flight of stone 
steps with rounded low side walls also of stone. 

At fi:rst floor level two pairs of double windows, all heavily grilled, flank 
the center dooi::way. Heavy rounded arches of stone top each pair of win:k:Ms, 
and the twowindcws ccrrprising each pair are separated by single engaged stone 
columns crc:wned with block capitals. ~ capitals are carved with a leaf design 
and reappear as a oontinoous notif on other parts of the building. 

'l'he center dooi::way is also topped with a heavy rounded stone arch, the bases 
of which rest on flanking pairs of stone oolumns with capitals and ornamentation 
corresporrling to that of the first floor wi.nCk:Ms. ".Maryl.arxl J?enetentiary" is 
inscribed in the stones of the dooi::wat arch. Two round stone tablets appear in 
the span:irels between the center dooi::way and w.i.ndow arches. The tablet on the 
left of the dom:way is inscribed 111804 , 11 year of the founding of the original 
.t>enetentiary, am on the right, "1894," the year oonstruction was begun on the 
present building. 

Secorrl , third, and fourth floor wirrlows are obscured by steel grilles. The 
architect's rendition of the facade (1893) reveals that pairs of 1/1 sash windcws 
were planned for each floor, with secorrl and third floor windcws sunrounted by 
pai:rs of stationary panels or transan.5. At attic level, three lunettes are topped 
with stone arches. Floor levels above secorrl, third and fourth floor wirrlc::Ms are 
demarcated bj panels containing three rows of polished square stones or tiles. 
A frieze 0CX1Sisting of three :rows of :roum polished tiles crosses the front Q 
facade. The frieze is surrrounted by a cornice of 4 rows of stone corbelling. 

(CXNTINUED) 
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The Maryland i?enitentiary is a four story strtct.ure built 1893-1899 in the Iananesque 
Revival style which enjoyed popularity in Baltinore until the turn of the century. 
The .t>enitentiary building is the design of Baltinore architect Jackson c. Gott 
(1828-1909) , ooe of the eight fourrling ItlE!rbers of the Baltinore Chapter of the 
Arrerican Institute of Architects in 1870. Gott, who began his career as an awrentice 
carpenter, progressed to master builder, stuiying ardri.tecture umer private tutors. 
Gott designed a nmtier of other buildings in the City: the Johnson Building on North 
1-blard Street: the Masonic Terrple; Eastern Pooping Station for the City watel'.WOrks; 
and imustrial buildings for the CnMn Cork and Seal CCJrpany at Highlandtnm. Gott 
also designed buildings for Western Maryland College in Westminster and Peninsula 
Ospital in Salisbw:y. 

The City of Balt.i.m:>re enjoyed an unusual burst of building in 1893 due to curtailirent 
in that year of labor unrest and strikes which had plagued the ronstnx:tion trades 
the two years previously. In addition, recent introduction of electric lighting to 
construction sites of large public buildings made it possible for the first time for 
crews to work arourrl the clock toward cx::rrpletion. 'Ihis inp:>rtant advance in build­
ing oonstruction plus the renewed vigor of the City's work force oontributed to the 
energy and "go-ahead spirit" which local newspapers describe as prevalent in the 
City at that t:i.ne. 

A significant nurber of the banks, oame:r:cial buildings, court houses and other 
public buildings and large aparbnent muses extant in cbmtnm Baltim:>re today were 
built durin:J that "bubble" period fran the late 1880 's to the tum of the century. 
The IOMnesque Revival style as popularized by architect H. H. Richardson was a 
favored rrode for public buildings, perhaps because its weighty proportions suggest 
the solidity and permanence desired for such structures. In addition to the 
Maryland J?enitentiary, a m.1Ttier of Baltim:>re larrlmatks built during this era refer 
to R:rnan building styles in spirit and detail: l'Onan's (Q:>ucher) College (Charles 
L. carson, 1886); the Maryland Club (Bal&in and .t?ennington, 1892)~ Associated 
Refonned Olurch (rx:w Greek ortmdox, Olarles E. Cassell, 1889)~ and the Mount lbyal 
Station of the Baltinnre and Chlo Railroad (Bald.rin and Pennington, 1895). 

Prior to the establisment of a state J?enitentiary at Balt.innre, punisl'Jnent of 
criminal offerXlers was limited to confinement in loeal jails, alm; or workh:>uses , 
'r labor on the public roads , various fonns of public punishment, or death. The 

substitution of oonfi.nemmt and labor within an organized, state-run institution 
was a new idea in Maryland in 1804 , when the General Assent>ly established a cx:mnission 
to purchase land and erect buildings on Madison Street oorthwest of the central dc:Mn-

( CCNTINUED) 
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A pyramidal roof of sheet rretal tops the main administration building. 'An early 
photograph (published in the Baltirrore Sun in 1937) shavs "eyebnM" windcMs centered 
in the east and north sides of the roof planes. These have since been eliminated. 

At the apex of the roof is a WCX>den octagonal lantern turret with denied rretal roof. 
A ball ornament topped with a short spike adorns the turret roof. Each side of 
the turret contains a fanlight, and it is surrounded by a rretal walkway and railings . 
This turret detail is not shavn in the architect ' s 1893 drawing. 

~und stair turrets the sane height as the rest of the facade bracket each errl 
of the front facade. (There are four stair turrets on the building, one at each 
corner. ) The towers contain narrCM barredwindc:Ms corresponding to those of the 
main block and have stone sills and lintels . At attic story the windals are topped 
with arches. and the tiled frieze and corbelling of the front facade encircles the 
t urrets as well. The turrets are topped with conical sheet iretal roofs. These 
turrets originally served as stairwells; hcwever, they have for the rrost part been 
closed off for reasons of securitt or m:xlern convenience . The southeast corner 
turret I'X1N contains an elevator. At various floor levels in the other tc:Mers, 
s tairs have been renoved and landing areas converted to restroans or storage roe.ms . 

The interior of the administration building has been nruch altered to suit changing 
administrative needs. The first floor contains a lobby and reception area, visiting 
room, and administration offices. It contains a large slate staircase with brass 
railings which rises throughout the building to the attic floor . 

At second f loor level is the irnnate reception and classification center . 'While many 
office partitions have been addedf the original coffered ceiling remains, supported 
by a dozen thick wooden colurms . 

On the third floor is the chapel , also retaining original wood columns and coffered 
ceiling . The chapel interior and wooden pews were designed and crafted b.t inmates 
during the 1950 ' s. I.arge stained glass windCMs on the west and south walls (visible 
fran the .t?enetentiart yard) were donated by the Ayd Foundation, a narorial to Joseph 
J . Ayd. who served as chaplain to the prison in a volunteer capacity frc:rn 1933- 1963. 

The fourth floor oontains an auditorium wi th stage in the northeast corner. 

Joining the main administration building on the south facade is south wing, or "cell­
block". The wings appear to be three f loors in height. Havever, the interior con­
tains no floors but five tiers of steel cell blocks, each cell of which is 60 ' square. 
South wing is canposed of three sections of three bats each . In each bay 
are two vertical ravs of transan wi ndavs., with frosted glass panes. Each pair of 
vertical ravs is topped by a rounded stone arch at third floor level. 
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The wind<Ms f rom attic fanlight to basement l evel are covered with steel bars . The 
bays are trirnred with stone and topped with stone arches . Each of the three sections 
is crossed at the top by eight stone lentils topped by three rGlS of stone cor belling . 
The sections are separated by four half-round ornamental t<Mers with pointed turret 
roofs. The extrerre south section is square and taller than the middle sections by 
the addition of an attic. It is topped with a pyramidal roof of sheet metal. 

The southeast corner of south wing connects to a high stone wall which wraps around 
the t>enetentiary grounds for the remainder of the west (Forrest Street) side and 
all of the south (Madison Street) side. 

The north (Eager Street) facade of the main administration block is three bays wide 
and i s identical on its two upper floors to the front facade. 

A stone townhouse joins the administration building on the north side. The house 
is residential in scale; while it is a f ull three stories tall, it rovers only 
the f irst two floors of the administration building ' s north wall. The rouse is part 
of the original structure and was intended for use as a warden's residence. It is 
separated f ran the main administration building by a two-foot thick stone a:mron 
wall. I t was discontinued as the warden ' s residence in 1972when at which time the 
i>enetentiary administration took it over for additional office space. 

The residence is canposed of a center section flanked by b.'lo identical gable roofed 
sections. Within the central section, seven stone steps with original iron rail­
ings lead up to a small landing. In the stone wall beneath the larrling is a round 
windCJN trirrrned in stone. At center on first f l oor level is a replacement security 
mesh door f lanked by narrON windCMS filled with glass brick. Five small transan-like 
wind.CMS cross above the doorway and are also covered with steel mesh. A stone 
balcony with ornate iron railings supported by five heavy stone brackets surrrnunts 
the doorway . The facade above the balcony contains a single casement winc:lcM set 
into a large panel o f square polished stones or tiles surnounted by a stone arch. 
Above the arch is a stone panel carved with filligree designs . A cornice of stone 
dentils crosses the facade j ust urrler the roof line. The roof of the center section 
is topped by an octagonal turret with netal roof. Each side of the turret con-
tains 1/1 sash windcMs with ornate wood trim. 

Each section flanking the center contain three bays, the basement , f irst and serond 
floor levels of which 1:x:M and project slightly fran the front wallplane. Basanent 
and first floor wind.CMS on the east side are f illed with glass brick, while those 
on the west contain original windCJNs. At serond and thir d floors windcMs are 1/1 
sash winda,..,s . The center wi ndCJN at third f loor l evel is sunrounted by fanlight and 
rounded stone arch. All winda,..,s have stone lintels and sills. The side sections of the 
second and third floor levels are marked by ornamental stone parapets . Two rolunns 
with ornarrented block capitals occur between the three wind<Ms of the third floor . 
Square stone ornaments top the gable roofs of the sections of the structure which 
flank the entrance bay . 

The east side of the warden's residence has two winda,..,s each at first arrl serond 
floors , with the same treatment as front facade windCMs. At third f loor a donrer 
windo.'1 projects f ran the roof . containing one 1/1 sash winda,.., tr.llmed with wood.. 
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A rretal fire escape covers rost of the side wall. A large stone ch.ilme}' rises 
next to the donrer wind™ at the r ear of the house wall. 

A tall iron railing encloses the small yard between the northeast rorner of the 
warden ' s house and the oortheast rorner of the administration building . 

On the west side of the Warden's Residence, second and third floors are identical 
to the east side . At first floor level , a stone porch supported by two stone square­
capitaled rolumns has been rostly enclosed with unmatched stone and equipped with 
a rrodern door and two 2/ 4 casement wind™S . Metal stairs lead from the long yard 
running in front of west wing, and the entire side is enclosed by a high iron rail­
ing . Winda.vs at baserrent level under the porch have been barred. Joining the 
west facade of the administration buildinq is west wing , canposed of six sections 
of three bays each. 

Except that west wing is three sections longer than south wing, the two cell 
blocks are otherwise identical. The west (F-allS\'laj/Jones F'alls Expressway} facade 
of west wing is three bays wide with fenestration and ornamentation identical 
to the other facades . It contains no doorways. 

The south facade of west wing and the west facade of south wing are visibl e only 
frcrn inside the .t?enetentiary jard, and are identical to the other exterior facades. 
The southwest romer of the administration building is also visible only frcm 
inside the yard. It is identical to the other facades except that it has a simple 
cave-like opening in the soufu.;est romer of its st one foundation wall at ground 
level. Through this opening inma.tes have access fran the cell blocks to the yard 
and other buildings within the cxxnplex. 

Other buildings in the canplex are newer brick or stone industrial t _tpe buildings 
containing shops , schools, laundry and boiler roan. 

Facing south on Madison Street is the hospital , erected in 1954 on the site of 
the original penitentiary building. 
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tam district in Baltirrore for a penitentiary. In the context of former mxles 
of punishrrent of criminal offerrlers, the establishrrent of the Penitentiary was 
heralded as a humane and just rrove, especially since many serious crimes at 
that tine were simply punished by death. In 1809 a new criminal oode was adopted 
to the J?enitentiary making murder , arson, rape and treason the only crimes to be 
punished by death. 

The Baltirrore Sun (June 19, 1893) indicates that a c.amri.ssion established to 
study designs -for the new court house at Baltinore visited and were favorably 
impressed by the new courthouse/jail just canpleted at .Pittsburgh. The building 
at .Pittsburgh was a massive IO'nanesque building very similar in character to the 
present .Maryland Penitentiary. The Carrnission established to study designs for 
the new Penitentiary at Baltirrore in 1893 would certainly have kncMn about the 
.t'i t tsburgh jail and mat have been influenced by the positive reception to its 
desi gn. 

The Baltirrore Sun (October 25, 1893) rotes that a Ma.ryland .Penitentiary design 
ccmnittee, consTsting of State Senators Bratton and Adams and Messrs . Wilbur 
J. Jackson and Blake , along with their chosen architect . Jackson Gott, visited 
new rrodern penitentiaries at Elmira, New York and Allegheny City, J?ennsylvania. 
The decision of this coornittee to erect a rugged-lociking structure with "a 
minimum of costlt detail" errbodying a design which would itself act as a deterrent 
to crirne represents a sharp departure f rcrn prison desi gn in American during the 
previous seventy years. The erection of the Eastern i>enitentiary at J?hiladelphia 
(1821-1836) , a much copied design based on Jeremy Bentham's circular plan "J?anopticon" 
established a design hegerrony in the United States frcrn that tine until nearly 
the turn of the century. The return to heavy, sanbre styles in the 1890 's in 
J?ittsburgh courthouse/jail and Maryland J?enitentiary reflects disappointrrent 
encountered with the desi gn experiments of mid-century which involved great 
expense in construction, operation and maintenance with questionable results in 
terms of deterring crirre and rehabilitating prisoners. 

The grand jury appointed to study the matter recamended in 1890 that the State 
issue bonds or otherwise provide rromy to finish at once "so much of the proposed 
building as will contain 800 new cells. " This rec:cmrendation was presented to the 
Legislature and passed by the General Assembly (Laws of 1890 , Chapter 202). A 
total $250,000 was appropriated for the purchase of land and erection of the 
building. In 1892 (Laws of 1892, Chapter 391), the earlier Act was repealed and 
re-enacted on the grounds that the rronies appropriated were ''wholly inadequate." 
The new legislation provided for Corrptroller' s payments of up to $50 ,000 per year1. 
for an unspecified period of construction. 

The Sun (~tober 25 , 1893) published an engraving of Gott's rendering for the 
new Penitentiary . the design of which was intended "to give a substantial appearance 
without superfloous ornarrentation." The plans called for a four story structure 
to be built of quarry faced F'alls !bad stone with granite trim. The Warden's 
and other administrative offices were planned for the f irst f locir, directors' and 
guards' stations on the second, school .rocrns on the third and a chapel and visitors 
gallery on the fourth floor of the main administration block. The b1o cell block 
wings were to contain 2, 010 steel cells , each 8 x 5~ x 9 feet, with an additional 
20 solitary confinement cells in the basement of the adminstration block. 
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Initial plans called for erection of the administration block first, a four 
story 84 foot square structure with pyramidal roof reaching 192 feet into the air, 
and one cell block wing. The building was to be fireproof throughout, with an 
iron and tile roof. The southern wing was to be built later and extended all the 
way to Madison Street if needed. The design cx:mnittee envisioned an increnental 
approach to enlarging the prison, planning to gradually add factories, shops, 
a ~ house, dining hall, kitchen, laundry and storage buildings in ~ter 
phases of building. 

The new Penitentiary would front 816 feet on F·orrest Street on newly a<:XJU.ired 
land north of the original J?enitentiary on Madison Street. The original building, 
ccnpleted in 1811, was a simple three story brick structure, design:rl by r:aniel 
Conn of Bal~, altered many times over the years. After erection of the present 
.t>enitentiary buildings , the original building served as the prison hospital. It 
was derrolished in 1954. 

The design of the cell blocks was described as a ·"prison within a prison," with 
outer walls 16 feet f ran the tiers of cages and the roof 12 feet arove the toprost 
tier. The cell block tiers would have open iron work on the fronts to allow sur­
veillance of irnnates . Inside the cell block wings, tiers of cages would rise 
witlx>ut attachrrent to floors and exterior walls. Other security neasures built 
into the design would be a heavy pad of concrete under the foundations of the cell 
blocks, steeply pitched roofs built in sections of 56 foot spans , and placenent 
of the lowest windc:Ms in the structure oo less than 10 feet fran ground level. 

In 1896, with Penitentiary buildings well under way, new legislation (Laws of 
1896 , Chapter 166) provided an additional $500,000 to c:::anplete construction and 
equip the Penitentiary by way of a special "J?enitentiary I.Dan. " The total costs 
of aCXlUisition of land and construction carre to approximately $1. 5 million. 

Today the Maryland Penitentiary covers 6.5 acres in downb:Mn. Baltim:>re, serving 
1300 inmates arout half of whan are maximum security inmates . The grounds surround­
ing the Penitentiary are densely built up with supporting structures. 

Reccmrendation: 

F·acility should be renovated to neet rrodern oorrectional services criteria as 
described in the Arrerican Correctional Association Manual, or adapted for re-------r---------------------------------use in sare other capac1 ty. 
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On the north, 450 feet on the 400 block of East 
Eager Street; on the east, 825 feet on Forrest Street 
between Eager and Madison Streets; on the south , 318 feet 
on the 400 block of E. Madison Street; and on the west , 
an irregularly shaped boundary along the City Jail lot 
totalling 957 feet .* 

* Baltimore Assessments and Taxation Map , Block# 1197 , 
revised 1971-72. 



ADDENDUM 

Maryland Penitentiary 
B-1072 
954 Forrest Street 
Baltimore, MD 

DESCRIPTION SUMMARY 

The Maryland Penitentiary is the State of Maryland's maximum 
security prison. It occupies most of the block near the central 
business district that is bounded by Forrest, Eager, Madison 
Streets, and by the Jones Falls Expressway. The portion of 
the block not occupied by the state penitentiary is taken up 
by the Baltimore City Jail. The penitentiary was designed in 
the Romanesque-Revival style by Baltimore architect Jackson 
Gott (1828-1909). 

The Penitentiary is a quarry-faced granite complex. The complex 
could be said to be comprised of six units; administration, 
two cell blocks, courtyard, support buildings, and the wall. 
The administration block is a four-story square, 
pyradmidal-roofed element at Forrest and Eager Streets. 
Extending from the west wall of the administration block is 
a rectangular, three-story cell block. To the south of the 
end of the west wing is the free-standing two-story, brick 
power house. Further south is the four-story, brick, recreation 
building. 

Extending from the south wall of the administration block is 
a rectangular, three-story cell block that is not as long as 
the west cell block. The area between the two cell blocks is 
presently used as a recreational area and courtyard. At one 
time it contained dining halls and work areas for the inmates. 
Those have all been removed. Extending from just beyond the 
south wall and extending along Forrest Street is two-story, 
brick building used for dining; followed by a three-story brick 
building. To the south of that is the prison school. Along 
Madison Street is the prison hospital 

The entire complex is not totally walled in. The main facility 
is a self-contained fortress. The external walls have a dry 
moat at their base . The west wihg along Eager Street is 
supported by a barbed wire fence with manned guard towers. 
The south wing has a moat but no barbed wire fence. Rather there 
is a simple wrought iron fence along the Forrest Street side. 
A two-story concrete wall begins at the end of the south wing 
and extends along the Forrest Street side to Madison Street, 
turns and extends along Madison Street and then continues north 
along the west property boundary to a point behind the recreation 
building. The remainder of the perimeter security at that point 
is provided by a high barbed wire fence. There are manned guard 
towers along the length of the concrete perimeter wall. There 
is a secure truck/bus entrance through the wall on Madison Street 
at Forrest and another further down Madision Street near the 
Baltimore City Jail. 



DESCRIPTION 

THE SOUTH WING: DESCRIPTION 

Maryland Penitentiary 
B- 1072 
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Baltimore, MD 

The design of the south wing and of the west wing are similar 
except that the south wing contains 280 cells while the west 
wing contains 540. The south wing is 64 feet wide . The street 
side or east side wall is 235 feet long while the courtyard 
side wall is 250 feet long. The reason for the difference in 
wall lengths is due to the fact that the administration block 
is turned at a slight angle to the straight lines of the street , 
hence its connections to the cell block wings produces walls 
of differing lengths . The walls are 37 . 5 inches thick . They 
are constructed of rock-faced or quarry-faced granite on the 
e xterior with a brick lining on the interior. The exterior 
granite walls are laid in irregular courses. The interior brick 
wa l ls are laid in a mechanical bond. 

There is a narrow , dry moat on the street side of the wall . 
The bottom of the moat is at the same level as the floor of 
the interior . Below the floor and as part of the foundat i on 
is a thick concrete pad. Besides providing structural strength , 
this pad also helped to keep out moisture and insects as well 
as to keep the inmates within the walls . 

Round towers break up the expanse of the walls along the street 
side and the courtyard side. There is one located at the end 
of each wall and then there are two others , each spaced 65 feet 
from the next . They have a six foot diameter and are caped 
by a conical metal roof . They are not functional. The spaces 
between each tower are filled with three sets of identical window 
openings . Each is a rounded arch window with vertical-set stones 
providing support and decoration . The windows themselves are 
metal - framed, industrial-type, swing frames with opaque lights. 
The windows tilt inward from the top. The window tilt is 
controlled by sets of iron pipes connected to a central gearing 
system that would allow a guard to control the window opening 
without having to set each window . This would also restrict 
the guards contact with the prisoners, an important feature 
of this penitentiary . All of the windows are secured by round 
steel bars . 

The windows are set between the water table and a belt course 
that shows on the exterior walls . The top of the water table 
is at ground level while the belt course is just below the upper 
level of the wall. The water table proj ects slightly from the 
plane of the wall. The granite blocks of the water table are 
laid in regular courses . The top of the water table and the 
belt course are constructed of white stone. The bel t course 
is supported by small dentils visible just below the bottom 
0£ t he belt course . Extending down between each window opening 
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in a vertical line from the belt course is a smooth, flat line 
of granite blocks. This decorative line stops at the same level 
as the bottom of each window arch. Above the belt course is 
a wide corbelled cornice. The cornice is composed of smaller 
granite blocks laid in regular courses. 

The south wall of the south wing is without openings. It is 
decorated by bands of regular coursed granite blocks. The bands 
that correspond to the top of the water table on the street 
side are the same width as the band that marks the bottom of 
the window arch. There are two narrow bands that divide the 
remaining space into three sections. Another course of granite 
blocks corresponds to the belt course, while the upper most 
course is set at the height of the corbelled cornice. The wall 
has not projections and the water table is just suggested by 
the decorative band. Likewise, there is no moat on this wall. 

The west or courtyard wall is an exact duplicate of the street 
side wall except that there is no moat and the bottom of the 
wall and its water table are set at the same level as is the 
courtyard. The only prisoner access is on this wall. It is 
located at the first level where the wing abuts against the 
administration block. It consists of a one-story, rounded shed­
like appendage with a wide opening. There is a barred, security 
entrance set in the plane of the main wall. 

The north wall of the south wing is actually the south wall 
of the administration block. This was part of a conscious 
decision of the architect and the committee that designed the 
facility. The wing was intended to be added as the need arose 
for additional housing. It was also intended to be longer when 
finished than it is in actuality. Part of the reason for this 
shorter length was due to the financial condition of the state 
at the time of construction and part was the fact that the larger 
wing was not needed at the time . 

The interior of the south wing revels the design concept of 
the penitentiary as a "prison within a prison" or as some of 
guards say "a fortress within a fortress." Architecturally, 
the south wing, and its twin the west wing, are constructed 
like large open warehouses or train sheds . The walls rise up 
48 feet above the level of the floor. Beyond that the roof 
extends another 13.5 feet. The roof is framed as a principal 
rafter system with a king-post truss structural arrangement 
providing strength. 

The floor of the wing is a thick concrete slab. The cells are 
not tied to that slab directly but rather they rest upon the 
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concrete with the cells having their own individual floors . 
The tiers of cell rise up from the middle of the interior. 
They are isolated from the exterior walls by an open space of 
16 feet and the top of the cell tiers do not rise above the 
level of the top of the outside walls. The roof structure is 
completely exposed and rises above the top of the cell tiers 
higher than a man can jump . Each level of cell rows is further 
isolated from each other. Access to each row is only through 
a steel gate. A narrow walkway runs in front of each row of 
cells and that walkway has a gate set into the middle to prevent 
prisoner access to the next block of cells. A mid 1 980s 
renovation added a second walkway to the original walkway. 
This new walkway was for guard use only and would allow the 
prisoners to exercise on the cell walkway without coming into 
contact with the guards. This change was brought about by the 
designation of the south wing as the segregation unit at that 
time for the most violent and dangerous prisoners . 

The cells are clad in steel sheets with lead sheets between 
the steel that serves to act as a sound proofing barrier to 
prevent unwanted communication between the prisoners. Each 
cell is equipped with a toilet and wash basin as well as a bunk 
for sleeping. There are two rows of cells within the south 
wing. Each is referred to as being either street side or yard 
side depending on its orientation to the exterior or the interior 
of the facility . The two sides are isolated from each other 
by steel gates and fences as well as by not being physically 
connected to each other through the rear of the cells. There 
is a small, narrow space between the cell block tiers that is 
not large enough for a man to crawl through but does provide 
sufficient hindrance to possible escape plans. 

Each cell was originally designed for one man . Each is 9 feet 
by 5 feet and 8.5 feet high . As originally designed the bed 
was set into the steel wall with hinges so that the bed could 
be swung up against the wall during the day to provide more 
space for the prisoner. As the inmate population grew during 
the 1970s and 1980s , additional beds were set into each cell. 
When this occurred , the lower bed was welded in the down position 
and another bed was welded in place over it . Horizontal support 
was provided by metal chains. Each bed was made of steel with 
steel springs, actually either flat steel bars or a steel sheet 
welded into the frame of the bed itself. A mattress was then 
placed over that frame and spring assembly. The combination 
toilet and sink unit was set into the opposite side of the room 
from the bed. The position of the bed and toilet/sink unit 
was determined by the position of the cell within the block. 
For ease of setting up the plumbing system during construction, 
the soil and water pipes were laid up as pairs of units with 
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each stack serving two tiers of individual cells. The piping 
causes an internal chamfer in each cell in the corner to which 
the toilet/sink unit is attached. There is a plumber's access 
panel on each chamfer. The current toilet/sink unit is stainless 
steel. The original units were porcelain. It is not clear 
when the original units were removed but the current units post 
date 1950. Lighting in each cell is presently provided by a 
fluorescent light fixture . Originally, each cell was light 
by a single, bare light bulb. The cells are not individually 
heated or cooled. 

The floor of each cell is made from slate. Prison lore is that 
this slate is from England. There is no easily available proof 
of this statement. Since there are extensive slate quarries 
in nearby Pennsylvania and in New England the use of imported 
slate is highly unlikely but it is possible. 

The internal decoration of the cells is nonexistent. The walls 
are smooth except for the juncture of the steel plates and the 
rivets that hold them together. Some of the cells have had 
graffiti added to them by long-term residents but this does 
not appear to have been a common practice in the south wing. 
Some cells have photographs of women but not nude photographs, 
while others have philosophical sayings or messages to the next 
resident of that cell. 

Access to each cell is through a sliding door that consists 
of sets of steel rods set in a framework with a heavy lock set 
into the door. Because these cell gates do not provide privacy 
and allow cold drafts to flow into each cell during the colder 
months, most of the prisoners have used either cardboard or 
newspapers to block off the lower portion of the gate to the 
level of the lock bar. While this violates prison rules and 
the fire code it is often allowed unless the prisoner is being 
disciplined for some reason and the blockage is not excessive. 

Each cell can be unlocked in two ways. A guard can use his 
key to unlock the individual cell door by activating the cell 
lock and the adjacent gang lock located next to each cell. 
If the entire row of cells is to be opened at once to let the 
prisoners out to exercise or for meals, than the cell locks 
are turned at each cell but the cell door remains locked until 
the master gang lock is activated at the guard station at the 
end of the row. 

When the south wing was converted into the segregation wing, 
several modifications were made to the cells doors. A food 
slot was added to each and steel mesh was welded over the bars . 
The food slot made it possible to feed the prisoners without 
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having direct access to the prisoner or the cell. The mesh 
made it difficult to pass contraband items into or out of each 
cell. While this did not stop the flow of forbidden items, 
it did slow the practice down. 

The walkway outside of each cell tier is constructed of steel. 
It is an open system with round bars that reach from the floor 
of the walkway to the bottom of the walkway above or to the 
walkway roof for the uppermost tier. The tier of cells on the 
ground level does not have the separate slate floor that the 
upper tiers do. That first walkway uses the concrete slab as 
its floor surface. The bars on the walkway serve two purposes. 
The first is to segregate the prisoners from the guards and 
to keep the prisoners away from the exterior walls. The second 
is to make it impossible for either guards or prisoners to be 
thrown over the side of the walkways. 

At the north and south ends of the cell blocks there are the 
stair towers that provide access to each tier. These are open 
steel towers with steel gates at the top and bottom of each 
landing. In order to go from one level to the next, one would 
have to go through a gate at the original level and one at the 
destination level landing. In order to get onto the walkway, 
one would have to be allowed through the walkway gate. Each 
gate is controlled by a guard. 

When the south wing was designated the segregation wing in the 
mid 1980s, the southernmost cell on each row and at each level 
was turned into a shower unit. The toilet/sink unit and the 
bed were removed. An enclosed shower pipe and shower head were 
run up from the former location of the toilet/sink unit and 
then run along the ceiling to the center . Hot and cold controls 
were set into the wall and a drain was cut into the floor by 
adding a secondary steel floor to the cell with a drain cut 
into it. The water was run back towards the plumbing connection 
at the rear corner of the cell . The door of this shower cell 
was converted into a solid steel door with a barred window set 
into it. 

Heating and cooling of the interior of the south wing are at 
the mercy of the external weather . There is a steam heating 
system with cast iron radiators that provides heat. The 
radiators are set against the exterior walls. Large fans provide 
the cooling system along with open windows. As a result, the 
wing is unevenly heated and cooled. During the summer, the 
upper tiers of cells are hot and the lower are cool. In the 
winter, the upper tiers are warm and the lower are cold. The 
current fans are not the original fans but were installed some 
time after 1950. 
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The same 1950s renovation to the cooling system also saw the 
addition of an enclosed guard post in the northeast corner of 
the south wing. This wood and glass post enabled the guards 
to keep an eye on most of the prisoners. More importantly, 
it also provided a place of safety for the guards in the event 
of a prison uprising. It was connected by telephone to the 
administration block . 

The north wall of the south wing is actually the south wall 
of the administration block. It is pierced by several large 
barred windows. These provided places of observation from the 
administration block. The windows mirrored those of the east 
and west walls of the south wing except that they do not have 
the heavy arched surrounds around their rounded-arched tops. 

This survey information gathered on August 26, 1992 just prior 
to the demolition of the south wing in the fall of 1992. At 
the time of survey, some interior demolition had begun. The 
food slots were being removed. Many of the slate panels in the 
original walkways had been removed as well or they had been 
so damaged as to be unsafe. In fact much of the yard or west 
side of the tiers of cells could not be examined due to the 
removal of the walkway floors. 

Surveyed and photographed by: 
Stephen G. Del Sordo 
Consulting Historian/Architectural Historian 
305 Oakley Street 
Cambridge, Maryland 21613 
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SIGNIFICANCE SUMMARY 

The Maryland Penitentiary is a significant resource that is 
eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places 
under criterion A for its association with the late nineteenth­
century changes to the Maryland penal system. It is also 
eligible for listing under criterion C for its design in the 
popular Romanesque-Revival style by Jackson C. Gott and for 
its incorporation of modern security and sanitary features that 
were considered up-to-date and humane in the 1890s when the 
facility was planned and constructed. 
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The construction of the Maryland Penitentiary between 1893 and 
1899 was based on two needs. The first was the replacement 
of an overcrowded and rundown prison facility. The second was 
encouraged by a general feeling within the state and in the 
nation that the sanitary and solitary holding of convicts was 
the best method to encourage the reform of social misfits. 

Sometimes known as the "Auburn" jails, the trend during the 
nineteenth century had been away from prisons that held the 
convicts in common to facilities that assigned the convicts 
to small single cell units. Increases in population during 
the nineteenth century meant that the prison population would 
also increase. That would mean that both the techniques of 
rehabilitation and the architecture of prisons would have to 
be altered to meet the needs of society and of the inmates. 

In planning its new penitentiary at the end of the nineteenth 
century, Maryland studied the best and the worst of the nation's 
penal facilities in order to incorporate the best ideas into 
their new jail. These included the individual cells with self­
contained toilet facilities and wash basins along with proper 
ventilation facilities that would make the Maryland Penitentiary 
a fit place to house convicts. From a correctional standpoint, 
the design of the complex included the concept of a "fortress 
within a fortress" that would make it difficult for the inmates 
to escape as well as separate guard walkways to keep the inmates 
and the guards as divided from each other as possible. The 
use of the barred walkways outside of each cell floor meant 
that the guards no longer had to worry about being thrown from 
the walkways. The use of concrete, steel, slate, and lead meant 
that the facility would be free from insects and could be keep 
reasonably clean and sanitary. 

These features meant that Maryland was able to claim that it 
had one of the best prisons in the nation. In fact the new 
Maryland Penitentiary was so successful as a prison that it 
has remained little altered since its construction. While the 
support facilities have been altered and some new buildings 
have been added, the actual holding facility is not changed. 
The west wing is exactly as it was built except for upgrades 
to its basic ventilating and electrical systems. The south 
wing remained unchanged until the mid 1980s when it was converted 
into a segregation unit for the prison system. Even at that 
the changes involved adding a second walkway for guard use, 
food slots being cut into the cell doors, and the southernmost 
cell on each level being converted into a shower stall. 
Accordingly, the Maryland Penitentiary and the south wing retain 
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a great deal of integrity and interest for the study of late 
nineteenth-century prison architecture and design. 
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COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING INFORMATION 

Georgraphic Organization : Piedmont 

Chronological/Developmental Period : Industrial/Urban Dominance 

Historic Period Themes : Architecture , Government/Law 

Resource Type: 
Building 
urban 
Penitentiary 
Romanesque-Revival 
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CHAIN OF TITLE 

The Directors of the Penitentiary were authorized 

by an Act of the General Assembly (Laws of 1890, Chapter 200) 

to purchase land and improvements for the expansi on of the 

Penitentiar y onto a lot of ground bounded by Eager Street 

on the north , Concord Street on the west, Truxton Street 

on the south and Forrest street on the east. The ground 

was at that time developed and contained 50 lots. These 

lots were acquired by the State through exercise of its 

powers of eminent domain over the period 1891- 1897 . A copy 

of the Baltimore Department of Assessments listing of these 

transfers is attached. 
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