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The Evolution of Jules Henri De Sibour 
 

 

Introduction  
 

 Jules Henri De Sibour is not the most well known architect. Even just among architects 

who have practiced in the city of Washington, there does not appear to be a great deal written 

about the man who has been posthumously dubbed “The Prince of Beaux Arts” by Washington 

Life Magazine
1
, despite the abundance of buildings that he either designed or renovated during 

his career in the Capital City. However, those that do write of De Sibour appear to agree that he 

was a prolific architect who, along with his contemporaries, brought the Beaux Arts style of the 

early twentieth century to Washington. But upon closer inspection, one begins to wonder if even 

this apparently basic truth about De Sibour is accurate. While on a personal level, I admire the 

beauty of his designs, I have begun to wonder if they are indeed Beaux Arts at all, or if they are 

more of a hybrid style, unique to De Sibour due to his unique educational and professional 

history. That is to say, when he began his professional practice, was De Sibour a Beaux Arts 

architect, or did he learn the principles of this style on the job, only to begin to master it later? 

This paper will try to answer this question through an analysis of a chronological selection of De 

Sibour’s works in Washington, D.C., to see if they are indeed Beaux Arts, or rather some other 

evolving hybrid style that is unique to De Sibour. That said, whether they are “true” Beaux Arts 

or not, these buildings are an important part of Washington’s architectural history and should be 

celebrated for their beauty and significance.  
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Biography 
 

 Jules Henri De Sibour was born in December 23, 1872 to Viscount Gabriel De Sibour 

and Mary Louisa Johnson in Paris, France. His father, Gabriel, was reportedly a direct 

descendant of King Louis the IX, and was a member of the French Diplomatic Corps.
2
 His 

mother, Mary Louisa came from the lineage of a well-established upper-class New England 

family in Maine. Being born to such parents brought De Sibour into high society from an early 

age and in two nations. This high society connection would serve De Sibour well in his later 

career, as his peers would be his most frequent clients.  

 Gabriel De Sibour’s diplomatic duties brought Jules Henri De Sibour to the United States 

and introduced him to Washington. He spent a good deal of his childhood in the United States, 

and completed primary and secondary education here. He attended St. Paul’s School, a 

prestigious private school in Concord, New Hampshire but was expelled from the school due to a 

“misunderstanding” between a faculty member and himself.
3
  However, as a child of the upper 

classes, he had the financial resources and ability to complete his primary education with a 

private tutor, and gain admittance to Yale University. At Yale, De Sibour liked to be called “the 

Count” and was a member of the well-known Skull and Bones club, the Psi Upsilon fraternity (a 

fraternity known for its association with fencing), the University Track Team, and president of 

the University Boat Club.
4
 It is unclear what De Sibour studied while at Yale University, but 

from all accounts, he did not study architecture there. However, in 1896 after he graduated with a 

Bachelor of Arts degree, De Sibour was apparently inspired by his elder brother’s architectural 
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studies and decided to travel to New York to apprentice and study architecture in Ernest Flagg’s 

practice. Flagg was an architect who had completed study at the École de Beaux-Arts and was at 

that time building landmark structures such as the Scribner Building on Fifth Avenue in 

Manhattan (Figure 2a).
5
 This apprenticeship with Flagg—hitching his wagon to a rising 

architect, so to speak—was a shrewd move on De Sibour’s part, as he was completely untrained 

in architecture at this point, and as Flagg had broken ground on a very large project—the 

expansion of the Corcoran Gallery (Figure 2b)—in 1893.
6
 This project would have been roughly 

one year from completion when De Sibour came to work for Flagg, and seeing the completion of 

such a large, grand, Beaux Arts building would have made quite an influence on the aspirational 

De Sibour.   

 In 1898 De Sibour left Flagg’s practice and went to work at the office of Bruce Price, 

another architect in New York. Price was born in Maryland, but had a very French Châteauesque 

leaning in many of his designs after working for the Canadian Pacific Railway for many years in  

Québec and other parts of Canada. In 1892, Price had begun work on the grand Château 

Frontenac hotel in Québec City. This hotel is credited with bringing the Châteauesque style into 

fashion,
7
 and it is easy to see why (Figure 3). The steeply pitched hipped, pyramidal, and conical 

roofs, the spires, the red masonry with contrasting earthen quoins and water table all add to the 

visual decadence of the hotel. This ornate, asymmetrical building was unlike the more classical, 

symmetrical Beaux Arts buildings that were gaining in popularity at the time, but was still 

beautiful, and still imparted refined French tastes—albeit in a different way. On November 5, 

1898, De Sibour married Margaret Marie Hain, who came from a wealthy family in Washington, 

                                                 
5
 New York Landmarks Preservation Commission, Guide to New York City Landmarks, 77. 

6
 The Corcoran Gallery of Art, “Expansion of the Gallery,” (electronic source).  

7
 Dictionary of Canadian Biography, Volume XIII, Online, “Price, Bruce,” (electronic source). 



4 

D.C.
8
  Due to the money that De Sibour came into from this marriage, he had the opportunity to 

travel across the Atlantic to study architecture in Paris and made an agreement with Price for 

guaranteed employment after his return
9
. By all accounts, De Sibour intended to study at the 

École de Beaux Arts in Paris, but it is not known if study at this specific institution was a part of 

that agreement.  By 1899, De Sibour and his wife were on their way to Paris to complete his end 

of the deal.  

 Despite the apparently popular belief that De Sibour did in fact study at the École de 

Beaux Arts during his time in Paris—which was held both by his contemporaries and many later 

writers—it appears that he never actually did. According to De Sibour’s memoirs, a “financial 

reversal” in his wife’s family necessitated his return to America at some point during 1900.
10

 The 

year spent in Paris would not have been enough time to complete study at the École, but 

according to research done by Diane Shaw Wasch, “De Sibour does not appear to have studied at 

the École de Beaux Arts… [and his] name does not appear on the registers at the École as a 

student,” so it seems that he did not study there at all.
11

 However, during his time in Paris, De 

Sibour would have been able to work in an atelier’s office—which is what aspiring École 

students would have done—and during this time would have been exposed to design and drafting 

skills that were influenced by Beaux Arts techniques. Additionally, his year in the grand city of 

Paris and its surrounding areas would have likely influenced his aesthetic as well.  
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 Upon returning to the United States, De Sibour went back to Bruce Price’s firm and 

shortly thereafter became his partner. By 1903, Price had died and left the practice to De Sibour, 

who continued do business under the  “Price and De Sibour” practice name for several years. In 

or around 1906 De Sibour also began practicing in Washington, D.C. concurrently. In 1909, he 

removed Price’s name from his architectural practices, and in 1914, he began practicing 

exclusively out of Washington, D.C.
12

  

As mentioned previously, De Sibour was raised in high-society, and subsequently 

married into another family of high stature. This high social position would prove to be very 

useful to procuring commissions for his architectural practice, and it would also give him a 

certain understanding of the lifestyle of his high society clients when designing residential 

architecture for them. However, unlike many other architects of his time, he had far less formal 

training (and certainly less or a different kind than many people apparently assumed that he had), 

and had not been trained for several years at the École with one constant style and philosophy. 

This difference in both the path that he took to becoming an architect as well as how he received 

his education may partially explain why he utilizes a modified Beaux Arts style of planning in 

his designs.  

 

Works After Returning From France 
 

 When De Sibour returned to the United States at the beginning of the twentieth century 

things were changing in Washington, D.C. As noted by G. Martin Moeller, up until this point, 

the Capital City was perhaps less coherent than it could have (or should have) been due to  
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“inconsistent development” throughout the city.
13

 But after a series of improvements in the city 

that began in the 1870s with Alexander “Boss” Shepard, areas like Dupont Circle that were until 

recently very suburban or rural (Figure 4) were becoming “the rival of New York’s Fifth Avenue 

as the place in the nation to live.”
14

 It was in this rapidly-popularizing city and its newly 

bourgeois neighborhoods that De Sibour began his post-Parisian architectural career in. This 

career would be quite prolific, with De Sibour being the architect of at least 48 buildings in 

Washington, D.C.
15

 The Dupont Circle neighborhood, which became a hub of elite residential 

homes due to its proximity to the White House, in particular is home to many of De Sibour’s 

buildings.   

 One of the first buildings that De Sibour completed on his own was the Thomas T. Gaff 

house (later the Embassy of Colombia, currently the residence of the Colombian Ambassador) at 

1520 20
th

 Street NW (Figure 5a).
16

 From the outside, it is very clear that this home is not what 

one would typically call Beaux Arts. The steeply pitched hipped intersecting roofs, the red 

masonry and the contrasting limestone quoins and other details closely resemble those of Bruce 

Price’s Québecois Châteauesque works. While it is embellished with some classical motifs, the 

exterior speaks to the influence of both Price and the informal period of education in Paris on De 

Sibour’s design aesthetic. During his time in Paris, he most likely would have seen Châteaus of 

his European peers that would have reinforced the legitimacy and upper-class style of 

Châteauesque design. The interior of this building is as ornate—and as asymmetrical—as the 

exterior. As you can see in the plan (Figure 5b), the building is lopsided toward the large 
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ballroom space to the west of the house. The interior spaces have a somewhat circuitous layout, 

which may have been to add a formal processional element to a guest’s interaction with the 

space, though this is purely speculative. For example, to access the ballroom from the inside of 

the house, one would have to go in through the entrance hall, into the stair hall, turn left through 

this room, take another left turn, and then a right. Also some of the smaller spaces that are 

isolated in corners and far parts of the building are service wings, simultaneously hidden from 

the formal spaces, but connected with service hallways and stairs to allow the quick appearances 

and disappearances of the house staff when they were needed—a requirement of upper-class 

housing of the time that De Sibour would have known very well. However useful or creative this 

use of interior space was, it certainly does not seem to follow the Beaux Arts tenet of “planning 

according to rational principles of symmetry and axially”
17

 and there we see one of the first 

divergences from the style that De Sibour is known for mastering. Granted, one might argue that 

due to un-Beaux Arts exterior design of this building that it would hardly be expected to contain 

Beaux Arts planning in its interior, which is a fair point. However, the interior plan of this 

Châteauesque home provides an example of one of his earlier attempts at organizing interior 

space and how differently he handled it than one might expect based on his “Beaux Arts” legacy.  

 The next building that I would like to look at is the Clarence Moore House (later the 

Canadian Chancery, now the Embassy of Uzbekistan) at 1746 Massachusetts Avenue, NW 

(Figure 6a) from 1908. This building, much like the previous one, was built as a private 

residence for a very wealthy client who wanted to have a distinguished mansion in the city’s 

newest de rigueur neighborhood, Dupont Circle.
18

 The exterior of this building is more balanced 

and symmetrical than the Gaff house, and the mansard roof and classical embellishments seem to 
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suggest a more Beaux Arts design. However, according to the Historic American Buildings 

Survey (HABS) team that documented the building in the 1970s, it is actually Louis XV—

another French-derived style.
19

 Much like the exterior design, the plan (Figure 6b) of this 

building is indeed more axial and symmetrical—more Beaux Arts perhaps—than the Gaff House 

as well. The centrally placed entry opens up into a long entrance passage, which is flanked by a 

library to the east and a reception room to the west, with a grand stairway at the end of the 

passage.  

However, as you can see, service rooms, passages, and a separate stairway take up almost 

a third of the ground floor’s space. The main interior spaces are decorated with 16
th

, 17
th

, and 

18
th

 century French and English details,
20

 with black and white marble floors, plaster paneling, a 

coffered ceiling, and a cornice with a full classical entablature (Figures 6c, 6d), further enforcing 

its formality. So again we have a building designed after French archetypes, but that is perhaps 

not truly Beaux Arts, showing influences from earlier French architectural styles along with 

classical motifs. What we do have is De Sibour’s consistent skill at creating separate service 

rooms, corridors, and stairwells to allow for house staff to appear and disappear as needed, along 

with the kind of grandiose, French-inspired architectural flair that his upper-crust clients would 

have wanted in their Washington homes.  

In 1910 De Sibour designed the Emily J. Wilkins house at (later the Embassy of Peru 

Chancery) at 1700 Massachusetts Avenue, NW (Figure 7a).
21

 On the exterior we again see 

implied symmetry, generally classical looking details, and a rusticated water table that are 

common to Beaux Arts design, with a rooftop balustrade and a central urn with swanks on the 
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third story. The interior plan (Figure 7b) shares the implied symmetry with the exterior design of 

the building. While there is an overall sense of balance to the plan, there is a noticeable 

lopsidedness to the south. More importantly, this plan seems to deviate from Beaux Arts ideals 

of hierarchy of space as it contains many small, somewhat awkward spaces that don’t seem to be 

exactly formal or utilitarian (e.g. the triangular passages between several of the rooms). Also, 

true to its type, this building has an entire small service wing, tucked into the southwest corner of 

the building on the alley side, with its own staircase, and a direct connection to the dining room, 

and most likely an entrance onto the alley on the ground floor.  

 In 1915, De Sibour designed a luxury apartment building for Mrs. Katherine McCormick 

after her husband, Stanley had been declared “mentally incompetent” and could no longer 

manage his family’s real estate ventures.
22

  This building, the McCormick Apartment building 

(currently the headquarters of the National Trust for Historic Preservation) is located at 1785 

Massachusetts Avenue, NW (Figure 8a), and differs from the previous buildings, as it was never 

a single-family home and as such it is much larger than the previous buildings. It shares the same 

implied symmetry and classicism of De Sibour’s other aforementioned Massachusetts Avenue 

buildings, a rusticated water table, and a faux mansard roof that is actually the exterior wall of 

the fifth story.  The interior plan (Figure 8b) attempts symmetry, especially at the core of the 

building, where the elevator shaft and main staircase are located. However, when viewed in full, 

the lopsidedness of the plan to the north becomes apparent. Still, there are some clear axes that 

run through the plan, making it closer to the Beaux Arts ideals that De Sibour is known for than 

any of the previously described buildings. Instead of having the awkward, triangular passages 

and small rooms that are present in the plan at the Wilkins house, De Sibour uses rounded shapes 
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in some rooms to better utilize the space. In this structure De Sibour takes the separation of 

formal and utilitarian space even further, hiding an enormous amount of service space in the 

building, including servant quarters on a mezzanine between every floor. These service quarters  

were connected to a service hallway that connects to the kitchen, a separate elevator, and a 

separate staircase. Of all of the case study buildings in this report, I feel that this building most 

closely follows the tenets of Beaux Arts architecture and is even perhaps, to borrow a phrase, 

“the most assured and sophisticated of the numerous Beaux Arts buildings in Dupont Circle.”
23

  

 

Conclusion 

The way that the McCormick Apartment building handles the intersecting axes of the 

plan in a way that creates fewer awkward spaces reveals the progress toward a more “true” 

Beaux Arts planning that De Sibour made during his career when compared to his earlier 

buildings. De Sibour is undoubtedly influenced by Beaux Arts architecture, but other French 

architectural styles also influenced him, and that influence, along with his different educational 

and professional path is likely what makes his early plans and designs different than what might 

traditionally be called Beaux Arts. But if De Sibour’s earlier building plans are not necessarily 

Beaux Arts, what can we call them? If they need a different label at all I would suggest along the 

lines of “Franco-Washingtonian” because I feel that it captures the fact that many of De Sibour’s 

buildings in Washington in the early 20
th

 century were designed by a man with architectural 

tastes that were heavily influenced by French aesthetics. This Franco-Washingtonian style of De 

Sibour’s can be summarized by the following general characteristics:  
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1. A strong French influence in aesthetics, whether neoclassical French, Châteauesque, or 

Pre-revolutionary.  

2. Grand masonry construction.  

3. Usually mansard or flat roof.   

4. Very finished masonry with textural and other embellishments.  

5. Usually a rusticated water table.  

6. Very formal interior spaces with hidden servants areas.  

7. Implied symmetry on façade and in plan.  

 

This style takes on a particular importance in Washington because of De Sibour’s prolific 

tenure here, and the fact that many of his buildings (twenty four to twenty six) are still extant, 

now serving as Embassies and other important landmarks throughout the city. In this way De 

Sibour’s high-society life continues in his buildings, which still serve as homes to dignitaries, 

ambassadors, and provide beauty to many tourists and locals alike. One would have to imagine 

that the Count would be very pleased with this, having never studied at the École, but still being 

revered as a great architect for years after his death, and with so many buildings surviving on one 

of Washington’s grandest boulevards.  

 

  



12 

Figures 

 

Figure 1: De Sibour ca. 191024 

 

 

Figure 2: a)The Scriber Building25, 1893 (Left) and b) the Corcoran Gallery of Art26, 1897 (Right) by Ernest Flagg 
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 Unknown Artist, “De Sibour” (Image).  
25

 Americasroof, “Scribner-building” (image). 
26

 Padgett, Corcoran Gallery (image). 
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Figure 3: Château Frontenac by Bruce Price27 

 

Figure 4: New Hampshire Avenue (Left) and P Street NW in the early 20th Century28 
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 Chateau Frontenac and Dufferin Terrace (image). 
28

 Williams, Dupont Circle, 27 & 11. 
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Figure 5: Thomas T. Gaff House, 1520 20th Street NW a) Façade and b) plan29 
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 Ibid., 141. 
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Figure 6: Clarence Moore House, 1746 Massachusetts Avenue, NW30 a) façade, b) plans of first and ground floor, c) 

entrance hall, d) grand stair 
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Figure 7: Emily J. Wilkins House, 1700 Massachusetts Avenue, NW31 a) façade and b) first floor plan 

                                                 
31

 Ibid., 14-15.    
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Figure 8: McCormick Apartments, 1785 Massachusetts Avenue, NW32 a) façade and b) typical floor plan, floors one 

through five  
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