
 
 

 

DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT SERVICES 
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m e m o r a n d u m 

 
 

TO:   The Urbana Historic Preservation Commission 
 
FROM:  Kevin Garcia, Planner II 
 
DATE:  November 26, 2014 
 
SUBJECT: 1404 S. Lincoln Avenue (Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House): Historic Landmark 

Application, Case No. HP 2014-L-01 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Historic Preservation Case No. HP 2014-L-01 is an application submitted on October 13, 2014 by 
Robert Nemeth to designate the Greek house at 1404 South Lincoln Avenue (referred to as the Zeta Tau 
Alpha Sorority House) as a local historic landmark. Zeta Tau Alpha Fraternity is the property owner. 
 
The Historic Preservation Ordinance requires that the Commission hold a public hearing on the 
application within 60 days of receiving a complete application. At the public hearing, the Historic 
Preservation Commission (HPC) should take comments from the nominator, the owner, and any other 
parties who wish to be heard on the application. In addition, the HPC should consider all written 
comments received prior to or during the hearing.  It is the responsibility of the nominator to provide 
evidence of suitability for historic landmark status as well as documentation of such evidence. The 
owner of the property may request a continuation of the public hearing until the next regularly scheduled 
HPC meeting. Staff received a request from the property owner’s legal counsel on October 31, 2014 to 
continue the public hearing of this case until the December 3, 2014 HPC meeting. 
 
Following the public hearing, the HPC should review all information presented to it that is pertinent to 
the nomination. If the property owner consents in writing to landmark designation and the HPC finds 
that the property conforms to one or more criteria set forth in Section XII-5.C.1, the HPC may make the 
final determination to designate the property as a historic landmark. Lacking written owner consent, the 
HPC shall recommend either approval or denial of the application to the Urbana City Council. The City 
Council will then determine whether or not to designate the property by enacting an ordinance to do so. 
 
Should the application be approved, the owner would be required to obtain a Certificate of 
Appropriateness from the Historic Preservation Commission for future exterior changes to the property, 
including any proposed demolition. 
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Background  
 
The Zeta Tau Alpha (ZTA) Sorority House was designed by Royer, Danely, and Smith, the firm of local 
architect Joseph W. Royer. Royer was the most prestigious architect in Urbana between the late 
nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries. He lived in Urbana his entire life and studied architecture under 
the instruction of the esteemed architect Nathan Ricker. Royer designed many distinguished buildings in 
Urbana, including the Urbana Free Library, the Champaign County Courthouse, the Urbana Landmark 
Hotel (originally called the Urbana-Lincoln Hotel), the Champaign County Almshouse on East Main 
Street, and many downtown buildings including Tiernan’s Block/Masonic Temple, the Cohen Building, 
Canaan Baptist Church, and the Unitarian Universalist Church. Royer’s partner, Hubert Smith, was a 
notable architect in his own right. Smith’s significant work in Urbana includes the Princess Theater 
remodeling, Leal School (collaborating with Royer), Urbana High School additions, and Health Services 
building additions to McKinley Hospital. Other significant works by Hubert Smith include Lafayette 
Elementary School, Franklin Elementary School, the MacMurray College Library, and Kathryn Hall at 
MacMurray College, all in Jacksonville, Illinois. In 2013, the ZTA Sorority House was nominated for 
local landmark designation. During the course of the nomination process, a newspaper article from the 
Daily Illini was uncovered that seemed to indicate that Hubert Smith designed the house. Whether or not 
the newspaper account is accurate may be questionable; what is not questionable is that the house was 
designed by the firm Royer, Danely, and Smith. 
 
The Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House was constructed in 1928 in the French Eclectic architectural style. It 
was built for the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority as their chapter house. The collegiate Greek community has 
had a significant impact on American collegiate life and the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
has, since the 1930s, had the most Greek Letter Society chapters in the country. In 1989, the National 
Register of Historic Places listed six local fraternity and sorority houses on the National Register as a 
multiple property listing, with more Greek Houses added later. The subject house is not listed on the 
National Register, but it is mentioned in the Multiple Property Documentation Form as being a 
possibility for listing in the future. To see a copy of the National Register Multiple Property 
Documentation Form, see http://urbanaillinois.us/residents/historic-urbana/100-most-significant-
buildings/buildings/greek-houses or http://urbanaillinois.us/sites/default/files/attachments/greekhouses-
nominationform.pdf (direct link). 
 
The Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House has been vacant since 2009 and has been registered on the City’s 
Vacant Structure Registry since that time. Prior to that, it was rented to a fraternity who left it in a state 
of disrepair. The City has worked since that time to encourage the sorority to re-tenant the building as 
leaving it vacant has made it vulnerable to not only damage from exposure to heat/humidity and cold 
temperatures, but also to damage from vandalism and trespassers. The first floor windows were initially 
boarded up on the interior to prevent intruders and vandalism.  Since that time numerous windows have 
been broken and boarded with plywood.  On several occasions persons have broken windows or doors 
and entered the building. The Urbana Police Department has been called to check the property on 
numerous occasions to remove intruders. False fire alarms are reported frequently by the Urbana Fire 
Department. In the past year, the Fire Department has responded to eight incidents at the house, most 
caused by a malfunctioning fire alarm system. The Fire Department noted the presence of mold in the 
basement of the structure, as well as signs of illegal trespass and forced entry. The Building Safety 
Division receives regular complaints from the neighborhood with regards to open and/or broken 
windows, illegal parking, and grass and landscaping not being mowed and trimmed.  The exterior trim, 
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windows, and doors continue to deteriorate without proper maintenance or adequate surface protection. 
The sorority has a property management company looking after the property, but has not attracted a 
tenant to occupy the building. However, in October 2014 Zeta Tau Alpha staff informed the City of 
Urbana that there was a potential buyer for the property. Inquiries by staff to find out more about the 
potential buyer have not been responded to. Zeta Tau Alpha has not informed staff as to whether the 
potential buyer is in favor of or opposed to the landmark nomination. 
 
 
Discussion 
 
The application states that the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House: 
 

• Has significant value as part of the architectural, artistic, civic, cultural, economic, educational, 
ethnic, political or social heritage of the nation, state, or community; 

• Is representative of the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type inherently valuable 
for the study of a period, style, craftsmanship, method of construction or use of indigenous 
materials, while retaining a high degree of integrity; 

• Is a notable work of a master builder, designer, architect or artist whose individual genius has 
influenced an area; and 

• Is identifiable as an established and familiar visual feature in the community owing to its unique 
location or physical characteristics. 

 
The action necessary at the December 3rd Historic Preservation Commission meeting is to continue the 
public hearing on the designation, determine its qualifications, and recommend approval or denial of the 
application to the City Council.   
 
Criteria 
 
Under Section XII-5.C of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance, the proposed landmark must meet one or more 
of the following criteria for designation. Following each criterion (provided in italics) is an analysis 
offered by City staff. 
 

a) Significant value as part of the architectural, artistic, civic, cultural, economic, educational, 
ethnic, political or social heritage of the nation, state, or community. 

 
According to the application, the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House has significant value as part of the 
architectural, artistic, civic, cultural, economic, educational, ethnic, political or social heritage of the 
nation, state, or community. The building was designed to house the University of Illinois chapter of the 
Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority. Sororities and Fraternities, also known as Greek Letter Societies or Greek 
Houses, have had a profound impact on American collegiate life as they were the predominant form of 
organized student housing. When the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House was built in 1928, the University 
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign had the largest concentration of Greek Letter Societies in the United 
States. In 1989, a number of fraternity and sorority houses in Urbana-Champaign were listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places as a multiple property listing due to the importance both nationally 
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and locally of these Greek Houses. Although the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House is not currently 
included in the National Register of Historic Places multiple property listing for Greek Houses, in City 
staff’s opinion it qualifies for inclusion. 
 
Zeta Tau Alpha (ZTA) was founded in 1898 at the State Female Normal School in Farmville, Virginia. 
The University of Illinois chapter of ZTA opened in 1921 with 17 founding members. They were 
originally housed at 1115 W Illinois Street in Urbana but moved to another house in 1924 at 112 E John 
Street in Champaign. In 1926, the sorority purchased a lot on Vermont Street in Urbana and according to 
ZTA historian Shirley Kreasan Krieg built “a palatial home that stands as a monument”. More 
information on the history of Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority can be found on pages 6-10 of the application 
form. An excellent history of the sorority is also available online, at 
http://archives.library.illinois.edu/archon/?p=digitallibrary/digitalcontent&id=7411. 
 
City staff recommends a finding that the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House has significant value as part of 
the architectural, cultural, educational, and social heritage of the community as an outstanding example 
of the role that Greek life has historically played on the University of Illinois campus, which is 
recognized as having the largest university Greek system of any American university. 
 
 

b) Associated with an important person or event in national, state or local history. 
 
The property does not qualify under criterion b).   
 
 

c) Representative of the distinguishing characteristics of an architectural type inherently valuable 
for the study of a period, style, craftsmanship, method of construction or use of indigenous 
materials and which retains a high degree of integrity. 

 
The Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House, built in 1928, was designed by Royer, Danely, and Smith in the 
French Eclectic architectural style. Identifying features of the French Eclectic style present in the 
sorority house include a tall steeply pitched hip roof, stucco wall cladding with decorative brick and 
half-timbering, and the presence of a prominent round tower with a high, conical roof containing the 
main entrance to the building. The sorority house has previously been recognized as being 
architecturally significant. In 2011, the sorority house was included in Urbana’s 100 Most Significant 
Buildings, a list created by the Urbana Historic Preservation Commission to honor some of Urbana’s 
most architecturally significant buildings. In July 1989, the sorority house was included on a National 
Register of Historic Places multiple property documentation form for Greek Letter Societies 
(Fraternities and Sororities) at the University of Illinois and is noted for potential future listing on the 
National Register. The sorority house was also identified in a 1974 architectural survey of Urbana-
Champaign as being “exceptionally significant and... proposed to receive local landmark status if and 
when a landmark program for the cities is begun” (The Architectural Survey of Champaign-Urbana, 
Frank Heitzman 1974). 
 
The second part of this criterion requires the building to have a “high degree of integrity”— the ability 
of the house to convey its significance. The ZTA Sorority House appears to have a high degree of 
integrity, with the original building form and massing remaining as well as its original windows and 
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doors, wrought iron balcony, dormers, and prominent chimneys. The 1963 addition on the west side of 
the house does not compromise the house’s architectural integrity as it matches the original materials 
and is compatible with the original structure in terms of massing and scale. The sunroom addition on the 
southeast corner of the building, built in the 1980s, was originally designed as an outdoor patio. 
Although it conceals parts of the building that are meant to be exterior, the addition is compatible in 
terms of materials, massing, and scale and therefore does not compromise the house’s architectural 
integrity. Although the 1963 addition to the building is dominant, substantially alters the façade, and 
changes how the original building addresses the streets, the addition is over 50 years old this year, is in 
keeping with the original architectural style, and evidences the evolution of the building over time. It 
does not inhibit the public’s ability to perceive the historic character of the overall building, its design, 
and its setting. 
 
City staff recommends a finding that the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House is representative of the 
distinguishing characteristics of the French Eclectic Architectural Style and is inherently valuable for the 
study of that style, as well as for its craftsmanship, and that additionally the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority 
House retains a high degree of integrity. 
 
 

d) Notable work of a master builder, designer, architect or artist whose individual genius has 
influenced an area. 

 
The application states that the Zeta Tau Alpha House was “designed by Urbana’s renowned architect 
Joseph Royer” and that the building’s architectural details are “representative of Royer’s signature 
architectural style”. The application includes an example of the title block from the building’s blueprints 
which simply states “Royer, Danely & Smith Architects, Urbana, Illinois”. On this point, the application 
cites Brian Adams’ 2011 book Joseph William Royer: Urbana’s Architect. Adams’ book (p. 106) notes 
that “Royer’s firm” prepared plans for the Zeta Tau Alpha House without attributing the plans to a 
specific architect within the firm.  
 
At the June 5, 2013 public hearing, the property owner’s attorney submitted a copy of the March 18, 
1928 edition of the Daily Illini, which indicated that “Mr. Smith of Royer and Danely designed the 
house to be of a northern French style of architecture and to provide studying accomodations [sic] for 36 
girls.” Hubert A. Smith was then one of three partners in the firm Royer, Danely, and Smith. The 1928 
Urbana City Directory listed J. W. Royer, H.A. Smith, Paul Danely, and Elvin Kratz all as architects 
employed by the firm. Aside from the article in the Daily Illini, no other evidence has been found to 
indicate that Hubert A. Smith was the lead designer of the ZTA Sorority House. What is clear is that the 
house is the work of the Royer, Danely, and Smith firm. By 1928, the firm was experienced in designing 
Greek houses in Champaign-Urbana. In the previous decade they had designed four other Greek houses, 
including the architecturally similar Alpha Rho Chi Fraternity House at 1108 S First Street in 
Champaign (listed on the National Register of Historic Places). The design of the ZTA Sorority House is 
consistent with the Alpha Rho Chi Fraternity House in Champaign, designed by Royer. Overall, the 
work is correctly attributed to the firm and as such, contributes to our understanding of the outstanding 
body of work created by the Royer, Danely, Smith firm, and usually to Royer himself. 
 
City staff believes that the property meets Criteria d) in that the Zeta Tau Alpha House, designed by the 
firm Royer, Danely, and Smith, is a notable work of a master designer or architect whose genius has 
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influenced an area. 
 
City staff therefore recommends a finding that the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House is a notable work of 
Royer, Danely, and Smith, master architects whose genius has influenced Urbana and Central Illinois. 
 
 

e) Identifiable as an established and familiar visual feature in the community owing to its unique 
location or physical characteristics. 

 
The physical characteristics on the main façade – primarily the tall steeply pitched hip roof, the stucco 
wall cladding with decorative brick and half-timbering, and the prominent round tower with a high, 
conical roof which contains the main entrance to the building – are dramatic and unique. These 
characteristics are indicative of the French Eclectic Architectural Style, which is representative of the 
revival styles that Joseph Royer and his firms tended to use in their designs. Given these unique physical 
characteristics, the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House is certainly identifiable as an established and familiar 
feature in the community.  
 
In terms of “unique location”, this criterion refers to a property being recognizable due to unique 
placement, such as on a hill. Being located on a street corner, the home’s visual character is prominent 
but should not be considered as identifiable based specifically on a unique location. However, as the 
Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House is located on Lincoln Avenue, which serves as the eastern entrance to 
the University of Illinois campus, it can be considered identifiable based on a unique location. 
 
City staff recommends a finding that the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House is identifiable as an established 
and familiar visual feature in the community owing to its uniquely prominent and picturesque roofline, 
rich use of materials and architectural details indicative of the French Eclectic Architectural Style, and 
visibility from Lincoln Avenue, an arterial roadway which defines the eastern edge of campus.  
 
 

f) Character as a particularly fine or unique example of a utilitarian structure, including, but not 
limited to, farmhouses, gas stations or other commercial structures with a high level or integrity 
or architectural significance. 

 
According to the application, the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House does not qualify under criterion f). The 
house is not a utilitarian structure. 
 
 

g) Located in an area that has yielded, or may be likely to yield, information important in history or 
prehistory. 

 
According to the application, the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House does not qualify under criterion g). 
City staff and the applicant are not aware of any archaeological significance of the area. 
 
 
Summary of Findings 
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Recommended statements of findings based on the application and Staff analysis are below. The 
Commission may revise these findings based on the review and consideration of the case. 
 

1. Article XII. of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance provides the City of Urbana the authority to 
designate local landmarks and historic districts with the stated purpose to promote the 
educational, cultural, economic and general welfare of the community. 

 
2. The City of Urbana on October 13, 2014 received a landmark application to designate the 

property located at 1404 South Lincoln Avenue as a local landmark.  
 

3. The Urbana Historic Preservation Commission opened a public hearing on November 5th, 
2014, which was continued to December 3, 2014 to consider the landmark designation of the 
subject property. 
 

4. The designation of the subject property will further promote the educational, cultural, 
economic, and general welfare of the community. 
 

5. The property located at 1404 South Lincoln Avenue and known as the Zeta Tau Alpha 
Sorority House was constructed in 1928. 
 

6. The Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House has significant value as part of the architectural, cultural, 
educational, and social heritage of the community as an outstanding example of the role that 
Greek life has historically played on the University of Illinois campus, which is recognized 
as having the largest university Greek system of any American university. 
 

7. The Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House is representative of the distinguishing characteristics of 
the French Eclectic Architectural Style and is inherently valuable for the study of that style, 
as well as for its craftsmanship, and that additionally the Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House 
retains a high degree of integrity. 
 

8. The Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House is a notable work of master architects Royer, Danely, 
and Smith, whose genius has influenced Urbana and Central Illinois. 
 

9. The Zeta Tau Alpha Sorority House is identifiable as an established and familiar visual 
feature in the community owing to its uniquely prominent and picturesque roofline, rich use 
of materials and architectural details indicative of the French Eclectic Architectural Style, 
and visibility from Lincoln Avenue, an arterial roadway which defines the eastern edge of 
campus. 

 
 
 
Options 
 
In Case No. HP 2014-L-01, the Historic Preservation Commission shall find whether or not the 
nomination meets one or more of the criteria for designation as a local landmark and:   
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1) Recommend that the Urbana City Council approve said application to designate the property as a 
local landmark; or 

 
2) Deny said application to designate the property as a local landmark. 
 

In either case, the Historic Preservation Commission should include Findings of Fact in their motion. 
The Findings of Fact should summarize the Commission’s justification for finding that the nomination 
either does or does not meet the criteria. The vote required is a majority vote of those members present 
and voting but with not less than three affirmative votes. 
 
 
Staff Recommendation 
 
Based on the application and analysis herein, staff recommends the Historic Preservation Commission 
find that the landmark nomination for 1404 South Lincoln Avenue conforms with criteria a), c), d), and 
e) in Section XII-5.C of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance and recommend APPROVAL of the application 
with the Summary of Findings recommended in this memorandum.  
 
 
cc:  Zeta Tau Alpha Fraternity, 3450 Founders Rd, Indianapolis, IN 46268 
  Robert Nemeth, 105 E Second St, Sadorus, IL 61872  

Matt Deering, Meyer Capel, 306 W Church St, P.O. Box 6750, Champaign, IL 61826-6750 
   
Attachments: Exhibit A: Location Map & Aerial Photo 
  Exhibit B: Application & Photos 
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