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Stephen W. Jacobs came to Cornell in 1960 from previous teaching positions as an architectural historian at the 

University of California at Berkeley, Middlebury College, and Miami University of Ohio. Holding degrees from 

Harvard College, the Harvard Graduate School of Design, and Princeton University, he taught his subject with the 

authority and confidence of one trained both as a professional architect and as an art historian. Further mastery 

of his field came through first-hand study of buildings and spaces in America and abroad that were the goals of his 

extensive travels from his youth until his death.

Early in his career Jacobs developed a passionate concern for historic area preservation. He regarded this as a 

vital application of his academic studies that complemented and broadened the underlying scholarly discipline of 

architectural history. Recognizing the potential danger to the architectural heritage of the country posed by federal 

renewal programs, he used his influence to have preservation included as an important objective of national urban 

policy.

While at Berkeley he helped to develop a system of surveying and recording historic sites and structures that is still 

regarded as a model in the field. Later, at Cornell, he devised a method of surveying rural areas that was even more 

innovative and reflects better than any other work his whole approach to physical artifacts. If he did not create the 

ideal of professional training for historic preservation, he arrived on the scene very early on the morning of the 

eighth day and soon became a nationally recognized leader in the preservation movement.

At Cornell he reorganized and expanded the undergraduate curriculum in architectural history and instituted 

three graduate degree programs that are respected throughout the country. For citizen leaders and professionals in 

allied fields seeking additional training, he established the Cornell Summer Institute in Preservation Planning as 

an intensive short course in the subject. In a different version he also presented this material as one of the popular 

Alumni University courses.

He helped to found many organizations important to the preservation effort, including the California Heritage 

Society, Historic Ithaca, and the Preservation League of New York State. Elected the first president of Historic 

Ithaca, he shaped the organization into an effective protector of the local urban environment. A former president 

of the central New York chapter of the Society of Architectural Historians, he also served on the board of directors 

of the national body and as chairman of its committee on architectural preservation. Many other organizations 
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profited from his participation. Among them were the American Institute of Architects, the Association for 

Preservation Technology, and the National Trust for Historic Preservation.

For seventeen years Jacobs was deeply involved in the archaeological exploration of Sardis, capital of the ancient 

kingdom of Lydia in Western Turkey, first as senior architect and then as associate director of this joint Harvard-

Cornell venture. It was under his supervision that the Roman Gymnasium and the Imperial Hall of Honor were 

excavated and restored, the latter being the most important single achievement of the project. Many students 

from the college and other institutions received their initial training in field archaeology under his direction and 

continued to work in Ithaca or elsewhere on drawings and interpretative studies when the summer excavations 

were finished.

He invested enormous amounts of time in his teaching, research, and administrative responsibilities. He never 

expected less than excellence from his students and was disappointed, though understanding, if one fell short of 

his expectations. Often students found him too demanding of time and thought, but few graduates early in their 

careers did not look back with new appreciation on the manner in which they had been trained and to the man 

who had been responsible.

Steve Jacobs possessed a remarkable mind. A question concerning some obscure or elusive fact or calling for 

an opinion, critical judgment, or analysis always produced a reply that was informed, relevant, and cogent. He 

seemed to have forgotten nothing, and he shared his knowledge and perceptions gladly and generously.

Asking him for something seen on his desk a week earlier was quite a different matter. His office was the despair 

of a succession of able secretaries—a great haystack of paper occupied all available surfaces. Everyone sent him 

everything on the myriad subjects that interested him, and he found it difficult to part with the letters, pamphlets, 

guides, leaflets, maps, and other printed material that threatened at times to make his office uninhabitable.

While the history of architecture and preservation planning were his fields of scholarship, he refused to allow his 

mind to be contained by even the spacious boundaries of those disciplines. He knew more than most practicing 

landscape architects about the history and applications of their profession. Although he never served as a city 

planner, his knowledge of that field was extensive as well.

He was a true connoisseur: learned, respectful of the artifact with which he was concerned, and amazingly well 

informed on subjects as diverse as maps and prints, tools and implements, furniture, folk art, painting, and 
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sculpture. He cherished them all, the eccentric and bizarre as well as the noblest of human creations, and he could 

explain with persuasive words why each was important as a symbol of some element of taste, period, or area.

He was a man of intellectual courage and steadfast moral convictions. During that stormy period of the University 

a decade ago, he provided an anchor for many of us. Pointing out that both academic and personal standards of 

conduct must be maintained in the face of mindless attacks and irresponsible demands, he helped restore our 

sense of confidence that solutions could be found and order restored.

The public Jacobs was always dignified, often serious, and occasionally reserved. This masked an impish sense of 

humor that bubbled out at unexpected and welcome times to delight and entertain. To be a friend of Steve Jacobs 

was a rare privilege, and those of us who were so honored will not let his memory fade.

Barclay G. Jones, Christian F. Otto, John W. Reps
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