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ry Ave Maria University is the first new university founded with Catholic  

principles in the United States in the last 50 years. A vibrant university,  

Ave Maria opened its doors on its Naples, Florida, campus in August 

2003 for its first academic year with 100 students beginning their studies. 

Currently, the university welcomes approximately 600 undergraduate 

students each year from 50 states and countries all over the world. 

ORATORY
IS A DIVINE  
DESIGN OF
WOOD,  
BRONZE  
& GLASS.LARGE EXPOSED STRUCTURAL UPRIGHTS composed of steel arcs are finished with 12-foot custom wood light fixtures.
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The university recently committed 
to building an oratory, a small private 
chapel on campus. The oratory was 
designed by Cannon Design, a firm 
located in Grand Island, New York. 
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was fabricated and installed by AWI 
member firm Richard E. Stephenson 
II Construction Management, Naples, 
Florida.

The 100-foot oratory is centrally 
located and the focal point of the 400-
acre campus. It is 30,000 square feet 
and cost approximately $40 million to 
construct.

The client desired to create a uni-
versity and town that focused on the 
church as the center of the community, 
explains Harry L. Warren, AIA. “The 
oratory is designed as a contemporary 

representation of traditional cathedral 
forms and details. Critical to this mis-
sion was that interior spaces would 
convey a sense of mystery to occupants.” 

This was achieved through the use 
of wood to add warmth and a human 

scale to the cooler, neutral background 
of the building. In addition, a linear 
skylight at the peak of the roof and 
small punched apertures dapple the 
interior with natural light from above.

TEN WOOD, BRONZE AND GLASS CONFESSIONALS and 14 Stations of the Cross friezes are aligned on the nave walls. AN INTERIOR SHOT OF THE CHAPEL shows off the warmth and comfort the oratory conveys.
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Richard E. Stephenson II reports that 
they used rift cut White Oak to com-
plete the confessionals, Stations of the 
Cross, frieze assemblies, narthex wall 
and stairways. Richard E. Stephenson II 
Construction Manangement was also 
was also responsible for the custom 
bronze entry doors. The Oak, he says, 
was stained with a five-step dye Italian 
urethane finish.

 One enters the church through an 
ornate wood, bronze and etched glass 
narthex wall that contains an intricate 
Oak stairwell to the choir loft. Upon 
entering, a nave expands to a height 

of 100 feet. Large exposed structural 
uprights composed of steel arcs are 
finished with 12-foot custom wood 
light fixtures. The light fixtures are a 
combination of a vertical pattern of 
White Oak, glass and bronze.

Ten confessionals and 14 Stations 
of the Cross friezes are aligned on the 
nave walls. The wood, glass and bronze 
confessionals are built in to and seam-
lessly integrate with the 6’4” thick 
nave walls. Etched glass doors provide 
privacy while subtly indicating when a 
confessional is in use. “All details were 
coordinated and designed down to the 
custom bronze door handles through-
out the oratory,” notes Warren.

He also points out that Ave Maria 
University is located in what is known 
as “Hurricane Alley” and is known as 
“the lightning capital of the world,” so 
structural and grounding issues were 
important issues that needed to be 
addressed in the design solution.

All materials, including wood 
species, were selected by the proj-

ONE ENTERS THE CHURCH through 

an ornate, richly stained White Oak, 

bronze and etched glass narthex wall.
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American wood. Wood was important 
to the project, explains Skip Doyle, 
director of construction for Ave Maria 
University, because “it provided a rich 
counterpoint to the stone and structur-
al steel that comprise the main fabric 
of the building, plus it ties the design 
back to traditional church furnishings.”

OF SPECIAL  NOTE

Both the confessionals and the 
frieze assemblies are particularly note-
worthy, continues Doyle. “They were 
very intricate in design using mul-
tiple layers to create the desired depth 
to incorporate the bronze and glass 
accents, as well as take advantage of the 
shadow effect.” The complex Italian ure-
thane finish is also outstanding, he adds.

Warren points out that the univer-
sity had an interest in the architecture 
of Frank Lloyd Wright and Fay Jones, 
so the architectural woodwork detail-
ing reflects these influences and con-
trasts with the traditional architectural 
envelope form. “The intricate layering 
of linear elements, along with the 
layering of materials, establishes this 
design idiom,” he says. “At the confes-
sionals, particularly, the Wright influ-
enced forms surround and embrace 
the Stations of the Cross artwork in a 
fusion of past and present.”

TEAM SP IR IT 

Warren recalls that the integration 
of architecture, mechanical, electri-
cal and woodwork systems required 
intense problem solving and teamwork.

“Within this approach,” he 
explains, “all consultants and contract 
firms worked closely together from 
the initiation of the design process, 
through the detailing, development 
and refinement. Early and frequent 
communication and exchange of ideas 
created a strong partnership where 
expertise was united to produce a 
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spectacular result, on time and on budget.”
Stephenson notes that his firm worked hand in hand 

with Cannon Design and Suffolk Construction to facilitate 
the design intent. “They both were very professional and we 
have much respect for them.”

Richard E. Stephenson II Construction Manangement's 
became “an invaluable part of the team,” adds Doyle. “Their 
expertise and attention to detail was vital in working out the 
issues encountered during installation.”

 Richard E. Stephenson II, completed the work described in 
2006 and continues to provide the same level of quality and 
service on current projects at the Oratory.

A BEAUTIFUL CUSTOM 

BUILT White Oak staircase 

leads to the choir loft.

THE LIGHT FIXTURES are a combination of 

a vertical pattern of White Oak, glass and 

bronze.


