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Innovative Renovation of Historic Gym Will Provide Home for UF’s 
Growing Center for Women’s Studies and Gender Research

May 5, 1998

$2 Million Gift Sought to Initiate Project 

Built in 1919, the stately brick  
gymnasium now known as  

the “Women’s Gym” has quite a his-
tory.  In its early decades, the gym 
functioned at the heart of campus 
life, housing sporting events, lectures, 
assemblies and dances.  With the con-
struction of the Florida Gymnasium 
in 1950 and the advent of coeduca-
tion in 1948, the gym was designated 
a women’s facility, and when the 
Women’s Athletic Department was 
moved to the newer gym in 1979, the 
once-prized building fell further into 
disrepair.  
     Fortunately, as part of a larger effort 
to revitalize the historic character of 
the quickly growing UF campus, the 
College of Liberal Arts and Sciences 
plans to restore the building in order 
to house the growing interdisciplin-
ary Center for Women’s Studies and 
Gender Research.  Innovative plans 
drawn up by UF architects utilize the 
gym’s large windows for natural light 

and include multi-level classroom, 
office and conference spaces overlook-
ing a central meeting area.  The plans 
also call for the transformation of the 
parking lot—which presently fronts the 
building—into a garden reminiscent of 
the landscaped walkways and green-
spaces of the original UF campus.  
     At the kickoff of the Capital Cam-
paign on September 19, 1997, both 
President John Lombardi and CLAS 
Dean Willard Harrison rated renova-
tion of the Women’s Gym as a major 
priority for the campus.  According to 
Dean Harrison, “Not only would this 
create a marvelous facility for a grow-
ing program, but it would resuscitate 
another historic building and bring it 
back into broad academic use. The 
funding of this building is a tremen-
dous opportunity for some farsighted 
friend of the university.”  When fund-
ing is secured, this historic treasure will 
once again become an integral part of 
the bustling UF campus.✎

Artist’s rendering of the renovated Women’s Gym, complete with gardens and outdoor teaching space.

     The renovation of the “Women’s Gym” 
to house our Center for Women’s Studies 
and Gender Research is a high priority 
project for the College of Liberal Arts 
and Sciences.  It is important for CLAS to 
develop adequate facilities for one of our 
rapidly growing programs.  The benefits 
extend far beyond CLAS, of course, since 
the Center serves women throughout the 
campus in many different colleges.  
     Not to be overlooked is the historic 
significance of the project.  Accompanying 
stories in this issue describe a rich past in 
which the Gymnasium played a central role 
in campus life.  Like many of our other 
historic buildings now undergoing renova-
tion, this one had fallen on difficult times 
in recent decades, but the promise and 
potential of the building have simply been 
waiting for someone who properly appreci-
ates the importance of classic architecture 
and a building steeped in UF history.  
     I ask you to look at the 1919 picture 
of what was the “new” Gym (inside, top 
center) and compare that to what our cur-
rent architects propose for its new life.  The 
plans are very exciting.  We will convert a 
rather early 20th century building into one 
that will lead the way into the 21st century.  
The renovation design is a happy marriage 
of respect for the past and anticipation of 
the future.
     The Women’s Studies program at UF is 
very active, intellectually alive, and broad 
in its scope.  We are fortunate to enjoy 
the leadership of Dr. Sue Rosser,  a most 
distinguished scholar and administrator.  
Rosser addresses real-world problems 
and opportunities for women, with special 
emphasis on issues related to women’s 
health, an area of concern to both men 
and women.
     We ask your support and assistance 
in funding this important project.  The 
renovation of the Women’s Gym is an in-
vestment that will provide return for many 
years to come.  

 Will Harrison, Dean
<harrison@chem.ufl.edu>
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trip to South Carolina.”
     The auditorium and gym became a 
focal point of activity for the univer-
sity community.  It was, alternately, 
a basketball arena, assembly and 
lecture hall, chapel, dance hall, and 
movie theater for thousands of stu-
dents and faculty members.  During 
one of his frequent campus visits in 
the 1920s, William Jennings Bryan, 
a close friend of President Murphree, 
used the gym to address the UF 
student body about the dangers of 
Darwinism.
     As adequate room for spectator 
seating hadn’t been figured into the 
building’s plans, only a few years 
after its completion the gymnasium’s 
volumetric limitations made its use 
as a basketball court impractical, 
and a second campus building (a 
barn-like structure made of wood and 
considered temporary) was erected 
for that purpose (see photo, page 4).  
And here lies a source of confusion 
for many alumni.  Originally called 
“The New Gym,” once the larger 
wooden structure was built to accom-
modate competitive sporting events, 
the original gym became known as 
the “Old-New Gym” and later, just 
the “Old Gym.”  The building was 
designated the “Women’s Gym” in 
1948, when UF became officially 
coeducational, and it continues to 
bear that name despite subsequent 
changes in use.
    After the addition of the new struc-
ture, the original gym continued to be 
used for general athletic purposes, es-
pecially intramurals and 
what were then called 
“minor” sports.  “In the 
30s and 40s,” explains 
Stephen C. O’Connell, 
“the Old Gym was a cen-
ter of athletic activity:  
gymnastics, wrestling, 
fencing and physical 
education classes were 
conducted on the second 
floor, and lockers for 
swimmers and others 
were located on the 
ground floor.  The 
boxing team [of 
which O’Connell 

A History of UF’s First Gym

The building currently known  
as the Women’s Gym was the  
first permanent structure at 

the University of Florida intended 
for campus-wide use.  Originally 
conceived to serve as both an indoor 
basketball arena and an assembly 
hall, the gymnasium was built as part 
of a construction impetus following 
the 1918 armistice, reflecting the 
needs of the expanding student body 

in the aftermath of World War I. The 
structure was designed by William 
Edwards (1866-1939), a South Caro-
lina architect who was responsible 
for both campus planning and design 
of the University’s first thirteen struc-
tures between 1905 and 1925. 
     Construction of the Gym began in 
late summer of 1918 and was com-
pleted the following year, but only 
after citizens of Gainesville chipped 
in to overcome a debilitating budget-
ary shortfall.   Excitement generated 
from the community effort to make 
the facility a reality led then UF Pres-
ident A. A. Murphree and the mayor 
of Gainesville to invite the New York 
Giants baseball team to hold their 
spring training on campus, utilizing 
the new gym.  The Giants accepted, 
providing entertainment and public-
ity to the city of Gainesville.  Ac-
cording to the baseball summary in 
the 1919 Seminole yearbook:  “The 
presence of the Giants here gave the 
men many pointers as to the playing 
of the game.  We gave them three 
practice games, and before we had 
time to overcome the faults shown 
by these, our schedule called us on a 

was a mem-
ber] trained 
on the third 
floor.” (see 
photo, left).   
       In 1979, 
after the Wo-
men’s Ath-
letic Depart-
ment moved 
to the Florida 
Gymnasium, 
the Univer-
sity received 
state funds to 
demolish the 
Women’s Gym.  A farsighted interest in 
preserving original campus structures 
prevailed, however, and in 1988 the 
Women’s Gymnasium was granted 
protection under the National Register 
of Historic Places.  
     In 1994, two faculty from the 
College of Architecture, Associate 
Professor Kim Tanzer and Professor 
Caroline Constant, drafted an architec-
tural model and proposal for the gym’s 
renovation.  Tanzer, who also serves 
as a member of the Women’s Studies 
Executive Committee, has provided a 
vision of the renovated Gym in tours 
given to alumnae, prospective donors, 
and members of the UF Foundation 
Board.
     “The renovation of the Women’s 
Gym will allow the University of 
Florida to claim the only freestanding 
building devoted to Women’s Studies 
anywhere in the United States,” Tan-
zer explains.  “It will also center this 

emerging, richly 
multi-disciplinary 
field right in the 
heart of the aca-
demic campus. The 
reuse of a wonder-
ful historic build-
ing allows us to 
honor the past and 
create the future si-
multaneously.”✎

Text adapted from National Register of Historic Places Documentation and the architectural renovation proposal written by Kim Tanzer and Caroline Constant.

During a tour of the Women’s Gym, Kim 
Tanzer (left) discusses the interior plans 
using an architectural model she and 
Caroline Constant designed. 

The Gym shortly after its completion in 1919.

From the 1949 Seminole:  newly admitted coeds playing basketball 
in the Women’s Gym.  The yearbook caption reads:   DEFENSE 
RALLIES TO PREVENT SCORE...for the Tri-Delts, trophy happiness.

From the 1940 Seminole:  future UF President 
Stephen C. O’Connell (left), then Assistant Coach 
of the boxing team, stands outside the ring ropes 
(3rd floor of the original gym) with Head Coach 
Carlos Proctor and Manager Roger Weeks.

2



UF  in i t ia ted 
its undergraduate 
Women’s Studies 
program in 1977, 
adding a PhD con-
centration in 1995.  
In 1994, the Board 
of Regents ap-
proved a research 
center that merged 
wi th  Women’s 
Studies to become 
the Center for Wo-
men’s Studies and 
Gender Research 
(CWSGR).  

     Director Sue Rosser explains that 
the Center is committed to making sure 
women’s studies is integrated into the 
entire curriculum.  “I was quite impressed 
when I first came here,” says Rosser, “at 
the interest in health and science which 
you don’t find in so many women’s studies 
programs—a lot of them are directed sole-

The unique ar-
chitectural plan 
for the renova-
tion of the Wo-
men’s Gym will 
both preserve the 
historic dignity 
of the structure 
and reflect the 
vibrancy of the 

Women’s Studies Program, enabling it 
to operate as a vital part of the campus 
mainstream.
     Perhaps the most dramatic exterior 
transformation will be the replacement 
of the existing parking lot in front of the 
Women’s Gym with a landscaped garden 
area, intended to provide an attractive 
entry to the facility, re-establishing its 
original connection to the UF campus.  
Shade trees and a fountain will block 

out surrounding noise, and a series of 
smaller side gardens to the south will 
extend seminar rooms to the open air, 
providing spaces for outdoor classes or 
discussion.
     Through the front entrance, an exhibi-
tion space, designed to draw a diverse, 
campus-wide audience into the facility, 
will feature rotating exhibits of recent 
artworks by UF and community art-
ists.  The lobby leads to the heart of the 
renovated structure, the “Salon,” a large 
gathering space which will extend to the 
full height of the building (preserving 
the spacious quality of the original gym).  
Similar to a traditional hotel lobby, the 
Salon is intended to be a comfortable 
area, appropriate for meetings in small 
or large groups as well as formal lectures 
and receptions.
     The proposed classrooms are to be 
large, open and able to accommodate 

Women’s Gym:  Architectural Plan
Proposed by UF Architects Kim Tanzer and Caroline Constant

varied seating arrangements.  Smaller 
seminar rooms for classes and discus-
sion groups of 10-15 may also serve as 
conference rooms or mini-workshops.   
Additionally, a central workshop 
equipped with Internet-linked comput-
ers and other media equipment will 
serve a variety of uses ranging from 
faculty and student research to the 
production of promotional literature 
and mailings.
     The Center’s offices will be capable 
of modular subdivision so that smaller 
areas can be created to accommodate 
graduate students and faculty from 
other departments, while larger spaces 
can be maintained for administrators 
and permanent or visiting faculty.
     Finally, the third-floor Library will 
overlook the entry garden. The existing 
entry-facade window and clerestory 
windows above the roof-supporting 

During a tour of the Women’s Gym, Kim 
Tanzer (left) discusses the interior plans 
using an architectural model she and 
Caroline Constant designed. 

Sue Rosser, Director
Center for Women’s Studies 

and Gender Research

UF Archives

ABOUT THE DIRECTOR:  Sue Rosser received her PhD in zoology from the University of Wisconsin-Madison in 1973.  
Since January, 1996, she has served as Director for the Center for Women’s Studies and Gender Research at the University 
of Florida, where she is also a professor of anthropology.  In 1995, she was Senior Program Officer for Women’s Programs 
at the National Science Foundation.  From 1986 to 1995 she served as Director of Women’s Studies at the University of 
South Carolina, where she was also a professor of family and preventive medicine in the Medical School.  Rosser has written 
seven books, including Female-Friendly Science and Women’s Health:  Missing from US Medicine and has authored ap-
proximately 80 journal articles on the theoretical and applied problems of women and science and women’s health.
Contact Dr. Rosser or CWSGR at  <srosser@wst.ufl.edu>  or  http://www.clas.ufl.edu/wst/.

number one 
cause of death 
in females),  
“the  balloons, 
sized for men’s 
bodies, are too 
large for many 
women  and 
can actually 
burst women’s 
b l o o d  v e s -
sels...there is 
a much higher 
fatality rate  for women undergoing 
this treatment.”  In her well-known 
work Rosser calls for increased medical 
awareness of the female body, and more 
specific testing to be done on women.
     Excited about the future home of 
CWSGR, Rosser says, “with its cen-
tral campus location, the successful 
renovation of the Women’s Gym to 
house the Center will symbolize the 
full integration of women into the heart 
of UF.”✎ 

ly toward the humanities.”  Accordingly, 
the Center now boasts affiliated faculty 
in the humanities, architecture, educa-
tion, pharmacy, sports science, political 
science, law, anthropology, psychology, 
sociology and medicine.
     Rosser’s own research presently has 
two main concentrations:  integrating 
female-friendly teaching methods into 
mainstream courses to make science more 
appealing to women, and making sure 
women’s health issues are being adequate-
ly explored. “In an earlier age,” Rosser 
says of her interest in health, “women 
of childbearing age were excluded from 
most clinical trials because physicians 
were afraid that experimental medica-
tions might cause women to give birth to 
deformed fetuses.”  Although this reason-
ing was sound, says Rosser, the long-term 
result has been unfavorable for the very 
women such research was designed to 
protect. “When you take something like 
angioplasty,” Rosser explains (and ap-
propriately, too, since heart disease is the 

The Gym shortly after its completion in 1919.

About the Center
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In Their Own Words
Well-known Gators Comment 
on the Women’s Gym Project 

This perfect jewel of a building is one of the most historic 
structures on our campus.  It begs for restoration and renovation.  
As the home for Women’s Studies it will be even more special.
—Dr. Sam Proctor, UF Emeritus Professor of History and author 
of Gator History:  A Pictorial History of the University of 
Florida.

With the proposed renovations, the Women’s Gym would become 
a real campus centerpiece, highlighting historic moments in 
the development of women’s contributions to society and higher 
education throughout UF, the state, and the nation.   
— Joan Dial Ruffier (‘61), UF “Alumna of Achievement” and 
President-Elect of the Florida Foundation.

It’s a charming old building and must be saved in order to 
preserve the historic aura of the northern edge of our campus.  
Once these old buildings—built near the beginning of the 
century—are renovated, they become absolute architectural 
treasures.  Witness the miracle that has occurred with the 
renovation of Griffin-Floyd;  there’s no more interesting building 
on campus,  no building with as much memory on display...
— Dr. Robert Bryan, UF Emeritus Provost and Professor

To transform this important original structure into a flagship 
Center For Women’s Studies, an area of significant strength 
at UF, will make an important statement, not only because the 
facility will stand as a marvelous example of historic preservation 
but also because it will symbolize the University’s dedication to 
ensuring the vibrant future of female scholarship.
— Adele Khoury Graham, UF “Alumna of Achievement” and 
co-author of Finish for the Future.

A Capital Campaign Priority

 Visit us on the web:   CLAS homepage—http://www.clas.ufl.edu   Campaign site— http://www.clas.ufl.edu/dean/campaign    

For more information about the Women’s Gym or 
the UF “It’s Performance That Counts” Capital 
Campaign, contact Carter Boydstun, CLAS Director 
of Development: 
(352) 392-5471 or <ufflcb@nervm.nerdc.ufl.edu>.

It’s Performance That Counts!

       The Florida Foundation and the College of Liberal Arts 
and Sciences are seeking an interested single donor or group 
who wishes to make a lasting impact on the UF campus by 
enabling a project that will enhance not only Women’s Studies 
in Florida but also the quality of all education at the College 
of Liberal Arts and Sciences and The University of Florida.
       Gifts given to restore key university structures such as 
the Women’s Gym are eligible for available state matching 
support and offer the donor(s) a naming opportunity.  
        A gift of $2 million would trigger matching funds of the 
same amount, enabling the complete renovation of the historic 
Women’s Gym.  

•   Research and evaluate teaching techniques to 
attract and retain women in science 

•   Train professionals to work on gender and 
development in Africa and Latin America

•   Direct research addressing gender bias in medical 
procedures, diagnoses and treatments for women

•   Aid in identifying gender conflicts in work 
environment in order to improve productivity of 
work force

•   Enhance current student (male & female) 
understanding of gender specific behaviors and 
processes 

•   Aid faculty in including women-focused 
scholarship in introductory disciplinary courses

The interdisciplinary Center For Women’s Studies and 
Gender Research impacts all 17 colleges of the University of 
Florida.   As part of its diverse function, the Center strives to:

From the 1921 Seminole 
(UF yearbook):  
members of the Florida 
basketball team pose 
outside the front door 
of the original campus 
gymnasium.  Just a few 
years after this picture 
was taken, basketball 
competitions were moved 
to the larger, temporary 
“New Gym” (see photo, 
below).

The “New Gym” (left), built in the 1920s just southeast 
of the original gym (right) to accommodate varsity basketball and 
the physical education department, also served as a venue for 
Military Balls and the annual “Spring Frolic” dances.  Well-known 
big bands of the 30s and 40s including Tommy Dorsey, Sammy Kaye, 
Glen Gray and Xavier Cugat played at these events.
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