
  NPS Form 10-900                                          OMB No. 1024-0018 
(Rev. 10-90) 
 
United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 
 
National Register of Historic Places 
Nomination Form  
 
This form is for use in nominating or requesting determinations for individual properties and districts.  See instructions in How to Complete the National 
Register of Historic Places Registration Form (National Register Bulletin 16A).  Complete each item by marking "x" in the appropriate box or by entering the 
information requested.  If any item does not apply to the property being documented, enter "N/A" for "not applicable."  For functions, architectural  
classification, materials, and areas of significance, enter only categories and subcategories from the instructions.  Place additional entries and narrative 
items on continuation sheets (NPS Form 10-900a).  Use a typewriter, word processor, or computer, to complete all items. 
 
 

1. Name of Property 
 

Historic name Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto Historic District   

other names/site number  Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Our Lady of Sorrows Grotto, Mount Mercy Grotto  
 

 

2. Location 
 

street & number   1330 Elmhurst Dr. NE    vicinity  N/A    Not for publication:  N/A             

City: Cedar Rapids   state Iowa       code IA    county Linn   code 113     zip code 52403 

  
 

3. State/Federal Agency Certification 
 

 
 

4. National Park Service Certification 
 
I, hereby certify that this property is:                   Signature of Keeper                   Date of Action 
 

  entered in the National Register        
       See continuation sheet.  

  determined eligible for the National Register      
       See continuation sheet.  

 determined not eligible for the National Register      
       

 from the National Register      
 

  other (explain):       
 

As the designated authority under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1986, as amended, I hereby certify that this    x _ nomination ____ 
request for determination of eligibility meets the documentation standards for registering properties in the National Register of Historic Places and 
meets the procedural and professional requirements set forth in 36 CFR Part 60.  In my opinion, the property __x__ meets ____ does not meet the 
National Register Criteria. I recommend that this property be considered significant ___ nationally ___ statewide _ _ locally  x . (  See continuation 
sheet for additional comments.)     
                                                                    
 
                             
Signature of certifying official                                                                                           Date     
 
 
State Historical Society of Iowa  
State or Federal agency and bureau 

In my opinion, the property ____ meets ____ does not meet the National Register criteria. (____See continuation sheet for additional comments.)                          
 
                              
Signature of commenting or other official                                                                          Date                                                             
 
 
_   
State or Federal agency and bureau 



 
 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto Historic District   Linn County, Iowa  
Name of Property         County and State 
 
 

5. Classification 
 

Ownership of Property  Category of Property  Number of Resources within Property 
(Check as many boxes as apply)  (Check only one box)  (do not include previously listed resources in count) 
 
               private   building(s) Contributing    Noncontributing  
               public-local   district  
               public-State   site                1   buildings 
               public-Federal   structure  
   object  1    2  sites  
    
   4   1  structures 
 
   1    1  objects  
 
      6   5  Total 
   
Name of related multiple property listing  Number of contributing resources previously listed 
(Enter "N/A" if property is not part of a multiple property listing.)   in the National Register 
 
 N/A   0  
 

6. Function or Use 
 

Historic Functions  Current Functions 
(Enter categories from instructions)  (Enter categories from instructions) 
 
 Religion/religious facility   Religion/religious facility  

 Recreation and Culture/ work of art   Recreation and Culture/outdoor recreation  

    Work In Progress  

      

      

      

      

  
7. Description 
 

Architectural Classification             Materials  
(Enter categories from instructions)       (Enter categories from instructions) 
 
   foundation  Concrete____  
OTHER: Visionary Art     Stone/ marble     

      Stone/ granite 

      Stone/limestone 

   Walls     Concrete   

OTHER: Grotto     Glass 

      Ceramic tile 
      Stone/ marble 

      Stone/ granite 

   roof            Stone 

Narrative Description 
(Describe the historic and current condition of the property on one or more continuation sheets.) 
 
 



 
 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto Historic District  Linn County Iowa   
Name of Property  County and State 
 

8. Statement of Significance 
 

Applicable National Register Criteria    
(Mark "x" in one or more boxes for the criteria qualifying the property   
for National Register listing)  
  
       A Property is associated with events that   
 have made a significant contribution to   
 the broad patterns of our history.  
   
       B Property is associated with the lives of     
 persons significant in our past.  
   
       C Property embodies the distinctive characteristics  
 of a type, period, or method of construction or   
 represents the work of a master, or possesses  
 high artistic values, or represents a significant   
 and distinguishable entity whose components   
 lack individual distinction.   
   
       D Property has yielded, or is likely to yield   
 information important in prehistory or history.   
  
Criteria Considerations   
(Mark "X" in all the boxes that apply.)  
  
Property is:   
  
       A    owned by a religious institution or used for   
  religious purposes.   
   
       B    removed from its original location.  
  
       C    a birthplace or a grave.   
  
       D    a cemetery.  
  
       E    a reconstructed building, object, or structure.  
  
       F    a commemorative property.  
  
       G   less than 50 years of age or achieved  
 significance within the past 50 years.  
 

Areas of Significance    
(Enter categories from instructions) 
 
 Art __________________________________________ 
 

Architecture  
 

   
 

   
 

   
 

   
 

   
 
Period of Significance 
 

 1929-1941  
 

 
 

 
 
Significant Dates 
 

1929   
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Significant Person  
(Complete if Criterion B is marked above) 
 

 Lightner, William H.  
 
Cultural Affiliation 
 

   
 

   
 

   
 
Architect/Builder 
 

 Lightner, William H.  
 

Narrative Statement of Significance  
(Explain the significance of the property on one or more continuation sheets.) 
   

9. Major Bibliographical References 
 

Bibliography 
(Cite the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form on one or more continuation sheets.) 
 

Previous documentation on file (NPS)  Primary Location of Additional Data: 
  preliminary determination of individual listing (36 CFR 67)     State Historic Preservation Office 

        has been requested.     Other State agency 
  previously listed in the National Register    Federal agency 
  previously determined eligible by the National Register    Local government 
  designated a National Historic Landmark    University 
  recorded by Historic American Buildings Survey       Other 

                                                                                                 Name of repository: Mount Mercy Univ., Busse Library, Special Collections  



  
 
 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto Historic District   Linn County, Iowa  
Name of Property         County and State 
 

10. Geographical Data 
 
Acreage of Property  1.2 acres  
 
UTM References  
(Place additional UTM references on a continuation sheet) 
 
 Zone  Easting  Northing    Zone  Easting  Northing 
 

 1  15  4650962.0 611522     3         
 
 2           4         
                      See continuation sheet. 
Verbal Boundary Description  
(Describe the boundaries of the property on a continuation sheet.)  
Boundary Justification  
(Explain why the boundaries were selected on a continuation sheet.) 
 
11. Form Prepared By 
 
name/title    Professor Jane Gilmor                                                                     e-mail:     janegilmor@yahoo.com 
organization   Mount Mercy University  date   July 1, 2013  
 
street & number   358 Trailridge Road SE  telephone  319-651-3973 (cell)  
 
city or town  Cedar Rapids  state   Iowa  zip code   52403  
 
Additional Documentation 
Submit the following items with the completed form: 
 
Continuation Sheets 
 
Maps:   A USGS map (7.5 or 15 minute series) indicating the property's location. 
              A sketch map for historic districts and properties having large acreage or numerous resources.  
 
Photographs:    Representative black and white photographs of the property. 
 
Additional items   
(Check with the SHPO or FPO for any additional items) 
 

Property Owner 
(Complete this item at the request of the SHPO or FPO.) 
 
name  Mount Mercy University                 Contact name: Walter Chien, wchien@mtmercy.edu  
 
street & number  1330 Elmhurst Drive NE       telephone   319-363-8213  
 
city or town Cedar Rapids  state IA   zip code  52402  
 
Paperwork Reduction Act Statement:  This information is being collected for applications to the National Register of Historic Places to nominate properties 
for listing or determine eligibility for listing, to list properties, and to amend existing listings. Response to this request is required to obtain a benefit in 
accordance with the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (16 U.S.C. 470 et seq.). 
Estimated Burden Statement:  Public reporting burden for this form is estimated to average 18.1 hours per response including the time for reviewing 

instructions, gathering and maintaining data, and completing and reviewing the form. Direct comments regarding this burden estimate or any aspect of this 
form to the Chief, Administrative Services Division, National Park Service, P.0. Box 37127, Washington, DC 20013-7127; and the Office of Management 
and Budget, Paperwork Reductions Project (1024-0018), Washington, DC 20503. 
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Extant Grotto Structures: status, dates, photo & figure references 

 
 
 

 

# NAME OF STRUCTURE 
Resource 
Type STATUS DATE 

PHOTO / FIG. 
NO. 

#1 McAuley Arch  
 
Structure 
 

Contributing 1929-
41 

Photo #20, 
21,22,23 
Fig #6,13 

#2 Grotto Bridge  

 
 
 
Structure 
 

Contributing 1929-
41 

Photo #1, 2, 
4,5,11,12, 
13,14,15,16 
Figure #7, 
10,11,12, 13, 
14,16,21  

#3 Ten Commandments 

 
Structure 
 Contributing 1929-

32 

Photo #1,2,3, 
4,5,6,7,8,9, 
12,24,29  
Figure #8, 
10,12,13,14, 
20,21 

#4 Warde Arch 
 
 
Structure 
 

Contributing 1929-
32 

Photo 
#10,17,18,19,29   
Figure #9,10,17 

#5 New Pond 
Site 
(Integral 
to larger 
site) 

Non-
contributing 2002 

Photo #1,2,3,4, 
5,11,12,24,25,29 
Figure #21 

#6 Marble Statue of Virgin 
Mary 

 
Object Contributing  1949 

Photo #1,2,12, 
24,25,26,27,29 
Fig #18,21 

#7 New Canopy Structure 
for Virgin Statue 

Structure Non-
contributing 2004 

Photo 
#1,2,12,24,25, 
26,27 Fig.#21 

#8 Walkways and Gardens 
including Walk of Mercy 

Site 
(Integral 
to larger 
site) 

Non-
contributing 2002 

Photo #1,2,3, 
4,5,10,12,14, 
21,24,25,29 
Fig.#21 

#9 Didactic Plaque  
Object 

Non-
contributing 2001 Photo #28 
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State 8. Narrative Statement of Significance  
 
SUMMARY OF SIGNIFICANCE 
 
Every now and then one man creates with his own hands and mind, something unusual, beautiful and 
expressive. Just such a construction is William Lightner’s (Our Mother of Sorrows) grotto and shrine begun 
in 1929 and today donated to all who will see it. Mount Mercy has a great artist treasure. 
                                  Cedar Rapids Gazette, August 10, 1941 
 
William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto is a visionary environment constructed by a master 
builder, craftsman, and artist. Lightner used his exceptional sense of design and sophisticated building 
techniques to create his personal vision in highly skilled stone inlay and Italian mosaic. Our Mother of 
Sorrows Grotto is also significant as a rare remaining example of Iowa visionary architecture and of the 
Midwestern grotto tradition of the early twentieth century. Lightner himself was a respected architect, artist, 
and builder responsible for other major buildings in Iowa and a representative on The National Building 
Standards Commission during the Herbert Hoover Administration.  However, for Lightner the multi-
structure Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto site became his life's work and an obsession. He worked on the 
Grotto and its environs from 1929 to 1941 continuously until Archbishop Francis Beckman dedicated it in 
1941. An archeological investigation was not a part of this report. Additional research may identify 
archeological evidence that could contribute to the overall historical significance of the property. 
 
The significance of Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto can be discussed most convincingly in terms of Criterions 
B and C. However, Criterion C is primary in the case for its artistic significance. I will discuss Criterion C 
first, followed by a discussion of Criterion B.  
 
Criterion C: Lightner’s Grotto embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type and a method of 
construction and represents the work of a master as well as possessing high artistic value.  
 

The presence of monumental grottos had a profound impact on the artist-builders  in this region and 
established a precedent for creative expression within the contexts of home and garden. The idea of 
grotto began to take root in the landscape of the collective imagination …  

          (Stone and Zanzi, Sacred Spaces, p. 58) 
 
William Lightner was one of a handful of Midwestern artists who continued a centuries-old European 
tradition of creating environments for contemplation in and of nature (not unlike the Ancient Roman Tivoli 
Garden in Italy). His is one of a few large grottos built to "transmit the prevailing spiritual beliefs in an 
atmosphere of supernatural beauty, a place for the spirit to be moved and stored."  (Stone and Zanzi, Sacred 
Spaces and Other Places, p. 7)  
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Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto was created in the tradition of such famed visionary art 
environments as Father Paul Dobberstein’s Grotto of the Redemption in West Bend, Iowa (National 
Register, 2003) and Simon Rodia’s Watts Towers in Los Angeles. It is one of a few major grotto sites unique 
to Iowa and Wisconsin, including the both Dobberstein’s Grotto and Father Wernerus’ Holy Ghost Grotto in 
Dickeyville, Wisconsin. In a recent journal article, School of The Art Institute of Chicago historian and noted 
grotto conservationist, Lisa Stone, states: 

 
The upper Midwest region of the United States is rife with grotto type environments that are not 
called follies (the British term for such structures) –but could be so, if by folly we mean things 
architectural with a landscape, created to provide an unanticipated place for personal (or collective) 
reflection and enjoyment: to express a sense of historical time, and to enliven and sanctify a place by 
its presence. The phenomenon of grottos and sculptural environments in the Upper Midwest is unique 
in at least two ways: the large number of grottoes and folly-like sites that are linked to a common 
source (Father Dobbersteins’s Grotto of Redemption in West Bend, Iowa) and concentrated in one 
region, and the remarkable history of preservation of many of the sites. 

(Stone and Zanzi, The Follies Journal: No. 11, p. 1) 
 
According to Dr. Susannah Koerber, � )$*-��$� ��- .$� )/�*!��*'' �/$*).�!*-�/# �
)�$�)���/�/ ��0. 0(8�
grotto building in the Midwest peaked during the 1920s and 1930s, the same period during which Lightner 
was building. His work shares many similarities in technique, intent, and subject with the more widely 
known grottos built in and around Iowa (including, as mentioned above, both Dobberstein’s and Wernerus’ 
grottos). Lightner consulted other grotto builders across the region, learning specific techniques, adapting 
designs, and collecting a wide variety of stones and other materials from regional sources and beyond.  
 

Like these few large-scale grotto builders, he also relates to larger trends of park design and 
monumental sculpture that were being adapted to fit the Midwestern environment. The conception of 
a group of shrines and other structures around a public space is a key aspect of the most outstanding 
grotto designs in the region. 

         (Koerber, November 2, 2013 letter) 
 
Who built these grottos? Dr. Koerber notes that for the most part Midwestern grottos of this period were the 
work of German Catholic priests or clergy. Most were first generation Americans or had been sent to a 
seminary in the Midwest directly from Germany or elsewhere in Southern Europe. In fact, both Dobberstein 
and Wernerus attended the seminary in Milwaukee, where a grotto shrine to Fatima, a admired saint in 
Southern Europe in the early 20th centrury, was centrally located on the campus. This shrine was, in turn, 
influenced by the famous Fatima Shrine in Portugal built in the late nineteenth century. Almost all of these 
grottos and shrines were built as thanks to a particular saint or to the Holy Virgin for answering desperate 
prayers to be saved from a life-threatening situation. The visionaries among these grotto builders were 
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essentially artists who taught themselves the skills needed to express their visions in stone. It is worth noting 
that William Lightner was the only Iowa large-scale grotto builder who was not a priest or clergyman in the 
Catholic Church. 
 
Quoted here from the National Register Application (2003) for Dobberstein’s Grotto of Redemption (Palo 
Alto County, Iowa), Stone and Zanzi discuss how the definition of “grotto” has developed in the Upper 
Midwest and nationally:  

 
…the social and spiritual consciousness regarding the relationship of man to nature, and the status 
of nature itself, that Father Dobberstein and many of his contemporaries embraced corresponds with 
the historical and conceptual development of the grotto. In its ancient and classical forms the grotto 
was a form of nature incarnate, a place where spiritual and oracular experiences were inseparable 
from the form, context, and essence of its natural surroundings. The artificial grotto, one step 
removed from its origin, could imitate and elaborate on nature, while the potential for departing 
from it altogether was limitless. The Midwestern Grotto is most often an amalgamation of geological 
treasures, architectural styles and amorphous forms. 

 
In "Concrete Visions: The Midwestern Grotto Environment," Image File ('90), Stone states that the re-
introduction in the early 20th century of Portland cement technology as well as the availability of bagged 
concrete profoundly affected the landscape of the Midwest in two ways: the development of the grain 
elevator and of the Midwestern grotto environment (built as a result of a growing popular interest in the 
grotto form). Because Lightner was a trained builder, contractor, and self-taught architect, his knowledge of 
concrete and its new applications (including reinforced concrete) were extensive compared to that of Father 
Paul Dobberstein in West Bend or Father Wernerus in Dickeyville. In her doctoral dissertation comparing 
Midwestern grottos to Southern Protestant vernacular architecture, Dr. Susannah Koerber also discusses 
Lightner's important connections to Dobberstein and Wernerus. During her research she found letters from 
Wernerus to Lightner asking questions on building techniques and concrete recipes.  
 
In her November, 2013 letter to the State Historical Society of Iowa supporting National Register status for 
Lightner’s Grotto, Lisa Stone goes on to say: 
 

The Mother of Sorrows Grotto is an exceptional expression of an important regional tradition in 
Iowa, about which awareness is growing as more examples are discovered. It’s the second most 
extensive, largely intact grotto environment in Iowa.   

        (Stone, November 3, 2013 letter) 
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SITE HISTORY 
 
The Sisters of Mercy, who had already opened a hospital, a school for girls and a nursing school in Cedar 
Rapids, Iowa in the late nineteenth century, purchased Mound Farm (then outside the city limits of Cedar 
Rapids) in 1906, a move that would lay the groundwork for Mount Mercy Academy and later a Junior 
College, which was opened by the Sisters on September 9, 1928. As other buildings were added to the 
campus, the old Greene Mansion, home to the Sacred Heart Convent that predated Mount Mercy Academy, 
was torn down. An early settler, Judge George Greene, who himself has an important place in Cedar Rapids 
history, originally owned Mound Farm. Mount Mercy went on to became a four-year liberal arts college in 
1960, co-ed in 1969, and a University in 2010. Mount Mercy University is now a Catholic university 
founded by the Sisters of Mercy and operated by an independent, non-denominational board of trustees. It is 
open to women and men of all beliefs in pursuit of baccalaureate and graduate education. Though the Grotto 
site is owned by the University, it is open to the public and has long been used as a neighborhood park. 
 
What began in 1929, then, as a single structure in homage to Lightner’s conversion to Catholicism became a 
twelve-year multi-structure obsession. Eventually The Sisters of Mercy, for whom he was building the grotto 
shrine, had to take legal action to convince him to stop building. There had been a change in administration 
at the convent and a subsequent request to access more of the land (originally given to Lightner) so it could 
be mortgaged for cash to build new buildings. They had originally contracted to give Lightner some 20 acres 
for the Grotto but now wanted to reduce that to 1.5 acres. He had lent the Sisters a great deal of money in the 
past and used his own funds to build the Grotto so he refused their request. When the Sisters of Mercy sued 
Lightner to stop building on the Grotto site, he lost the suit in the lower court. After several appeals by 
Lightner, going as far as the Iowa Supreme Court, the final decision was in favor of The Sisters of Mercy 
and declared the original contract null and void. Lightner and the Sisters eventually settled amicably, 
however, and Lightner went on to finish the Grotto in an agreed upon three years from the time of the 
settlement in 1938. Lightner then stopped building and his vision in stone was finally dedicated in 1941. 
Lightner remained on good terms with the Sisters of Mercy, particularly the group who originally contracted 
him to build the Grotto. He continued to lend them money as well. Had Lightner not been stopped in his 
vision for the Grotto, however, it would have gone on to become much larger. As it was, it was the second 
largest Grotto site in Iowa. 
   
From its beginning the Grotto acreage was a haven for reflection and meditation as well as a favorite location 
for college and community ceremonies.  It became a neighborhood gathering place and a picturesque setting 
for weddings and pageants, including the annual college (then all-women) May Day Festival and May 
Crowning. Stories collected from surviving Sisters of Mercy in 2002 talk about Sunday afternoons when 
they would sell popcorn for a nickel to all the visitors. The Grotto could draw as many as seven hundred 
visitors in one day during the 1946 Iowa State Centennial Celebrations when seven scenes from the state’s 
history were reenacted as tableaux vivant on the site. A 1967 Time Magazine issue featured an image of one 
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of these tableau images in an article on Midwestern higher education. Two coeds dressed as pioneers row a 
canoe in the Lagoon with the Grotto Bridge in the background.  
 
There have been changes over the years, but the University now maintains the Grotto structures and the 
immediate landscape setting is beautifully designed with gardens and footpaths. As discussed in the 
Narrative Description, a restoration project under the direction of conservator Anton Rajer in 2001-02 
resulted in some structural and cosmetic surface restoration of the Grotto elements and in re-establishing the 
lagoon as a smaller, shallower pond. The reintroduction of the water element did much to restore the original 
character of the site. A 2001 aluminum didactic plaque was installed on the stairway leading down to the 
pond, providing viewers with information and vintage photographs.  In 2011-12 the new University Center 
was built as a front attachment to McAuley Hall facing a newly designed central grass quadrangle. All 
vehicular roads that accessed central campus are removed so that only foot traffic is allows. A special 
walkway, The Walk of Mercy, was built connecting the Grotto complex to the new University Center to the 
grass Quad at the top of the hill. This returned the Grotto district to a major central focal point of the campus 
once again. 
 
For more than eighty-five years, the Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto complex has anchored Mount Mercy 
University as a treasured and unique feature of the campus. Dr. Susannah Koerber notes in her recent letter 
of support: 
 

The extant grotto structures demonstrate Lightner’s plan to create a space for meditative and 
recreational use that was also the focal point for the campus. Located as a visual centerpiece for the 
developing college, it unified the campus, tying together Warde Hall (1924), for which Lightner was 
the architect and contractor, and the convent and motherhouse of the Sisters of Mercy. Lightner 
conceived the grotto park as he was building Warde Hall, and by 1930 the area was already a 
destination, referred to as “The Pool in the Glen,” although the structures would not be completed 
and dedicated until 1941. The grotto park provided a gathering space for informal and formal events, 
from casual strolls to pageants, patriotic demonstrations, and graduations.  
Today the grotto district continues to serve that function, with the University Center (attached to 
McAuley Hall) serving as the social and physical pole once represented by the convent. One of 
Lightner’s arches anchors the footpath leading from Warde and the other from McAuley/University 
Center into the quad space. The university has recognized the power of Lightner’s original plan and 
the importance of the grotto structures by restricting the area to foot traffic and restoring the pond, 
reestablishing aesthetic unity among the structures and allowing Lightner’s bridge and the island 
with the 10 Commandments monument to function as they once did.  

       (Dr. Susannah Koerber, support letter, 11-2-13) 
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Criterion B:  Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto is associated with the life of a person, William H. Lightner, 
significant in Iowa’s past. 
 
William H. Lightner himself was an eccentric in some ways but also very much a community man who 
contributed greatly to the landscape of Eastern Iowa. He was born in Cedar Rapids on April 1, 1885 and died 
there on October 10, 1968 at age 82. He is buried in Mt. Calvary Cemetery in Cedar Rapids.  
 
A professional wrestler known throughout the Midwest in his youth, Lightner went on to become a partner in 
his family’s construction business and then to form his own contracting business in 1907. He served on the 
Board of Directors of the Master Builders of Iowa and on several riverfront development and zoning 
commissions.  Later he became the Iowa representative on the National Standardization Committee during 
the Herbert Hoover administration. After retiring in 1942 he continued to work and to donate his design 
skills and his money to community projects. 
  
Local historian Ortha Harstad (now deceased), whose father John Berger had worked with Lightner on the 
Grotto and eventually bought his construction company, completed a written overview of Lightner’s 
accomplishments in 2001. She noted that Lightner was known throughout the city of Cedar Rapids as a 
generous man, often donating his building services and/or money to both Catholic and civic projects.  
 
Lighter, like all great artistic creators, was also a recognized master of his craft. He learned his masonry and 
building skills from his second-generation immigrant German father and uncles. His skilled mosaic and stone 
inlay work were done without grout and almost without gap. He was evidently self-taught in these skills but 
had opportunity to see some of the finest of examples at cathedrals in Chicago during his wrestling career.  
 
In 2002 Dennis Jennings, an alumnus and artist, did extensive interviews with the Sisters of Mercy who 
remembered Lightner and his work. Jennings also unearthed archival material from Lightner’s only 
remaining local relatives. Jenning’s resulting film, William Lightner: Visionary, is in the University’s 
Archives and can be seen on the University web site Grotto pages. This film can also be accessed on Vimeo 
along with three other films about the Grotto made between 2001-2005 (produced by Kansas City Public 
Television, Mount Mercy University and The Cedar Rapids Community School System respectively). 
Jennings research did much to help unravel Lightner’s inspirations as an artist and his motivations in 
building the Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto. 
 
Most significant to the Grotto, in 1907 Lightner converted to Catholicism after meeting and marrying a local 
Irish Catholic woman, Catherine Devlin. William and Catherine Lightner made their home at 1700 C Avenue 
NW in Cedar Rapids. The structure is still standing but with a new street number. After his marriage, 
Lightner’s faith became more and more fervent. His conversion to Catholicism is also what precipitated a 
split in the family contracting business. The Lightner family, of German and Bohemian Protestant heritage, 
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was not pleased with his conversion. As a result he split from the family business becoming Lightner 
Brothers, General Contractors, originally located in the Security Building at 205 South Second Avenue West 
and later moved to 96 Second Avenue West at the west end of the Second Avenue Bridge, all in Cedar 
Rapids. His two brothers formed Lightner and Lightner, General Contractors, with an office at 1958 Grande 
Avenue.  
 
Lightner’s faith became a driving force in his business as well as his personal life. After joining St. Patrick’s 
Church in 1915, many of his projects involved the construction of Catholic schools and churches. Quite often 
he donated his work as both designer and builder. As noted above, he lent considerable cash to the Catholic 
Church in Cedar Rapids to help accomplish their building projects. 
 
Lightner’s construction company had just completed Warde Hall on the Mount Mercy Academy campus 
when he began the Grotto complex. During the Warde Hall project Lightner had become close friends with 
the Sisters of Mercy who administered the Mount Mercy Academy. In addition to lending them money to 
buy more property and to build Warde Hall, he asked to create a monument to honor the Sisters of Mercy 
and to commemorate his conversion. The Sisters suggested he build a Grotto to the Virgin Mary (later this 
became Our Mother of Sorrows) and thus began his twelve-year artistic odyssey. The Sisters of Mercy gave 
him a long-term lease on twenty acres of the Mount Farm estate. In return he lent them more money to buy 
more land and he built and paid for all the structures in the Grotto.  
 
Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, then, became Lightner’s life’s work and his artistic masterpiece. For him the 
site had meaning on several levels and like many great artists, he had a muse. Lightner’s beloved wife 
Catherine was the ultimate inspiration for his grotto. His love for Catherine, as well as his consequent 
religious conversion, stirred him emotionally to create his artistic tour de force. From start to finish Lightner 
initiated and accomplished every step with only minimal assistance. He approached the Sisters of Mercy, 
then gathered, planned, prepared and paid for everything involved with his Grotto. Lightner created each 
structure of the Grotto stone by stone. This unique work of personal artistic vision is unlike any other 
structure Lightner designed in his lifetime.  
 
The Grotto not only demonstrates Lightner’s artistic vision, it also best represents his civic and charitable 
projects. Lightner designed and built many other significant structures in Iowa including Lamoni’s first bank 
and the rebuilding of St. Patrick’s Church in Cedar Rapids (after a fire). Newspaper articles documenting his 
other architectural designs and mosaic and stone inlay work are included in the University Busse Library 
Archives. The November 23, 1951 Cedar Rapids Gazette pictures and discusses the new magnificent main 
altar of St. Patrick’s Church. Though Lightner had retired by this time, he put a great deal of time and effort 
into the rebuilding project. He reportedly imported more than 120,000 pounds marble and statuary from Italy 
for the job as well as designing a stained glass dome, hammered brass railings, and an onyx crucifix. 
Evidently, Lightner visited many churches throughout the country for new ideas. This is the only project, 
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other than his Grotto, where Lightner had significant artistic license. Unfortunately, the great Cedar Rapids 
Flood of 2008 destroyed the interior of St. Patrick’s Church.  
 
Summary of Significance: Conclusion 
 
William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto District is eligible for the National Register for several 
reasons. First of all, it is a rare remaining example of the large-scale Grotto complex in Iowa. Lightner’s 
Grotto is also a primary and an outstanding example of the early and mid-twentieth century Grotto 
phenomenon, which is unique to the upper Midwest. In this regard, Lightner’s work demonstrates the 
influence of Father Paul Dobberstein’s Grotto of Redemption on all the Iowa grotto builders. This influence 
cannot be understated. Few structures remain to support this prevailing theory of grotto origins in this 
geographical area.  
 
Of all the structures Lightner designed as a contractor and architect this site is our best and only example of 
his work as a visionary artist and architect and a master craftsman. Though Father Dobberstein’s Grotto of 
Redemption no doubt inspired Lightner, he was able to translate his experience of it into his own masterful 
vision. With minimal assistance he worked on his creation daily for twelve years and evidently would have 
continued indefinitely had he not been stopped. 
 
Recognition of this unique achievement continues to grow on regional, national, and even international 
levels. In recent years Lightner’s Grotto has been awarded one state (IAC) supported and two major national 
(Smithsonian and NEA) restoration grants. It has also been included on the Linn County Historic 
Preservation Guide to Historic Sites and has been the subject of several internationally published scholarly 
articles and three local and national professionally produced films. In the 1930s through the 1950s, the 
heyday of Grotto creations, Lightner’s Grotto attracted hundreds of visitors every weekend. To this day it 
continues to attract tourists and historians, as well as a variety of community and school groups as diverse as 
the Iowa Sequesters, the local Girl Scouts, and the Linn County Geological Society. The University’s Grotto 
Archives are filled with letters from visitors who happened upon the site and took wonder in its artistic 
achievement. As one serendipitous visitor states, “ …this is one of the best kept secrets in Iowa.” This kind 
of interest is unique. There are many handmade, individually conceived roadside attractions and artworks in 
Iowa, but few have received this quality of interest from both the public and academia.  
 
Nationally recognized visionary architecture and grotto historians Dr. Susannah Koerber and Lisa Stone have 
written letters of support for this nomination. Lisa Stone states in her support letter of November 3, 2013:  
  

The Mother of Sorrows Grotto complex was a labor of love and an expression of his devotion ….as 
well as a major and enduring contribution to the identity and life of Mount Mercy University, to 
Iowa, and the nation. 
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“Place” is often associated with memory. Our 2002 request for stories about the Grotto from retired Sisters 
of Mercy, alumni and neighbors made clear that images of William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows 
Grotto remain clear in their memories long after others have faded. The existing structures of Lightner’s 
Grotto are almost entirely authentic and serve as a significant link to the past for those who visit. In reference 
to William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Dr. Susannah Kroeber states: 

  
The Lightner grotto district has clear connections to the Midwestern grotto tradition but a strong 
individual style and relationship to its setting that make it an outstanding example and one whose 
preservation should be ensured… In its artistry, Lightner’s work is among the finest visionary 
architectural environments in the United States and has a rich history as part of Mount Mercy 
University and the surrounding community. 

 
(Kroeber, letter of support, November 2, 2013)

 
 

 William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto comes from a deep personal vision and a need to 
communicate in one’s own visual language. This language came within the unique architectural genre of early 
twentieth century Midwestern grottos. In spite of Lightner’s many contributions to Eastern Iowa architecture, 
this Grotto is the only example and all that remains of his exceptional artistic vision. Perhaps the words of a 
1941 Cedar Rapids Gazette reporter, quoted in the introduction for this section, still say it best: 

 
                              Every now and then one man creates with his own hands and mind, 
                                                  something unusual, beautiful and expressive.
    
           (Cedar Rapids Gazette, August 10, 1941) 
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10.  Geographical Data      Note: North is always top of page                                                        
 
Verbal Boundary Description  
 
Please see Figure # 1�
 
From a starting point of the (central) Grotto Bridge, this site extends north approximately 117 feet to Warde Drive 
on the campus, west 170 feet past the Warde Arch to the entry to Apartment Parking Lot N (entry is from Warde 
Drive), south 168 feet to the southern edge of Apartment Parking Lot S, and west 205 feet to immediately beyond 
the McAuley Arch. The site is bordered on the northeast by a sidewalk with iron railing and on the southeast by a 
sidewalk that ends at the southeastern corner of Apartment Parking Lot S. The site is bordered on the southwest by 
the southern boundaries of Apartment Parking Lot N. As seen in Figure # 1, a solid dark line denotes these 
exterior boundaries of the property nominated.  
 
Boundary Justification  
 
The nominated property boundary has been drawn to include the contributing resources historically associated 
with William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto.
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PHOTO SECTION:  All included photographs are available in the Mount Mercy University Busse 
Library, Special Collections: Grotto Archives. All Photographs are printed with archival Epson Ultra Chrome 
ink on K3 Epson Ultra Premium Paper as required. Professor Jane Gilmor, Mount Mercy University, and Professor 
David Van Allen took all contemporary images of the site. See Figure #2 for guide to location of camera for each 
photograph. 

PHOTO LOG 

Photo #1 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Van Allen, 2013, overview of New Pond, Ten 
Commandments, Bridge and New Canopy structure over Virgin Mary statue, camera facing NW, # 0001 

Photo # 2 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Van Allen, 2013, panoramic view of Grotto site with New 
Pond, Bridge, Ten Commandments, and new Canopy Structure with Virgin Mary statue, camera facing NE, #0002 

Photo # 3 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, c. 2011, aerial view Ten Commandments structure 
(before Globe was restored), camera facing NE, # 0003 

Photo #4 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2013, Ten Commandments structure in foreground, 
Bridge over new pond and Warde Hall (non-contributing) in background, camera facing NW, #0004 

Photo #5 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2013, Ten Commandments as seen through Grotto 
Bridge, camera facing SE #0005 

Photo #6 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2013, Ten Commandments newly installed restored 
globe of smalti mosaic inlay, camera facing NE #0006 

Photo #7 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2013, Ten Commandments detail of Italian smalti 
mosaic, camera facing SE, #0007 

Photo #8 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, Iowa, Gilmor, 2013, Grotto Bridge, detail of tops of two 
columns, camera facing E, #0008 

Photo #9 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, Iowa, Gilmor, 2013, detail of Warde Arch rock inlay 
interior of arch on East side, camera facing E,  #0009

Photo #10 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Warde Arch (with Student Apartment four-
plex and parking Lot “N” in background, camera facing SE #0010 

Photo # 11 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Grotto Bridge with Warde Hall in 
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background (non-contributing), camera facing NW, #0011     

Photo # 12 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Grotto Bridge, with new Canopy structure 
housing Virgin Mary in left background and Ten Commandments in right background, pond and gardens, camera 
facing SE, #0012 

Photo # 13 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Detail of 12 x 12” mosaic section under 
Eastern Bridge arch, camera facing sky, #0013 

Photo # 14 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Grotto Bridge following walkway, camera 
facing NE, #0014 

Photo # 15 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Grotto Bridge, detail on top urn with flowers 
and mosaic inlay, camera facing SW, #0015 

Photo # 16 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Grotto Bridge, view of top urn with flowers 
with rock and mosaic inlay, camera facing SW, #0020  

Photo # 17 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Detail of Warde Arch looking toward sky 
from under arch, camera facing up, #0017 

Photo # 18 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Warde Arch with student apartments behind 
(non-contributing) camera facing SW, #0018 

Photo # 19 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Warde Arch detail of rock inlay, “Blessed 
Art Thou Among Women”, camera facing N, #0019 

Photo # 20 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, McAuley Arch detail of finial rock and tile 
inlay, camera facing SE, #0020 

Photo # 21 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, McAuley Arch looking toward pond, 
camera facing W, #0021 

Photo # 22 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, McAuley Arch looking toward sky, camera 
facing SW, #0022 

Photo # 23 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, McAuley Arch looking toward McAuley 
Hall, camera facing SE, #0023 

Photo # 24 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2013, overview walkways and gardens, New Pond, 
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Ten Commandments, and new Canopy Shrine stone inlay structure (b. 2004, non-contributing) housing Virgin 
Mary Italian Marble statue far left behind pond, (c.1940’s, contributing), camera facing SE, #0024

Photo # 25 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Canopy Shrine Structure (non-contributing) 
housing Virgin Mary Italian marble statue (contributing), benches walkway and New Pond in foreground, camera 
facing NW, #002,  

Photo # 26 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2013, Canopy Shrine Structure (non-contributing) 
housing Virgin Mary Italian marble statue (contributing), camera facing E, #0026 

Photo # 27 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2013, detail of Virgin Mary Italian marble 
statue(c, 1940, contributing), camera facing NE, #0027 

Photo # 28 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, Interpretive Plaque (2001) with historic 
images and text, camera facing S, #0028 

Photo # 29 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, view of Grotto May Day Celebration re-
enactment 2012, camera facing SE, #0029 

Photo # 30 Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2012, view of Grotto May Day Celebration Scarf 
Dance re-enactment 2012, camera facing SE, #0030 
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IMBEDDED IMAGES LOG:     

All included maps and historical images are available in the Mount Mercy University Busse Library, 
Special Collections: Grotto Archives. All historical images identify photographer or mapmaker if known. 

FIGURES NUMBERS: GEOGRAPHICAL DATA: SECTION 10 

Figure # 1: BOUNDARY MAP/SKETCH MAP/SITE PLAN, William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows 
Grotto, Mount Mercy University, Linn County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa. Map by Anton Rajer 2001 revised by Jane 
Gilmor 2012. Solid black line marks Property Boundary. Dashed line shows Central Shrine and Lagoon (non-
extant) footprints. List of site structures is keyed to Table 1: Description of Grotto Structures, Section 7, page 2.  

Figure # 2: Table #1: KEY to Boundary Map/ Sketch Map/Site Plan in Figure #1, Description of Grotto 
Structures (within boundary lines) 
 
Figure #3: Sketch Map/Site Plan, Key to Camera Locations for referenced photos of Grotto site and structures. 
William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrow Grotto, Mount Mercy University, Linn County Cedar Rapids, Iowa. 
Map by Anton Rajer, 2001, revised by Jane Gilmor, 2012. Solid Black Line Marks Property Boundary. For list 
of site structures and other elements see Figure #2, Table #1. 
 
Figure #4: SKETCH MAP/SITE PLAN, KEY TO CAMERA LOCATIONS for Photos of Grotto 
Structures, William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount Mercy University, Linn County, Cedar 
Rapids, Iowa, Map by Anton Rajer 2001 revised by Jane Gilmor 2012. Solid black line = Property Boundary 
 
Figure # 5: Plat Map: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, overview with Cedar 
River, NE Quadrant. Arrow locates campus, Google Maps, 2012    
                                                                                                                                                

FIGURE NUMBERS FOR NARRATIVE DESCRIPTION:  SECTION 7  

Figure # 6: Floor plan/ elevation of Warde Arch, Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount Mercy University, Linn 
County, Cedar Rapids Iowa, map by Anton Rajer, 2001 

Figure # 7:  Floor Plan/elevation for Grotto Bridge, Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount Mercy University, 
Linn County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, map by Anton Rajer, 2001 

Figure #8: Floor Plan/Elevation Ten Commandments Structure, Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount Mercy 
University, Linn County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, map by Anton Rajer, 2001
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Figure # 9: Floor Plan: McAuley Arch, Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount Mercy University Campus, Linn 
County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, map by Anton Rajer, 2012 

FIGURE NUMBERS FOR HISTORICAL PHOTOGRAPHS (Imbedded Image Section) 
 
Figure # 10: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County. IA, unknown, c. 1930s, overview of Grotto with pond 
off lagoon, Ten Commandments Structure in foreground, Grotto Bridge and Warde Arch immediately behind. 
Warde Hall in far background, camera facing NW, Mount Mercy University Busse Library Special Collections: 
Grotto Archives (same for all Figure #10 - #19 images).  
 
Figure # 11: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County. IA, unknown, c. late 1930s, Isadora Duncan Scarf 
Dancers at May Crowning Ceremony with Grotto Bridge and Ten Commandments behind, camera facing SE 
 
Figure # 12: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, IA., unknown, c 1900-1930s, portraits of William H. 
Lightner, visionary architect and builder. 
 
Figure # 13: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, IA. Unknown, c. 1940s -50s, May Day Crowning 
Procession at Grotto site with McAuley Arch (center background), Bridge (middle ground left), and Ten 
Commandments (Right foreground behind figures), camera facing NE. 
                                                                                                                                                                                   
Figure # 14: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, unknown, c. 1950’s, Graduating Class on Grotto Bridge, 
camera facing SE. 

Figure # 15: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, unknown, 1974, removal of Grotto’s Wall Shrine 
following draining of lagoon in 1970, camera facing SE. 

Figure # 16: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, Gilmor, 2001, Grotto Bridge and pond, Smithsonian 
American Heritage Save Outdoor Sculpture Restoration grant in process, camera facing NE. 

Figure # 17: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, unknown, 1941, Archbishop Francis Beckman and 
graduates at Warde Arch, camera facing N. 

Figure # 18: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn, Iowa, unknown, c. 1943, The Sisters of Mercy in front of 
Central Grotto Shrine and Lagoon (both non-extant), camera facing SW. 

Figure #19: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, Iowa, unknown, c 1946, image of girls in costume 
canoeing on the Grotto Lagoon during the reenactment of seven scenes from Iowa’s history at Iowa Bicentennial 
Celebration, camera facing NE, The image was used in a 1967 Time Magazine article.
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Figure # 20: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, Iowa, unknown, c 1930s, unfinished image of Ten 
Commandments structure labeled “Shrine Mother of Sorrow, Cedar Rapid, IA.” camera facing SE 
 
Figure # 21: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, Iowa, unknown, 2011, aerial watercolor rendering of 
Lightner’s Grotto site in context of Mount Mercy University campus in 2011 (with Student Parking Lot “S” 
removed as planned for 2016) 
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Figure #1: BOUNDARY MAP/SKETCH MAP/SITE PLAN, William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount 
Mercy University, Linn County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa. Map by Anton Rajer 2001 revised by Jane Gilmor 2012. Solid black 
line marks Property Boundary. Dashed line shows Central Shrine and Lagoon (non-extant) footprints. List of site 
structures within Boundary line is keyed to Table 1: Description of Grotto Structures, Fig. #2 (see next page) 
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Figure #2: Table #1: KEY to Boundary Map/ Sketch Map/Site Plan: Description of Grotto Structures 
List of site structures within Boundary line is keyed to Figure #1 on previous page. 
 
 

# NAME OF STRUCTURE STATUS DATE PHOTO / FIG. NO. 

#1 McAuley Arch  Contributing 1929-41 Photo #20, 21, 22, 23 
Fig #6, 13 

#2 Grotto Bridge  Contributing 1929-41 
Photo #1,2,4,5,11,12, 
13,14,15,16 
Figure #7,10,11,13,14, 
16,21  

#3 Ten Commandments Contributing 1929-32 
Photo #1,2,3,4,5,6,7, 
8,9,12,24,29 Figure 
#8,10,11,12,13,14,20,21 

#4 Warde Arch Contributing 1929-32 Photo 10,17,18,19  
Figure #9,10,17 

#5 New Pond Non-
contributing 2002 Photo #1, 2, 3, 4, 5 

11,12,24,x29 Figure# 21 

#6 Italian Marble Statue of Virgin 
Mary Contributing   

c.1949 
Photo #1, 2, 12, 24, 
25, 26, 27, 29 Fig # 
18, 21  

#7 New Canopy Structure Non-
contributing 2004 Photo #1, 2 12, 24, 25, 

26, 27 Fig. #21  

#8 Walkway Systems and Gardens, 
including Walk of Mercy (2011) 

Non-
contributing 2002 

Photo  #1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 
10,12,14,21,24,25,29  
Fig# #21 

#9 Didactic Plaque  Non-
contributing 2001 Photo #28 

#10 Student Apartments Non-
contributing 1974 Photo # 10 

#11 Student Apartment Parking Lot 
“N” 

Non-
contributing 1975 Photo #2, 29 

#11 Student Apartment Parking Lot 
“s” 

Non-
contributing 2000 Photo #10 
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Figure # 3: SKETCH MAP/SITE PLAN, KEY TO CAMERA LOCATIONS for Photos of Grotto  
Structures, William Lightner’s Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount Mercy University, Linn County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa 
Map by Anton Rajer 2001 revised by Jane Gilmor 2012. Solid black line marks Property Boundary. List of site structures 
Keyed to Figure #2: Table #1: KEY to Boundary Map/ Sketch Map/Site Plan: Grotto Structures N�� 
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Figure # 4: Sketch Maps of Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto and Mount Mercy University Campus, Linn County, 
Cedar Rapids, Iowa NE Quadrant, 44.5 acres: Linn County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, MMU Public Relations Dept. 2010 (Not to 
scale)   (Note North is NOT top of Page: see markings)  
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Figure # 5: Plat Map: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, overview with Cedar 
River, NE Quadrant. Arrow locates campus�, Google Maps, 2013 
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 Figure # 6: Floor Plan: McAuley Arch, Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount Mercy University 
Campus, Linn County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, map by Anton Rajer, 2001    
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Figure # 7:  Floor Plan/elevation plan for Grotto Bridge, Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount Mercy 
University, Linn County, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, map by Anton Rajer, 2002
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Figure # 8: Floor Plan/Elevation for Ten Commandments Structure, Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount 
Mercy University Cedar Rapids, Iowa, Linn County, map by Anton Rajer, 2002
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Figure # 9: Floor plan/ elevation map of Warde Arch, Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Mount Mercy 
University, Cedar Rapids Iowa Linn County, map by Anton Rajer, 2002 
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Figure 10: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County. IA, unknown, c. 1930s, overview of Grotto with 
pond off lagoon, Ten Commandments Structure in foreground, Grotto Bridge and Warde Arch 
immediately behind. Warde Hall in far background, camera facing NW. 
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Figure 11: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County. IA, unknown, c. late 1930s, Isadora Duncan Scarf 
Dancers at May Crowning Ceremony with Grotto Bridge, Ten Commandments behind, camera facing SE. 
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Figure 12: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, IA., unknown, c 1900-
1930s, portraits of William H. Lightner, visionary architect and builder. 



NPS Form 10-900-a OMB No. 1024-0018 
(8-86) 
 
United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 
 
National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet  
 
Section     Imbedded     page  50        Property name     Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto Historic District 
 
        County and State    Linn County, Iowa   
                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 

Figure 13: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, IA. unknown, c. 1940s -50s, May Day 
Crowning Procession at Grotto site with McAuley Arch (center background), Bridge (middle ground 
left), and Ten Commandments (Right foreground behind figures), camera facing NE. 
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Figure 14: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, IA., unknown, c. 1950s, Graduating Class portrait 
on Grotto Bridge, camera facing SE. 
 
 
 



NPS Form 10-900-a OMB No. 1024-0018 
(8-86) 
 
United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 
 
National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet  
 
Section    Imbedded   page  52       Property name     Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto Historic District 
 
        County and State    Linn County, Iowa   
                      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 15: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn county, Iowa, unknown, 1974, removal of Large 
Wall Shrine, camera facing SE. 
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Figure 16:  Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, IA. Gilmor, 2001,Grotto 
Bridge and New Pond, Smithsonian American Heritage Save Outdoor Sculpture 
restoration grant in process, camera facing SE.
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Figure 17:  Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, IA. 
unknown, 1940s, Archbishop Francis Beckman and graduating class, 
camera facing NW, process, camera facing SE. 



NPS Form 10-900-a OMB No. 1024-0018 
(8-86) 
 
United States Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 
 
National Register of Historic Places 
Continuation Sheet  
 
Section    Imbedded   page  55        Property name     Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto Historic District 
 
        County and State    Linn County, Iowa   
                      
 

Figure 18:  Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, IA., unknown, 1950s, Sisters of Mercy 
in front of Wall Shrine housing Virgin Mary Statue, camera facing SE. 
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Figure 19: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, Iowa, unknown, c 1946, image of girls in costume 
canoeing on the Grotto Lagoon during the reenactment of seven scenes from Iowa’s history at Iowa 
Bicentennial Celebration, camera facing NE, The image was used in a 1967 Time Magazine article. 
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Figure 20: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, Iowa, unknown, c 1930s, unfinished image of Ten 
commandments structure labeled “Shrine Mother of Sorrow, Cedar Rapid, IA.” camera facing SE. 
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Figure 21: Our Mother of Sorrows Grotto, Linn County, Iowa, unknown, 
2011, aerial watercolor rendering of Lightner’s Grotto site in context of 
Mount Mercy University campus in 2011 (with Student Parking Lot “S” 
removed as planned for 2016). 
 


