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THE COMFORTABLE HOUSE

Post-Victorian Domestic Architecture

By Clem Labine & Patricia Poore

4 0ST OF US live in houses that, though
old, don't even get mentioned in archi-
tectural stylebooks. This article is an
appreciative look at the most familiar

old houses in America--houses found on the

East Coast and the West, in semi-rural areas

and small cities, in revival neighborhoods as

well as old ethnic ones. These houses have a

history we need to understand, and so come to

respect, if we want to preserve the familiar-
ity of most of the country.

"POST-VICTORIAN'" is an umbrella term for the
styles we'll describe on the following pages.
Rather than conjuring up a single image, Post-
Victorian refers to the era, and a -

the look of built America
in the decades around the -
turn of the century. A

THE POST-VICTORIAN
building boom intro-
duced the house as we
know it today. These
homes were built with
amenities we take for
granted, and with an
emphasis on serving
utilitarian needs. It :
was an era of pattern-book designs, mail-order
houses, and speculative building, but methods
and materials were generally of better quali-
ty than in post-World-War-II houses: Walls
were plaster, doors were solid wood. Many

of the selling points recognized by today's

home-buyer appeared in the builders' ads
75 years ago.

changing attitude that affected g

THE PLAN of the early 20th-century house was
"open" and "comfortable;' large windows, per-
golas, and porches provided "plenty of sun;"
the indoor "sanitary bathroom," closets, and
a kitchen with built-in cupboards became
standard features. For the first time, too,
central heating was designed into the new
house; basements were equipped with laundry
areas and clean-storage coal bins.

ON THE EXTERIOR, ornamentation far plainer
than that of the Victorians made simple
statements of "honesty' or nostalgia. The
squarish dignity of many of these houses can
be quite charming, especially when history
is read into their appearance:
The apparent plainness might
express the faint stir-
rings of the Modern move-
_ ment; it might be the
,).{ stripped-down result of
a generation fed up
with the conspicuous,
overworked, expen-
sive decoration of
Y the Victorians; or
8- % it might just re-
vo~~= flect economy.

L e
P _;._1‘-—“_\_‘(

DECORATION was by no means gone, though. We
have only to think of architect-publisher
Ceorge Barber's lavish late Queen Anne houses
(1888-1915, see Dec. 1980 OHJ), or the
half-timbered and rusticated Tudor Revival
houses, to remember that ornament, if
diverse, was still around.

continued next page
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F WE HAD TO CREDIT just a few of the forces
responsible for the look of early 20th-cen-
tury domestic architecture, the list would
lock like this:

(1) Reaction against Victorian excess.

(2) Return to nature and basics--a renewed
search for simple truths, honesty in workman-
ship, and the rustic.

(3) The growth of the middle class, which
meant a proliferation of single-family houses
and the growth of suburbia.

(4) The 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadel-
phia, which spurred patriotism and a nostalgic
longing for an American identity that would
extend back to the Colonies.

(5) The 1893 Chicago Columbian Exposition,
which created the passionate desire for any-
thing that was Classical and white.

NOSTALGIA came in two flavors just before the
turn of the century: English and American.

The English Revival styles carried a connota-
tion of taste and wealth, while the American,
or Colonial Revival, styles were associated
with patriotism and restraint. Nevertheless,
plenty of English-inspired cottages were built
by speculators, and the millionaire class often
chose Colonial Revival for their mansions.
These romantic revival styles had emotional
appeal for almost everybody.

ADHERENTS of the Craftsman ideal, however, were
not "everybody.'" They went in quite the oppo-
site direction from the romantic revivalists.
If the fashionable words of the Post-Victorian
era were "comfort'" and "utility," then Crafts-
man-inspired architecture epitomized the era.
Here was an intellectual philosophy based on
comfort and utility.

THE CRAFTSMAN MOVEMENT was led by Gustav Stick-
ley, the Rovcrofters, and other designer/manu-
facturers on the shoulders of William Morris
and England's Arts and Crafts movement. The
Craftsman magazine, published by Stickley from
1801-1916, was perhaps the intellectual leader
of the Post-Victorian era, becoming an arbiter
of taste on every aspect of domestic life.
Through the magazine, proponents of '"the new
art" influenced architecture, interior design,
furniture, even the moral climate of America.
The Colonial Revival was its antithesis in its
reproduction of old forms.

HE EARLY BUNGALOW is probably the type most
often associated with Craftsman ideology.
This extraordinarily popular house was
known for its lack of pretension, use of
natural materials, and integration of house
with its surroundings. But by the 1920s, it
had become the preferred builder's model, made
to carry all manner of incongruous '"features"
depending on what was selling at the time.
For us today, these vernacular structures are
little capsules of the criss-crossed influ-
ences of the time.

"THE NEW ARCHITECTURE'" had by 1920 taken a back
seat to the romantic styles and the Beaux Arts
resurgence, particularly due to the Columbian
Exposition. Besides, nothing changes overnight:
Eclecticism and High Victorian hadn't been left
far behind. TFor example, after the Centennial
Exhibition fostered patriotic consciousness

THE COMFORTABLE HOUSE

‘ The idea in planning a house is to make it comfortable.

“Comfortable” means that the arrangement of rooms should
be convenient, that the heating system should be so that the
house can be made warm when one wishes, that the plumbing
system should never fail to give hot water, that the windows
should not leak, and that the cellar should be dry.

These things when well done give bodily comfort.

There is, however, another comfort which has been called a
“comfort of the eye.”

Though your plumbing system is perfect, and your cellar dry,
and vour house warm, we still ask: “Is it attractive? Does it
please the eye?”’

The houses in which we live must not only answer the condi-
tions of efficiency, but of good taste also. ,

From: The Honest House, by
Ruby Ross Goodnow, New York, 1914

and the Colonial Revival, it wasn't uncommon to
see a High Victorian drawing room with a spin-
ning wheel in the place of honor. The spinning
wheel was the reminder of the simple life,
honest work, and the beginnings of America.

The most important thing--then as now--was the
symbolism.

ANY MORE THINGS INFLUENCED domestic build-

ing than just revival styles and the honest

new architecture of utilitarian beauty, of

course. By the time the Colonial Revival,
Craftsman-inspired houses, and all the import-
ed styles had filtered down to those vernacu-
lar houses a generation later, they had been
transmogrified into something very different
indeed.

A NEW HOUSE often spoke the answer to the
builder's own question: ''What's selling?" It
could be the sweet appeal of an English Cottage,
or the more ridiculous Craftsman Colonial, a
sure-fire seller that neither builder nor buyer
realized was a contradiction in terms. Now
that time has blurred some of the philosophical
distinctions, we can ask: Did it matter if its
proud new owner didn't understand Stickley's
principles of usefulness and beauty, or the
antecedents of real colonial homes? Both
Craftsman-inspired honesty and the nostalgia
for early America appealed to the buyer, and
the house he bought is our record of what
people wanted in 1915. Vernacular styles had
become something in their own right.

The Styles

E'LL FIRST BREAK Post-Victorian houses
into two major philosophical movements,
both of which were born in the Victorian
era: Romanticism and Utilitarianism.
Romantics, or Revivalists, felt that houses
should evoke an emotional response, based upon
association with historical events. During
the 1800s, the Greek Revival, Gothic Revival,
Italianate, and Queen Anne styles were all
associative romantic styles. In the early 20th-
century, the Colonial Revival, Spanish and
Mission Revivals, and the English Cottage and
Country House styles continued the tradition,
using symbols and archaeological references
which summoned certain emotions in the viewer.
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WHAT WE'LL CALL Utilitarian was reformist,
rebelling against the emotionalsim of the Ro-
mantics. Led by William Morris and the Arts
and Crafts movement in England, and publicized
in this country chiefly by Gustav Stickley
through his Mission furniture and The Crafts-
man magazine, the Utilitarians sought to elimi-
nate what they saw as useless decoration, and
to focus instead on that which combined useful-
ness and beauty. This intellectual/philosoph-
ical movement had a great influence on the
architects of the Prairie School and Southern
California, and also affected almost all of
America's domestic architecture to this day.

THERE ARE MANY WAYS to reshuffle houses into
"style groups." Architecture is not like
biology, however; we can't assign every house a
genus and species name. Categorizing build-
ings is arbitrary. All we can do is group
houses according to certain physical similari-
ties, taking into account the events, people,
and ideas that made them look they way they
do. To that end, following are the major
post-Victorian house types we've isolated.

Romantic Styles

Colonial Revival

ITH THE CENTENNIAL EXHIBITION of 1876,
America began a romance with it architec-
tural roots that continues to this day.
People were seeking a purely "American"
architecture to nourish their patriotic pride.
It was natural that they should look back to
the houses constructed by the Colonists, houses
which had been standing on American soil for
100 or 150 years.
Revival, of course, had been built on English
prototypes. But the Post-Victorian Colonials
that were built were interpretive, and them-
selves became a very American house form.

THERE ARE TWO basic types of Colonial Revival
buildings. First are the historically accurate
reproductions. When well done, they are diffi-
cult to distinguish from the originals. Need-
less to say, this variety of Colonial Revival
house is a rarity.

THE SECOND, more common type of Colonial Reviv-
al house was created when freely interpreted
colonial motifs were applied to house types

that were clearly Victorian or post-Victorian.
For example, a very popular Colonial Revival
house is really a large, asymmetrical Queen
Anne house with grafted-on Georgian details,
such as Palladian windows, quoins, swags and
garlands, and classical columns. Such "free
Colonial" houses are found all over the country.

THE DUTCH COLONIAL HOUSE is an important part
of the Colonial Revival because it pre-dated
other revival styles and became extremely pop-
ular for a long time. 1Its distinctive gambrel
roof makes the Dutch Colonial instantly recog-
nizable. A very flexible design feature, the
gambrel roof was grafted onto everything from
tiny cottages to voluminous two-storey homes.
The Dutch Colonial style, unlike the more
formal styles, reminded people of early farm-
houses, giving the style a cozy, informal in-
timacy that's popular even today.

The true Colonial Revival Style was marked by a faithful adherence to
the symmetry, proportion and restraint of the 17th century proto-
types. This early 20th century house has the symmetry and window
placement of a simple early Georgian Colonial house. The doorway,
with its fanlight and sidelights, is more characteristic of the later
Federal houses.

These models for the Colonial

walls, and red clay tile roof.

The Dutch Colonial’s most recognizable feature is the gambrel roof,
which has been used here both for the main roof and for the front
dormer. Wood shingles were a favored material for roof and siding.
The fieldstone foundation adds a note of cozy informality. Colonial
details, such as a Palladian window and classical porch columns, were
often added to lend grace notes of elegance.

N THE EAST COAST, the return to architec-
tural roots meant a return to the English-
based prototypes of the 17th and 18th cen-
turies. On the West Coast, and in the
Southwest, the colonial precedents were Sﬁanish.
The Mission Revival--based on re-use of the
architectural forms of the Spanish missions--
had taken hold in California in the 1890's.
However, the much broader-based Spanish Colonial
Revival was given a major boost by the Panama-
Pacific Exhibition held in San Diego in 1915.

THE SPANISH COLONIAL HOUSE is most readily
recognized by its low irregular massing, stucco
High walls
topped by a red clay tile coping, enclosing a
garden or patio, are another popular feature.

THE SPANISH COLONIAL REVIVAL, of course, was
most often built where its prototypes were
found: California, Florida, and the Southwest.
However, home-buyers with a taste for the
exotic had Spanish houses built all over the
country--even in the Northeast, where low-
pitched red tile roofs are hardly ideal for
the harsh climate.

The 01d-House Journal
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The half-timbering and massive medieval chimneys are the hallmark of
the Tudor Revival houses. They often have slate or tile roofs; en-
trance doors are frequently of heavy plank construction, with only a
small window—perhaps protected by bars. The pediment over the
front door recalls the attempts by designers in Elizabethan England to
adapt Renaissance forms to their medieval buildings.

The English Cottage Style is meant to be quaint and charming. Often
of stone, stucco or brick construction, the cottage is dominated by its
roofline, which frequently has soft, flowing curves that recall the
thateh roofs of the originals in the English countryside. As with this
house, there are usually large expanses of wall space, pierced by rela-
tively few windows. There’s very little overhang to the roofs.

The English Country House Style is a sophisticated and stylized rendi-
tion of traditional English vernacular shapes, especially picturesque
rooflines pierced by prominent gables. There is usually very little roof
overhang. The broad bands of windows in this home recall the fenes-
tration in Tudor houses. The pergola porch to the left is a design idea
borrowed from the Craftsman movement.

The English Styles

VEN AS SOME ARCHITECTS in the U.S. were

striving for an "all-American'" architecture,

others in the romantic movement were look-

ing back to the 0l1d World for a sense of
tradition and cultural values.
are some French, Italian, and Spanish proto-
types that served as models for the revived
interest in European architecture, most of the
models came from England (as they did in the
Victorian era). The new interest in English
architecture began around 1910, after the cru-

i

e

Although there |

sade for an all-American architecture had peaked.

THERE WERE THREE basic English housing styles
that found favor in the U.S. during the Post-
Victorian era: (1) Tudor; (2) Cottage; (3)

Country House.
but they differ significantly in the details.

Tudor Revival

HE TUDOR REVIVAL HOUSE is readily identified

by its half-timbering. Other features in-
clude numerous prominent gables, large med-

ieval chimneys, and large, expansive windows

with small panes set in lead casements. The
nomenclature can get a bit confusing, however,
since this house style can also be called
"Elizabethan" or '"Jacobean."
historian threw up his hands and settled for
the tongue-in-cheek term "Jacobethan."

A MAJOR ATTRACTION of the Tudor house was its
picturesque composition, coupled with its
association with the "Merrie Olde England"
legend that had been fostered by numerous
writers throughout the 19th century. The
Tudor house began attracting attention from
American architects as early as the 1880s,
four decades before the English Cottage and
Country House styles reached equivalent popu-
larity in this country.

THE MOST PROMINENT TUDOR DETAIL was the half-
timbering, which suggested rugged, hand-hewn
strength. Since in the Tudor originals, the

half-timbering was part of the actual framing
system, this gave the Tudor house the added

modern virtue of "honest expression of struc-
ture."
ings the half-timbers were merely decoration
applied over a conventional frame.
the Revivals gave the illusion of honesty.)

Cottage Style

IXE THE TUDOR REVIVAL HOUSE, the English

Cottage style is picturesque, but its proto-

types are the all-masonry rural farmhouses

of England rather than the larger timber-
framed Tudor houses. The English Cottage house
is described with words like ''charming'" and
"quaint," and by emotional association embodies
all the rustic honesty and simplicity of the
English yeoman. It is a truly "homely" dwell-
ing, suggesting hearth, family and all the
domestic virtues.

THE ENGLISH COTTAGE looks as if it grew organ-
ically, suggesting that the owner built the
house himself using stones that he tore from
the land with his own two hands. Surrounding
gardens and shrubs tie the cottage even more
closely to the land.
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Country House

QUITE DIFFERENT from the Cottage style is
the more polished and sophisticated English
Country House style. In England, during the
period from the turn of the century right up
to World War I, there was a great flowering in
the architecture of country houses. Country
seats, once the province of the aristocracy,
became affordable to the newly prosperous bus-
iness class. Edwardian architects such as
Edwin Lutyens and Ernest Newton designed self-
assured if unintellectual houses for their
well-to-do clients.

FOR SOME IN AMERICA, the English country house

was the ultimate in good taste, traditional
values, solidity, and old world charm. Little
wonder, then, that many well-to-do Americans
in the 'teens and 'twenties had their archi-
tects design for them a North American version
of the English country house.

Utilitarian Styles

Craftsman

TILITARIAN HOUSE STYLES can be split into

two broad groups. First are those that

sprang from a well-articulated philosophy,

such as the Craftsman movement. Then there
are those houses that evolved from vernacular
American building forms.

STICKLEY PUBLISHED plans for many types of
houses in his magazine. Because of this,
strictly speaking there is no single "Crafts-
man" style--although there is a type of house
that has come to bear this title. 'Craftsman"
was more a philosophy than an architectural
style, and many houses, from simple cottages to
large two-storey dwellings, can rightly lay
claim to being "Craftsman."

THERE IS ALSO a philosophical and stylistic
connection between the '"Rectilinear Style"

of the European Art Nouveau and the Craftsman/
Mission design that was being done in America.
The work of architects like Mackintosh in
Great Britain and Frank Lloyd Wright of the
Prairie School bears a striking similarity to
the work of Craftsman designers, the Roycroft-
ers, and to the appearance of the bungalows
built in Southern California around this time.

Bungalow

RAFTSMAN ARCHITECTURE has become identified

with the bungalow. But the ubiquitous

bungalow spread far beyond the confines of

the Craftsman philosophy. The term "bunga-
low" can be applied to any picturesque one-
storey house with a low-pitched roof and sur-
rounding porches. Although Craftsman-inspired
bungalows were common, it adapted well to the
Spanish Colonial style for California, the
Southwest, and Florida. The bungalow also ap-
peared in such styles as Prairie, Swiss Chalet,
Japanese, Adirondack Lodge--and even Greek
Revival!

The modest second storey marks this as a semi-bungalow. The broad
sloping roof recalls a Swiss chalet, while the knee braces on the eaves
and the exposed rafter ends show some Crafisman influence. The
large elephantine columns on the front porch are characteristic of
many bungalows.

This particular bungalow has been rendered in the Craftsman style,
but you could find bungalows interpreted in just about any style you
might fancy. The basic bungalow was a picturesque, one-storey house
with a low overhanging roof and broad porches. Here, the fieldstone
column bases, exposed rafter ends, knee braces under the eaves, and
natural shingle siding all proclaim the Craftsman influence.

CONSTRUCTION MATERIALS for the bungalow tended
to be of the '"natural" and "honest" variety.
Fieldstones, shingles, stucco and the like
were popular. Part of the bungalow ideal was
an integration of interior space with the sur-
rounding landscape. So in addition to broad
porches, you often see attached arbors and
pergolas; climbing vines reach up to embrace
the bungalow. Fieldstone foundations and
porch columns also enhance the illusion that
the house sprang from the soil.

ALTHOUGH THE BUNGALOW was unpretentious, its
rambling, spread-out floor plan made it a more
expensive house to build than a two-storey
house of comparable floor space. Some wags
termed the bungalow ''the least house for the
most money." Nevetheless, the open floor plan
and convenience of having everything on a

The 01d-House Journal
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This simple two-storey house exhibits many of the features of the
Craftsman Style: Expressed structure in the exposed rafter ends,
prominent beams, knee braces at the eaves and large porch columns.
Natural materials, such as fieldstone and wood shingles, relate the
house to the soil; the expansive porch integrates exterior and interior
spaces.

Combining simplicity, economy and versatility, the American Four-
square wids one of the most popular house styles in the early 20th cen-
tury. It's characterized by a two-storey boxlike shape, topped by a
low hipped roof. There is usually a dormer in the front portion of
the roof, and a porch extending across the full front of the house.

Emphasis on the horizontal line distinguishes houses influenced by the
Prairie Style. Broad cantilevered roofs with flat eaves, solid walls with
horizontal openings, and windows set in wide horizontal bands all
heighten the effect. Stucco or Roman brick were favorite materials.
In this example, the porch columns are much thicker than pure
engineering would require, adding a note of solidity to the structure.

L I —
o = A
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single floor made the bungalow extremely
popular. The bungalow has disappeared
from the builder's repertoire. A de-
scendent, however, has replaced it--the
modern ranch house.

American Foursquare

F THE BUNGALOW turned out to be the least

house for the most money, then the popular

American Foursquare was surely the most house

for the least money. Not only did its box-
like shape and hipped roof provide ample room
for America's growing family, but it also
epitomized the Craftsman ideal.

ALTHOUGH we don't today associate these unpre-
tentious houses with the "Craftsman Style,"
Foursquares did in fact appear regularly in
Stickley's magazine. And going by Stickley's
dictum that "The ruling principle of the Crafts-
man house is simplicity," the Foursquare meas-
ures up admirably. The American Foursquare is
simple, honest, substantial, practical and
economical.

BUILDERS had a good time with it, too. Put an
ersatz Palladian window in the dormer, and you
could advertise "Colonial styling." Make the
all-important porch of fieldstone, shingle the
sides and call it "artistic.” Extend the roof
eaves, stretch out the porch, stucco the ex-
terior and you've got a Prairie Style house.

BECAUSE THE FOURSQUARE was so adaptable and

so practical, many thousands were built from
the turn of the century through the 1920s. You
can find this house in practically every neigh-
borhood.

Prairie

FTEN ASSOCIATED with Louis Sullivan and
Frank Lloyd Wright, the Prairie style flowed
from the same reformist wellspring as Bung-
alows and Craftsman houses. It is identi-
fied by its emphasis on the horizontal line.
In its classic form, the building is low and
spread out, with broad low roofs cantilevered
over walls and porches. Solid walls around
porches and walks, as well as the massing of
the house, create deep recesses and shadows.

STUCCO was the most common material used for
siding on prairie houses, followed by Roman
brick, coursed stone,and wood. With the ex-
ception of stucco, all siding materials were
arranged in ways to emphasize the horizontal.
In brickwork, for example, often the horizon-
tal joints are deeply raked (creating dark
horizontal shadow lines), while the vertical
joints would be flush.

MATERIALS generally had an integral finish.
That is, if the stucco were to be colored, the
coloring agent was added to the stucco mix,
rather than applying paint after the stucco
had dried. Wood siding was often stained,
rather than painted.

January 1982
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| printed in monthly magazines.

Homestead House

N ADDITION to the styles that had firm in-
tellectual foundations, another type of
house was popular in the early 20th cen-
tury--the Homestead House. Its various
forms derived not from philosophical theories
E Rather, it was

. an evolved style, having developed over a cen-
-ﬂ tury of trial-and-error building by owners and
contractors alike.

gﬁlHOMESTEAD HOUSES had been built throughout the

.

19th century as farmhouses--the most utili-
tarian of all house types. The rectangular
shape of the house body made it easy to frame
and sheathe. The straightforward gable roof,
lacking hips and valleys, was likewise easy for
the country carpenter to lay out. And two
storeys under one roof provided an economical
ratio of floor-space to building shell.

THE HOMESTEAD HOUSE variants here, therefore,
came from the suburbanization of the ubiqui-
tous country farmhouse. Its distinctive shape,
along with a lack of pretense to any '"style"

at all, makes the Homestead house a recogniz-
able style all its own.

The most basic of all the house styles of the early 20th century is the
Homestead House—a style that had evolved on numerous farms in
the U.S. in previous decades. The body of the house is square or
rectangular, topped by a simple gabled roof. The unselfconscious
absence of any “style details” makes it a style unto itself.

A familiar variation of the Homestead House is the Tri-Gabled EIL
Here, the house takes on a simple ell shape, and the roof now has
three gables instead of two. In some versions, the porch is tucked
inte the space formed by the two legs of the ell.

The Princess Anne house is a direct descendent of the Queen Anne
style. It retains the asymmetrical massing, complex roofline and large

chimneys of earlier Queen Anne houses. In keeping with the early
20th century desire for simplicity and restraint, however, the Prin-

cess Anne house exhibits little of the exterior omamentaﬁon of its
more exhibitionistic parent.

Princess Anne

Y CALLING this style Princess Anne, we're

emphasizing that it is a direct lineal de-

scendent of the Victorian Queen Anne style.

Queen Anne houses were immensely popular
during the 1880s and '90s, but by the turn of
the century, the style was falling out of
favor because of its elaborate exterior.

TASTEMAKERS at the turn of the century were
urging simplicity and restraint as the hall-
marks of good taste. When they railed against
the vulgarity and pretentiousness of earlier
decades, the Queen Anne house was one they
had in mind. Nevertheless, the asymmetrical
plan of the Queen Anne allowed a lot of flexi-
bility, and its ample interior space was still
popular with home-buyers. So it was updated:
Builders stripped off much of the ornamentation
and simplified the exterior. This way, the
house was also cheaper to build.

This survey article is only the beginning! In the coming year, we’'ll
be running a whole series of articles about Post-Victorians, with
more pictures that show variations of each style. Next month: The
American Foursquare. A book about early 20th-century houses
will be published by The Old-House Journal this year.

Images Of American Living by Alan Gowans looks at American
architecture and furniture as cultural expression. Neither a style-
book nor a conventional art history book, Images Of American
Living is a book to be thoughtfully read. It covers our history
from the 17th century to 1960. Those who want to know the
“who and what" behind architecture will find it fascinating, as
we did. You can order the book from Harper & Row Publishers,
Mail Order Dept., 10 E. 53rd St., New York, NY 10022. Phone
(800) 638-3030. The book costs $15.95 postpaid.
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INOLEUM DESERVES renewed atten-
tion as a floor finish in its
own right, reflecting an impor-
tant period of American taste
and history. Although it was a
commonly used floor covering in
turn-of-the-century houses, it
W IANY. 1 is rarely considered in today's
interior restorations. Viewed as an enemy by
restorers searching for hardwood finishes,
countless yards of linoleum are enthusiasti-
cally ripped off floors., Discarding it in
favor of tile or carpeting, many homeowners
fail to realize its historic importance.

THE ORIGINAL APPEAL of linoleum was based on

its qualities as an inexpensive, adaptable, and
resilient flooring. Patterned to resemble more
expensive finishes such as tile, wood, stone,
mosaic, and carpeting, it was offered in a
myriad of styles. By 1918, it was being mar-
keted for use in every room of the house. Not
only was linoleum used to cover existing floors,
but it also became standard flooring in new con-
struction. Its popularity stretched from its
invention in 1863 until 1974, when Armstrong
discontinued its production.

Floorcloths

PAINTED FLOORCLOTHS, the precursor of lino-
elum, were used throughout the 19th century.
The earliest description of a floorcloth
dates from 1760; as late as 1909, similar
0oilcloths were still being offered in Sears
catalogues. Floorcloths were made by water-
proofing coarse fabric, woven of hemp or flax,
with oil paint. First, the fabric was stretch-
ed and coated with hot starch to stiffen and
seal it. Once dry, the surface was smoothed
with a pumice stone and paint was thickly ap-
plied to both sides of the fabric. After
several applications, a final coat of higher
quality paint was brushed on. Colored patterns
were painted by hand, stencilled, or stamped on
the surface with wooden blocks. After drying
for several days, the cloth was varnished. This
made the floorcloth waterproof and relatively
easy to maintain, but its painted surface wore
off quickly.

[ [—— [ |[— ] [e——Fale——ce—————— ] ]

A New Look At

Preservation's Rejected Floor Covering

By Leo Blackman and Deborah Dietsch

=6

EXPERIMENTS IN THE MID-19TH CENTURY were tried
in order to develop more durable and resilient
floor coverings. Exotic combinations, such as
coconut fibers impregnated with cement and
shredded sponge mixed with paper pulp, met

with little commercial success. An exception
was Kamptulicon, invented by Elijah Galloway

in 1844, It was produced by heating India rub-
ber, mixing it with granulated cork, and forc-
ing the mixture between smooth cast-iron
rollers. Although more permanent than its
predecessors, Kamptulicon was very expensive

to produce, so it was used only by the wealthy,
or in public institutions. Linoleum was an
outgrowth of this search for a more substantial
and less expensive floorcloth.

The modern dream kitchen after the turn of the century—
complete with a linoleum floor

words: linum, flax,and oleum, oil. Lin-

seed 0il, a heavy, amber-colored fluid

pressed from flax seed, is linoleum's chief
ingredient. When exposed to air, it begins to
thicken, changing into a tough, elastic mate-
rial. Recognizing this quality, English

THE WORD "LINOLEUM" comes from two Latin
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manufacturers applied linseed oil and fillers Tn Marksl Tn ".rk'l
]

to a cloth backing in hopes of creating a
superior floorcloth. Frederick Walton was the ARKETING GENIUS was partially responsible
manager of Staines Co., a rubber and linoleum for the popularity of linoleum. Prior to
factory in England. While it's not clear who 1917, linoleum was generally considered .
the original inventor of linoleum was, Walton a sanitary flooring for use in kitchens,
can be credited with bringing the process and bathrooms, and public institutions. In an
the product to America. attempt to change linoleum's drab, utilitar-

ian image, Armstrong staged a massive adver-
WALTON'S PROCESS used linseed oil and gum mixed tising campaign after World War I.
with ground cork or wood flour, pressed onto
burlap or canvas. He obtained an American
patent for this process (but not the name) in
1869, when he formed the American Linoleum
Manufacturing Co. in New York. (If Walton's
name sounds familiar, you might recall his
famous wallcovering--Lincrusta-Walton.)

THE ARMSTRONG COMPANY in Pittsburgh, Penn.,
founded in 1860, was primarily a manufacturer
of cork bottle stoppers when it began produc-
tion of linoleum at its Lancaster plant.
Linoleum manufacturing, first thought to be
an easy way of using leftover cork, soon be-
came the company's most profitable line.
Other companies were involved in the early
manufacturing of linoleum: Michael Nairn, a
Scottish manufacturer of floorcloths who
started a plant in Kearny, NJ (1870), and
George Washington Blabon, who installed the
first linoleum calendering machine in the U.S.
in his Trenton plant (1886).

Examples of printed linoleum patterns

THE COMPANY provided its salesmen with pocket-
size pattern books containing color plates of
available stock and offered courses in ''con-
structive linoleum sales.'" Advertisements
were placed in magazines such as Ladies Home
Journal, Women's Home Companion, and McCall's
fo acquaint the woman of the house with the
decorative, economic, and labor-saving poten-
tial of linoleum. It was promoted as an
"artistic" yet '"'sensible" flooring that would
blend with any color scheme or decor. It was
easy to clean because, unlike wood, it con-
tained no cracks or crevices to catch dirt,
and was promoted as sanitary for the kitchen
or bathroom. Linoleum patterned to look like
Brussels carpet, encaustic tile, or wood par-
quet was considered suitable for living rooms,
dining rooms, or bedrooms. The perfect
"modern" material, it was also used for auto
running boards, countertops, and boat decks.

Inlaid linoleum patterns
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An ever-popular floral pattern

A later pattern from the 1950s

lts Manufacture

INOLEUM MANUFACTURING changed very little
during the hundred years it was produced.
It required the assemblage of raw materi-
als from distant lands and their trans-
portation to American factories. Linseed oil,
pressed from Siberian flax; cork, stripped
from trees in Spain; kauri gum, unearthed
in New Zealand; and jute, harvested in Indian
swamps, were the chief ingredients.

Mowing Flax in Western Siberia—Linseed oil is made from flax seed

RAW LINSEED OIL was boiled, pumped into con-
veyors, and dripped onto sheets of scrim, or
gauze, that hung from ceiling to floor in
oxidizing sheds. The o0il thus absorbed oxygen
from the air, achieving the consistency of
caramel candy. The oil-soaked scrims, called
"skins," were reduced to pulp. The pulp was
heated with resins and kauri gum (fossilized
sap from pine trees) to form a '"cement."
After cooling, chunks of this mixture were
ground with cork flour.
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The calendering machine

THE RESULTING PLASTIC MASS, resembling wet
clay, was transferred to a calendering ma-
chine, which consisted of a series of heated
rollers. The cork and the cement mixture were
fed into the top of the machine, burlap enter-
ed at the bottom, and the materials were
pressed tightly together. The linoleum was
then hung in drying rooms and "seasoned" for
three to four days before being printed and
throughly inspected.

Linoleum Types

OME PATTERNS were available throughout
S the history of linoleum, others changed

with current styles. ''Hooked rug" and

"wood planking" linoleum became popular
during the Colonial Revival period; the 1930s
and '40s saw the advent of Moderne-inspired
patterns. A linoleum catalogue from the 1950s,
while offering the mock-Jackson Pollock spat-
tered effect, still featured standard Brussels
carpet, jaspe, and wood designs.

OFTEN LINOLEUM was manufactured to a specific
size, and printed to resemble a bordered car-
pet. Called a linoleum "rug," it was popular
after 1910. Linoleum was also sold to be
placed between a rug, either fabric or lino-
leum, and the walls. These linoleum borders
were usually printed to resemble wood parquet
or planking, and were sold in narrow rolls.

PRIOR TO 1927, linoleum was never textured and
had a backing of canvas or hemp. In 1913-14,
several manufacturers patented a process for
calendering cork and linseed oil onto asphalt-
impregnated paper. These products--such as
Congoleum and Quaker rugs--were less durable
and less expensive than canvas-backed linoleum.
They were intended to make resilient flooring
available to lower income groups.

UNTIL 1930, when embossed linoleum was intro-
duced, five types of linoleum were available,
each distinguished by the way it was manufac-
tured. PRINTED LINOLEUM was patterned by
machine painting with oil paints--one block
for every color--on sheets of plain linoleum,
typically brown. Printed linoleum was con-
sidered lower quality because the pattern was
on the surface only. Many of the floral pat-
terns were done in this manner.
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WOOD PARQUET

.PRINTED PATTERN‘

PLAIN LINOLEUM was manufactured in various
thicknesses and solid colors such as grey,
brown, brick red, and olive. The heavier
grades of plain linoleum, known as BATTLESHIP
LINOLEUM, ranged from 3/16 in. to 1/4 in. thick
and were primarily used in public institutions.

INLAID LINOLEUM has a simple geometric pattern
which goes through to the backing. Two types
were produced. STRAIGHT LINE INLAID, identi-
fied by its sharply-defined pattern, was made
by mechanically cutting sheets of plain lino-
leum into solid color "tiles." These were
reassembled as a mosaic on burlap and bonded
by heat and pressure. To produce GRANULATED
INLAID, plain linoleum was pulverized into a
colored powder and sifted through metal sten-
cils onto an oiled paper sheet. This was re-
peated for several colors, then a canvas back-
ing was placed on top and calendered. Next,
the paper was peeled off, revealing a geometric
pattern with soft, fuzzy borders.

JASPE LINOLEUM has a striated pattern, typi-
cally in two colors. It was most popular after
1900; it's described in advertisements as hav-
ing the appearance of moire silk. Early jaspe
was produced by rolling two sheets of colored
linoleum up like a jelly roll, slicing it, and
then calendering these pieces together.

GRANITE LINOLEUM was a staple of the early
20th-century catalogues. Described as appear-
ing "like Terrazzo,”" it has a mottled surface
and was produced by rolling out various colored
chips of linoleum.

&
INLAID LINOLEUM

GRANITE LINOLEUM

Vinyl Flooring

ODAY, VINYL FLOORING PATTERNS are still
imitative of tile, stone, and wood--but
there is a significant difference between
vinyl and linoleum. The linoleum manu-
factured in the late 19th and early 20th cen-
tury had a flat surface. In the search for
verite and with the development of embossing
machines, textured floors were introduced.
Modern resilient flooring almost always has a
sculpted surface to emphasize the pattern and

to camouflage scuffing. Gone are the more
charming attempts to capture the look of plush
carpeting, encaustic tile, or oak parquet on

a two-dimensional plane. Solid color and
simple geometric patterns, resembling plain

or inlaid linoleum, are also absent. However,
faux-marble vinyl is standard and similar to
jaspe linoleum. Armstrong has re-issued its
most popular linoleum pattern, in vinyl,
#5352, a red flooring used primarily in kitch-
ens. Perhaps they could also be encouraged to
revive other 19th and early 20th century pat-
terns. In the meantime, some contemporary
vinyl patterns can be adapted to resemble lino-
leum in old houses.

Linoleum’s Fall-& Rise ?

ATERIALS WHICH GAVE LINOLEUM its strength
and resiliency also imparted certain prob-
lems of longevity, and use. As linseed
0il continues to oxidize over time, the
material tends to grow brittle and crack.
Its amber tint also restricted the color range
of linoleum--whites, rich blues, and purples
were impossible to achieve. Staining was
caused by the tannic acid in cork reacting
with iron furniture. Linoleum's canvas back-
ing made it sensitive to standing water.

PLASTIC PRODUCTS developed after World War II
were rapidly applied to flooring. Vinyl, a
colorless, waterproof, and monolithic material,
could easily be patterned and textured. It
was composed of synthetic materials and could
be given a permanent no-wax shine. By the
1960s, linoleum was seen as an inferior pro-
duct. It could no longer claim to be the most
inexpensive, maintenance-free, durable, and
resilient flooring it once was.

IN 1974, ARMSTRONG DISCONTINUED manufacturing
linoleum because of reduced demand. However,
the current high cost of manufacturing petro-
leum products makes an organically-based
flooring more appealing and could prompt new
interest in linoleum.

Next month, we will talk about preserving, restoring, and
(if you were lucky enough to find some) installing linoleum.
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LEO BLACKMAN has a Masters degree in Architecture from
Columbia University. This article is based on extensive re-
search Leo did while at Columbia; his thanks go to Professor
Norman Weiss of the Historic Preservation program there.
DEBORAH DIETSCH, also a graduate of Columbia, has joint
degrees in Architecture and Historic Preservation. She was
co-editor of “Precis,” the Schoolof Architecture journal. The
authors are presently working for an architectural firm in
New York City. They would like to thank Herbert Mitchell
at Columbia’s Avery Library, the Research Dept. at The Arm-
strong Co., and Mildred Longo at Fortunate Finds Books.
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