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When the Fighting Stops and the World Starts to Rebuild, Have We
Architects the Vision Required to Create Adequate Longtime Works?

g() UNDERSTAND any of the arts expressing the twenty years following our
American War Between the States, 1801-18605, one must first correct a false
impression persistently built up by current commercial advertising, popular nov-
els and the movies.

“The Gay Nineties,” is a misnomer. The Nineties were Brown. It was the Eighties that
were Gay. The United States had just recovered from the “panic” of 1873 and, as in our
1920’s, was recklessly riding to another and more bitter economic disaster in 1893. Architec-
ture is prophetic and is always the first of the arts to foreshadow social and economic changes
as well as the flowing genius of the people.

gHE 1890°s were to be a period of reconstruction, of self-searching, which re-
sulted in collective reform action in every field, called “movements.”

The 1890’s saw the rise of Elbert Hubbard and his religion of honest craftswork. Theodore
Roosevelt was cleaning up the politics of New York City. Honest Jacob Riis was cleaning
up its slums. Billy Sunday was well on his way toward “saving” the soul of the nation. The
Chautauqua as adult education for the common people was in full lower. University Travel
and popular study of Europe’s Art and Architecture took thousands of school teachers and
housewives “Across the Pond” every vear.

WE shall therefore expect to find the lighthearted, colorful and prosperous
1880’s becoming discouraged by the “hard times” which followed the World's
Fair at Chicago, and by 1893 ready to be taken in by the specious pseudo-schol-
arship of decadent academic Parisian Architecture.

The Chicago Fair of 1893, in its more general relations to the growth of the nation, was a
flowering of the 1880’s but in the pessimism of its architecture, it forecast the beginning of
those sterile times whose period announced motto was, “The best that vou can do is a good

”

copy.” And this blight lasted for forty years.

AND SO we believe that the tremendous volume of current laboratory

work in materials and construction must now be quickly integrated to
an architectural expression that will satisfy the hearts of the American peo-
ple. It is for this reason that the still living and unspoiled buildings of the
era from 1872 to 1892, despised alike by the Conservatives of 1900 and the
Moderns of 1940, are worth serious study, if we, who are to state the quality
of America in Architecture, shall not fail.

H. W. FRIDLUND, Editor

Northwest Architect is published by the Minnesota Association of Architects in the interests of the
architectural profession and the building industry and is the official publication of the association.
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R. MILLER'S

GOQOD dl

OUIS SULLIVAN, the father of our “Modern”

Architecture, first found himself in the decora-

tive embellishment of the Chicago Auditorium,
and that was 1890. It was the very year in which this
house was designed. 1f we think about all the houses
that were built in America for fifteen or twenty years
before this time, we begin to see that Sullivan’s philos-
ophy and Sullivan’s ornament were not the new n-
vention of a mind secking to be original, but the
brilliant and personal exposition of a living tradition
which an imported and snobbish architectural aristoc-
racy all but succeeded in destroying.

Last month Tue Norrawest ArcHITECT looked at
one of these houses built in 1874, and this issue will
outline the record of American thought during the
next sixteen years.

Here is ‘another house built in Oak Park by Dr.
Gray to be his home. Feeling and preference in
building patterns have already changed greatly, but
we still have a plain continuity of what is genuine,
traditional and American. This dwelling is a logical
development of that Gray home of 1874. The plan
is similar but its expression is new. When built it
was ‘“‘up to date,” attracted favorable comment. Peo-
ple said, “I want a house like Dr. Gray's.” But the
world was moving so fast that in a brief six years
its style would be dated, its fashion unwanted.

Today this old photograph begins to tell us a dif-
ferent story. The perspective of fifty years shows
solid values beneath these quaint manners. Here is
something we lost and must win back—The Building
Speech of the Natural American.

True Tradition
[t appears to me that this building contains the

‘Written by
ARCHITECT.

William Gray Purcell especially for NorTHWEST

GERBREAD

seeds of all the elements now thought desirable and a
number that we are only beginning to see as essential
to a functional expression of the Whole Man in his
own living world. Looking out on “Modern” design
which all must now appraise, we see, in this house,
that Architect Charles C. Miller established :

A. Unusual emphasis on plate glass, in areas four to
five times that of the Gray house of fifteen years
before.

I3. Cleanline Mass—the house has become a self-con-
tained geometrical unit and its parts are disposed
in well subordinated sequences.

C. Joyful ornament as unselfconscious decoration, is
now much freer in design—and more of it. The
elements and patterns are organic and functional
with respect to their material and processing, in
decorative content, and in relation to the structural
system of the whole. We have here a true flow-
ering of the substance of the building.

1). High Ceilings. The eleven- and twelve-foot ceilings
which then were common provided the atmos-
phere in rooms which was to reappear a quarter
of a century later in the high ceiling living rooms
of today.

I, Open Plans appear as only a beginning, but rooms
are larger, openings between rooms wider and,
with the coming of “steam heat,” sliding doors
between rooms are disappearing.

In analyzing and reapplying what we find in these
houses to what we resolve to do for a better future
we must acknowledge by such actions that “tradition”
is only incidentally a continuity of appearances, and
often not that at all. Tradition is the Inheritance of
Skills. It is the continuity of the craftsman’s work,
not succession to personal property. Tradition is not
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copying—it is learning. It is newver found in meas-
ured drawings, it is always found in sharp tools and
enthusiastic hands. Tradition has nothing to do with
looks—whether “looks like” ‘or ‘“never saw the like.”
It 1s concerned with the actualities, with the kind of
intentions that are able to lift themselves free of Old
Pavements.
Style in 1890 Was a “Natural”

At that time there were no pro-
fessional decorators. Architects
were largely practical men drawn
from business or the trades.
Draftsmen were more like mem-
bers of a craft, experienced ar-
rangers who followed close to a
definite local tradition, but they
did not follow it in the sense of
producing a consciously Colonial
or Queen Anne house. There
was really a very large amount of
freedom for invention and a will-
ingness to build forth a project
from some favorite plan of the
client. There is a surprising uni-
ty of style between all of these
houses and looking back upon
them as an opportunity to live
graciously, they were in no sense
as bad as later arbiters of taste
have wanted us to believe they
were.

“Gingerbread” was made fun
of when the public’s views on
Art were forcibly changed after
1893, but this pre-Columbian de-
sign had the germs of a really
charming type of decoration and
embellishment. The houses were
certainly more fun to live in than
the conventional New England
type, especially as everyone wanted to take advantage
of the newly available plate glass in large sizes, and
architects were ready to make windows as large as
possible with plenty of them.

Seeds of Sullivanesque

Examining further the design details of this Gray
house, look at the unfolding and voluted wings of the
turned porch posts. In such development, of decora-
tive construction into constructed decoration, we find
exactly the approach of Sullivan. As with him all
these forms and patterns, made from wood, are very
candidly and happily designed as in the nature of wood.
There 1s not a suggestion of stone architecture any-
where. Note the uninterrupted continuity of double
squares making up the porch rail. In another five
years you will see Frank Lloyd Wright using such
undisturbed continuities of squares, cubes, spheres—
all natural, simple, Froebel patterns.

This cornice 1s no classic stone entablature colonial-
ized into wooden facias and detail, but a rain water
trough and its supports exfoliating in simple joy
through various shapes of wood that the mill bench
man and job carpenter understood.

Promised Land of the 1940's

Is there any connection between such a naive work
as this and the important, self-satisfied content of con-
temporary youthful experiment in architecture? There
is indeed but the cycle is yet to be completed. Sulli-
van and his men were the sole bridge over the forty
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years of Bozart-Colonial wilderness. They are the
link between the Natural Man of 1880 and his feel-
ings about his buildings, and the dawning of our new
day, since 1933, in which man’s architectural spirit,
for a brief period has again become free. How long
our young men can keep it free is a question. In~the
architectural schools and prosperous offices the living
growth is already calcifying and a Book of Patterns
ready for the archivist.

It is significant that the Chica-
go Auditorium, which seemed so
revolutionary, but was thorough-
ly enjoyed by everyone except
the architects, was in fact de-
signed by a man who was looking
back to the immediate past at the
very time that he was making
his four decade leap into the fu-
ture,

It is also one of those ironic
coincidences that “Colonel Mc-
Cosmick™ and his facist legions
should be operating their Chica-
go brown house from a “World’s
Architectural Competition”
building of 1933, in which the
winning design was the last as-
sault of dying reactionary archi-
tecture. Well, not quite the last,
perhaps, for Thos. Jefferson’s
just completed Memorial to Ar-
chitect John Russel Pope, in
Washington, and in the same city
the new white marble Warehouse
for the Sold Coreage* of
World’s Art Mellons, are both
mere token thrusts of an already
lifeless architectural arm.

When these two honorific po-
litical packages were built the
first World War in Architecture was already over.

Emotional Outlet Essential

It is not true that we live in an era that does not
like ornament and wants only the assembly surfaces
and forms of buildings, untouched and speechless, ex-
cept for gesture by construction.

A caller said the other day, “Isn't it interesting that
the seasonal continuities of design in wall paper and
in women’s dress fabrics move in parallel ?”

Everywhere except in architecture our world is
filled with beautiful pattern and color. And no sooner
does the sensitive woman move into one of these new
ultra slick, stilt-styled, precious-pose interiors than she
seeks for material that will provide a shock absorber
between such hard reasoned idea-scaffolds of self-con-
scious design, and the living flesh and hungry spirits
of her family and friends. Men and women want to
do their living at least within sight of that Source,
Mother Nature herself; the very Substance from
which they came into their existence and continue in it.

Nor is it because architects don’t want decorative
detail and good living color for their buildings. Tt
is because they are afraid of it. They are not hum-

*Or say, “Traded Treasures” or just plain “Pur-
chased Collections” name them yourself, but such Mu-
seums are a dead weight on the living impulse to beau-
ty in the heart of the people. Art is something you
DO—not mere Possessions. Beauty's need is a self-
starter, not more poppy seed.




ble enough to ask good capable designers to help them.

“Things designed by a single mind are mostly ‘sports’
which must perish quickly. No art that is only one
man deep is worth much. [t should be a thousand
even deep!” .

During the 1920’s while architects were so Impor-
tant being Architects it was the designers of women's
¢lothing, shop window dressers, theater stage artists,
and department store specialty
designers, who forced the Prix
de Rome ring, in the Architec
tural profession, flat up against
the wall of “moderne.” And
there they remain complexed by
their defeat and always sideling
back toward the conscienceless
comfort of the good old classic
days. They have not found, and
on that course will not find, the
way that leads to the world of or-
ganic, time indigenous, truly ex-
foliating, natural architecture.

What Is Color and Ornament?

Timid tinting of experimental
building walls 1s not “color” and
arty modelers’ plaques pasted on
door jambs are not integral ar-
chitectural decoration. As for
mural paintings, only a few of
the thousands produced are en-
titled to the label-—too many of
them are transcribed newspaper

Purcell and Elmslie required little squares of carving
on the arms of certain special chairs, and a wax model
was supplied as a guide. | explained to this gentle
old craftsman that I didn’t want him to make a
copy in wood, but that he was to really whittle a sim-
ilar pattern with a feeling that would seem right to

him. The hrst two trials he submitted had to be re-
jected.  The third was also lifeless. When 1 tried
iy e to explain again what we were
u aiming at, there were tears on his

i cheeks.

“No use; | know exactly what
you want, but [ can’t do it any
more. [ wish T still could, but
for years 1 have been only asked
to duplicate miles of Jacobean
foliage, I'rench scrolls, Colonial
mantel piece consoles, until all

the life has gone out of my
stroke. All 1 can do now is
‘sandpapered patterns.” These

expensive Godamned club rooms
and library ceilings have sucked
all the blood out of me.”

The Uses of History

And so must we now go back
to this funny style and all this jig
saw and turning-lathe ginger-
bread ?

[t's the same old question!

When Sculptor Gutzon Borg-
lum, Architect H. P. Berlage, of

comics using our buildings as a

Amsterdam, and I, protested the

billboard. The formal Architec-
ture of Timid Taste in public
buildings and the now fashionable swing jazz “mu-
rals,” mutually destroy one another with httle artistic
loss on either side. Some good snappy outdoor adver-
tising painted on the exterior of the New Oregon
Capitoloffalas State IHouse should make plain dairy
citizens west of the McKenzie Pass feel happy. The
sale of the space might even pay for an adequate
Mental Hospital. After that would be time enough
to go ahead and finish the Capitol Building. In most
states billboards of colorful Outdoor Display Adver-
tising screening the State Capitol would hift the spir-
its of the citizens, help business, reduce taxes, and
take our minds off the politicians. You saw the pic-
tures of the forty-cight State Capitols in Life last
summer? Shocking, wasn't it?
High Hatting Our Heritage

The spiritual devastation wrought by forty years of
condescending architecture detailed by drawing board
designers who scorned both the materials and the men
who were to build their designs, was illustrated by
an experience | had in 1916 with John S. Bradstreet’s
best wood carver.

Greek memorial to Abraham
Lincoln in 1911. “What
would you have us do, build a log cabin?”

If our true working relation to the past doesn’t soon
clarify in the architect’s mind and if we can’t learn
to cease this nonsequitur arguing with the inevitable
logic of forward marching Ideas, the public who are
getting fed up with the contemporary iron rations, will
cook themselves a little gingerbread and enjoy it
Indeed they are doing so and leaving the Architect out
of their plans.

My object in reviewing these old works is of course
not to find patterns which would provide some quaint
effect, or seem to add a factor of aristocratic inheri-
tance to designs for our new buildings, but rather to
lift our spirits above the unworthy struggles of fash-
ion, of mntellectual excitements and the welter of un-
completed wsthetic experiments. By really filling our
hearts with a deep knowledge of natural unself-con-
scious men and their ways, we architects, as the chan-
nels of our day, must try in every way to let the all
of us as a people How as unhampered as possible into
the works entrusted to us.

WitLiam GrAY PURCELL.

—_— e~

WT'T IS LESS THE DIFFICULTY of solutions of the secrets of nature, than our mental limitations that pre-

vent our philosophical progress.”

“Qur greatest hindrance to intellectural progress seems at times to be the question of vocabulary.
Limiting words and concepts stand in the way. We are unable to read between the lines.”

“Once the barrier (set up by the professional thinker) is down, and we explore new fields, we shall

meet objects and qualities of objects for which we have no names.

Do not let this lack of definitions

bother you, for you will have a rationalist following in your footsteps who will define all and create a

terminology and classification before night falls.”

pages 264-5.
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"The Incurable Romantic”’—Roderick Peattie—1941,
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MAIN B4l MIDWAY 4380

ASPHALT SHINGLES-ROLL ROOFING - -BUILT - UP ROOFINGS
BUILDING PAPERS - INSULATIONS -PAINTS - COATINGS

DRY FELT AND PAPER BOARD MILL FRODUCTS - FIBRE CONTAINERS
FOLDING PAPER BOXES -MASTERFIL AND VERMICULITE PRODUCTS

401 MAIN STREET N.E. * MINNEAPOLIS., MINN,

FRANK C. REINHARD

BUILT-UP ROOFING
VERMICULITE FPRODUCTS
BUILNING CHEMICALS

Decamber 19, 1942

Greetings, Architecta:

We miss seeing a lot of you men at your regular "home front"
posts these days, but we know you're serving in the way you
can do the most toward putting Adolph and Tojo where the
climate 1s hot. We know, too, that lots of you have given
up your homes, have left families behind, and have made other
personal sacrifices in order to help in the big job ahead.

Wherever you are, or whatever you're doing, we want to stop
in to say "hello" and to extend best wishes for a happy
Holiday Season, along with our sincere hope that this war
will come to a just and speedy end.

We look forward to the day when you will be back again at
your old stand.

THE B. F. NELSON MFG., COMPANY

FCRzhf
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British Prefabricated Wartime Huts

7 Crown pin

~—-Base pin

Above—British Concrete Federation type hut
has a three-pin portal frame of reinforced
concrete, which carries the roof and walls.
The walls are made of externally, pressed
concrete blocks, the inner lining of which
is plasterboard or other similar material.
The roof consists of asbestos-cement or
concrete slabs covered with felt.

Right—Ministry of Works and Buildings hut
design provides a roof supported on wood
framed panels, covered on the outside with
felted plasterboard and on the inside with
plasterboard only. Roof trusses are of
framed timber with plywood gussets and
knee braces bolted to side panels. The roof
is of wood framed panel construction similar
to the wall panels.

L9

neall plate
o truss

REPRINTED BY SPECIAL PERMISSION OF
ENGINEERING NEws RECORD

Successful types of one-story concrete
and wallboard huts designed for mass
production by British organizations were
shown at a recent exhibition in London.

All the types correspond in size to the
British government requirements for the
rectangular clear-span standard hut—60
ft. x 19 ft. 1% in. open floor—which can
be subdivided as desired for use as fac-
tory, storage building, dormitory, dining
hall, etc. All types employ prefabrica-
tion to the largest possible extent, are
designed to save strategic materials like
steel and timber, and can be erected with
a minimum of skilled labor on a simple,
concrete foundation,

The BCF clear-span type has been de-
signed by the British Concrete Federa-
tion with special regard to the saving
of reinforcing steel. Different types of
concrete are employed, all units are
standardized, use of steel and timber is
practically limited to doors and windows.
In one of these the typical concrete post
and roof beam replaced by one curved
unit —the portal reinforced concrete
frame — which reaches from the bottom
of the walls to the center of the roof
where it is joined to the opposite portal
frame, thus forming an arch supporting
both walls and roof. The roof is made
of pre-cast concrete slabs or corrugated
asbestos sheeting. The outer skin of the
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