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Tu r AHCIIIT ECT RE OF Al\! EHICA

uut« Brot on and Co., BO STO N, 1961 15.00

NOTE : Th e editors include the reaction of two re­
viewers to the same book this issue. THE ARCIIIT ECTURE
OF Al\! EHICA has been regarded by critics generally as
II book of major importan ce.

1. John Burchard. Dean of the Humanities and
Soc ia l Sc iences a t M.l.t., and Albert Bush-Brown , As­
sociate Pr ofessor of Architecture at M.I.T., were com­
miss ioned by the American Institute of Architects to
writ e a histor v of Ameri can architect ure from the seven­
teenth th rough the mid twent ieth century as part of
the Centennial Cele bra tion of the Institute. Th e pr esent
book is a result of their labor s. With out rese rvation it
is the best single histor y of Ameri can ar chit ecture
which has yet been writtcn. S ince the autho rs ar e pri­
maril y co ncerne d with the relati onship of archi tecture
to its soc ia l and cultura l enviro nment, thei r study goes
far beyond that of a mere factu al history of buildings
and city planning. Each phase of our a rchitecture is
cr itica lly discussed and exa mined. Wheth er one a lways
ag rees with their concl usions is of min or imp ortance;
what matt er s is that each of us is for ced to re-examine
cr itica lly man y ideas which we ha ve alw ays accept ed.
A case in point would he their discussion of our own
so uthwestern ar chit ecture ; " A writ er in the Archit ectur­
al Record of 1923, Hose Hend erson , sugges ted 'The
Indians were the first cubists in thi s country,' and she
praised the mod ern cubist revival work of Caros Vierra
whose hou se at anta Fe of 1922 was an imitation of
the old puebl o buildings." " .. .in 1926 the Record
willingl y went along with the joke by a full article
entitled 'The Southwest Develop s Nati,'c Architecture.'
Th e joke was less funny in 1929 when it encouraged
Alb ert Chase McArthu r to build a puebl o village for
the Ari zona-Biltmore Hotel at Ph oeni x."

- David Gebhard

2. Th e Architecture of A me rica, a book for ar chi­
tects and la ymen alike, concerns the ar chit ectural de­
velopm ent of the past 100 yea rs in thi s country . ot
written in the usual histori cal terms of dates and
stylistic descriptions, it reveal s, instead , an unf olding
and developing concept of Ameri can ar chit ecture.
Th e authors emphasize the maj or ar chitectural pr obl ems
that designers at different peri ods turned their atten­
tions toward, what they seemed to think was imp ortant
about ar chit ecture, how they approached their pr ob­
lems and , ab ove all , how the a rchitecture they produced
was shaped by the cultural level and values of a given
period.

In order to exa mine how Ameri can ar chitecture
has been effected by these cultura l for ces, a systematic
historical inven tor y is mad e of important aspects of
our gr owing culture : popu lation , science, engineer ing
and technology, industrial consolidation and organiza­
tion, transportation, bui lding practices, aesth etic and
philosophical que stions. With thi s survey at the be­
ginning of each chapter, the various categories of bui ld­
ings erec ted by a given generation is then examined.
Significantly eno ugh the early chapters contain more
discussion about pri vate resid ences, churches and mon-
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um en ta l c ivic bu ild ings: lat e r cha pte rs di scuss housing
devel opments, comme rc ia l and fact ory architecture and,
a bo ve all , c ity p lanning.

With a ca nvass so vas t. there is a n understandable
tenden cy to deal in ge ne ra liza t ions. Neverthel ess, th e
bes t parts o f th e book f dealing with th e devel opment
o f th e skysc ra pe r in Ch icago. for exa m ple) a re th ose
th at dea l with spec ific p roblem s a nd tak e time to ana ­
lyze indi vidu al ed ifices in detail.

At th e sa me tim e the a utho rs do not negl ect archi ­
tectura l eva lua tions. Rather th an th e indiscriminate
praise o f authors wh o hav e becom e partisans of th e
subj ect ab out whi ch th ey writ e. Messers Burchard and
Hush-Brown maintain st~ ic t sta nda nds in th eir eva lua ­
tion s. T hey do not for exa mp le, let th e romantic cir­
cums ta nces of pr eten tiou s bui ldings erected in nine­
teent h ce ntu ry min ing to wns b lin d them to arch itectura l
l im it at ions no ma tter ho w in teres ting thi s work m ig h t
be as soc ia l hi st or y.

The literary style o f the book is a t once a g rea t
asset a nd a pa rti al draw ba ck. So pe rsua sive ly , eve n
po etica lly is it wri tt en th at ce r ta in weak po ints in th e
argumen t rela t ing archit ecture to its cu lt ura l a nte­
cede nts are g lossed ove r or too eas ily inferred by fr ee­
flowing phrases. On the othe r hand , the authors' apt­
ness in turning a phrase, th eir fr eshness o f insight,
and th eir incisiv e architectura l cha racter izat io n a re a
source o f g rea t pl easure for th e read er.

eve ra l subs id iary th em es are of particu lar in ­
terest On e suc h topic tha t co mes up fr om time to time
co ns ide rs a rc h itec tu ra l regi ona li sm , a nd va r io us rea­
son s are ad van ced for its d isappearance. Anoth er re­
occuring to p ic of di scuss io n co nce rns th e gene ra lly
co nse rv a tive socia l ou tlook evide nce d by th e archi­
tectural pr of essi on . By and la rge a rc h itec ts have sa t
co m p lacen tly o n th e side o f th e status qu o, and it is
sobering to rea lize how few leaders of reform o r in­
tellect ual s a lert to the burni ng issu es o f the da y the
profession has provi de d .

Th e A rchitecture 0/ Am erica is an im po r ta nt book.
It und ersco res again th e fa ct, which we a ll more or
less acce pt but need to be remi nded of in th e fo rce­
fu l ma nn e r of th ese au tho rs, th at arch itecture does not
g row in th e va cuum of ca pricious sty list ic innovati on.
It devel ops, in st ead, in response to specific demands a nd
lim ita tions th at soc iety a t a g ive n mom ent p lace upon
it T h is vo lume al so marks a new and desirab le direc­
tio n in th e writing of archi tectural hi story. Rath e r
tha n th e un cri ti cal ac cl a mat io ns th at too man y writers
on th e subject fa ll in to, this book co nta ins -d isc r im i­
nating a rc h itec tu ra l cr itic ism. The only maj or exce p­
tion to thi s sta te me nt is th e so me wha t untempered
pra ise o f Frank Llo yd Wright

In addition the book is the fai rest evalua tio n of
late ninet eenth ce ntury Am erican a rc h itec ture ye t to
appear. For the first time th e period receives a lmost
sym pa the t ic tr ea tm ent Indeed th e authors go so far as
to co nce de a ce r ta in va lue in th e work of such Worlds
Fair Classi c archi tects as Mc Kim or H unt At least they
a re di scerni ng enoug h to a bso lve th ese me n of th e
" d isho nes ty" o f whi ch they ha ve been accused by
wr iters of the last gen eration . Th is new appraisa l of
th e " pol ite" archi tecture of the 1900 era seems to in­
di cate tha t we are fi na ll y beginning to get eno ugh
hi stori ca l perspective to "see past" on e of our archi ­
tect u ral b lind spo ts .- Ba iT/ b r idge Bunt ing
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