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Top Hats

Larry Bowne

“It might be good to open our eyes 
and see.” 1

—ThomasMerton

Thephotographsonthefollowingpag-
esweretakenbystudentsenrolledin
theseminar“SomeManhattanApart-
ments,”whichItaughtinthespringof
2007intheDepartmentofArchitecture
atKansasStateUniversityinManhat-
tan,Kansas.Thecourseinvestigated
alocalbuildingtype,thehalf-roofed,
walk-uptriplexapartmentbuilding
(Figure1).

Manhattan,asmallcollegetownwith
fewerthanfiftythousandpermanent
residents,sitsattheconfluenceofthe
BigBlueandKansasRivers.TheFlint
Hillsrollinalldirectionsthroughand
outoftown,andoneneednottravel
fartobesurroundedbythetallgrasses
oftheKonzaprairie.

Manhattan,famously“theLittleApple,”
hasatenuousholdonitsownidentity.
Foundedbyabolitionistswho first
namedthesettlement“Boston,”Man-
hattanchangeditsnameshortlyafter
itsfoundingtoappealtosomeOhioan
migrants,whodecidedtoremainwhen
theirsteamboatranagroundinthe
KansasRiver,butwhopreferredto
settleinaplacewithamorepresti-
giouseponym.

TheJeffersoniangrid—thatgreatoc-
cupationofthecontinentbyEnlighten-
mentthinkinglongbeforeactualAnglo
bodiesarrivedtosettleit—organizes
Manhattan.Intheoldercenterofthe
town,arterialsathalf-mileintervals
surroundpleasant,tree-linedstreets,

allofwhichbisecteachotheratninety
degreeanglesThesestreetsarelined,
moreorless,bysingle-familyhomes,
manyofthemlow-slungbungalows
intheprairiestyle

Intheirsitingandcontext,theapart-
mentbuildingsstandout.Theseare
triple-deckermulti-unitrentalbuild-
ingsinterspersedinacommunityof
owner-occupiedhomes.Therental
buildings,builtfromthe1960sthrough
the1980s,are locatedinneighbor-
hoodswhichachievedtheirabiding
characterdecadesearlier.Thebulk
andheftoftheseapartmentblocks
contrast sharply with their neigh-
bors.

Theapartmentbuildingsarestrikingly
peculiar,indeedasortofmorphologi-
calanomaly.Likethetutu-cladhip-
posinWaltDisney’sFantasia,these
unitsarebulkybutinsistentlypurport
nottobe.Inmassing,roofline,sid-
ing,anddetailing,theyrefertothe
surroundingowner-occupiedsingle-
familydetachedhouses.Theyachieve
theirstealthyqualitybytwoprimary
sectionalmoves.First,theirbuilders
pushthelowestoccupiedfloordeep
intotheground,withlowwindows
atthebuildingperimeterjustabove
theheightofthemudsill.Inside,these
windowsserveasclerestoriestothe
apartments.Theyaresizedjustlarge
enoughtoprovidethelegallightand
airrequiredbylocalbuildingcodes.
Second, they skirt the uppermost
dwellingfloorwithasortof“roof ”
sothatfromthestreetthebuilding
appearstobeasingle-familyhouse
withaMansardroof.

Theroofdominatesthetypeandisits
mostdistinguishingfeature.Itcovers
nearlyhalfoftheverticalwallsurface,
andoftenprojectsfromtheplaneof
thewallseveralfeet.Theroofis in-
evitablycladdifferentlythanthewall
“beneath”it,evenwhentheroofisin
thesameplaneasthewallandthe

onlydistinctionbetweenthetwoisa
narrowoutriggedsoffit.TheMansard
itself,popularizedbytheFrenchar-
chitectFrancoisMansart,hasarich
butcurioushistoryinarchitecture.
TheMansardfirstemergedinSeven-
teenth-centuryParisasadeviceto
lowerpropertytaxes,whichatthetime

Figure 1. 1114 Fairchild Avenue, Manhattan, Kansas.

Figure 2. Palais du Luxembourg, Paris.
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wereestablishedbycalculatingusable
spacelocatedbelowthelineofthe
eave.Functionally,thesteeplysloped
roofmakesforafullyoperationalat-
tic,servestointegratetheupperand
lowermassesofthestructure,and
lessensthevisualheftofthevolume
initssurroundings(Figure2).

Afterwidespreadapplicationthrough-
outFranceinthelatterhalfofthesev-
enteenthcentury,thesteeply-sloped
hipfelloutoffavor.UndertheSecond
EmpireofNapoleonIII,thestylecame
onceagainintofashion;itcanstillbe
seentodaythroughoutHausmann’s
Paris.IntheUnitedStates,theMansard
roofwasusedduringthenineteenth
centuryinmunicipalandmulti-story
residentialbuildings;inourcontempo-
rarysuburbanera,theMansardisper-
hapsbestknownastheprofileofthe
prototypicalMcDonald’sfranchise.

IntheManhattanapartmentsunder
studyhere,theroofrarelyfunctions
asaroofatall.Theactualroof—the
membranethatdefendsagainstthe
torrentsofrainandsnowandprotects
againsttheharshKansassun—sits
abovetheMansard,oftenaflatgravel
rooforahipslungasshallowasneces-
sarytoshedwater.Constructionally,
then,theMansardonthesebuildings
isawall(typicallyfabricatedoutof
dimensionallumber)cladinroofing
material.Itsays“roof ”butinreality
it ispartoftheverticalratherthan
horizontalassembly.Drainagedis-
closesthehoax:gutterslinethetop
ratherthanloweredgesoftheMansard
andleadersanddownspoutsoften
followtheoutwardedgeofthefalse

roofor,inmoreauthenticcases,simply
runplumbdowntheverticalsurface,
piercingtheMansardastheyrunto
theground.

ThismockMansard isoftenpunc-
tuated by dormers, balconies, and
elaboratedouble-heightentries.The
dormer,however,ishardlyadormer;
oftenitisasashwindowidenticalto
oneinthe“wall”immediatelybeneath
the“roof.”Inthefinerexamplesofthe
type,thebalconiesalternatelymimic
theadjacentslopeorofferawhimsical
contrast.Thegreatestflourish,how-
ever,occursattheentry.Typically,the
entryhasitsownroof,skinnedinthe
sameveneerastheMansard,often
witharound,octagonalorotherwise
exceptionalwindowoverthe(usually
brightlypainted)frontdoor.Thissmall
windowilluminatesthestairwellthat
existsjustinsidethefrontdoor.Apair
ofsconcesframestheentry.These
aredomesticfixtures,unsuitablefor
their locationandfunctioniftheir
useisunderstoodtobetoilluminate
thepathtoone’shome.Butiftheyare
seentobeakintotheroofasagesture
towardsthedomestic,indeedtowards
aratherparticularlyelegantversionof
theprivatehome,thentheysucceed
perfectly.

Aquestionarises:whylookatthese
buildingsatall?Dotheseapartments
haveaestheticmeritofanysort?In
theirsiting,formaldisposition,and
materiality,theyareutterlybanal,a
baneorblightonthelocalstreetscape.
Theysitbackfromthestreet,aloof
fromthesidewalk,surroundedbya
skirtofasphalt-pavedparking.The

structuresincreasethecrowdingof
aneighborhoodwithoutcreatingthe
comportmentandengagementthat
anurbanedensitymightprovide.If
they make any exterior address, it
is through projecting cantilevered
balconies(oftenindialoguewiththe
roofline),notporches.Formally,these
buildingsareahypocrisy,purport-
ingtowardonething(thescaleofthe
single-familyhouse)whilemanifesting
quiteanother:maximumrentalreturn
for(typicallyabsentee)landlords.Ma-
terially,theyarecladinthetawdriest
ofveneers:gravel-impregnatedtar
shingles,aluminumsiding,beadboard
panels,“faux”usedbrick.

Andyetintheirveryoddness,their
needtodistinguishthemselvesfrom
theirneighbors,theunitsoftenevince
anaspirationalqualityperhapsbest
seenintheirnames:TheRegency,The
Ponderosa,TheCheverly,andthelike.
Withanaivetethatevenanaesthete
mightenjoy, theyuse thesimplest
means to express their ambitions:
balconiesthatrecapitulatetheroof
profile,entriesscalednottothebuild-
ingbuttothestreetbeyond,plywood
sconcesintheshapeoftheuniversity
mascot,“WillietheWildcat.”Thepho-
tographsisolatethesebitsofquotidian
marvel,demonstratingthatevenwhen
buildersconfinethemselvestoapal-
etteofmaterialsandartifactsderived
entirelyfromthelocalhardwarestore,
aestheticdelightmayyetoccur.

Here,onemay first thinkofSusan
Sontag’sdefinitionofCamp,asen-
sibilitywhichdelightsintheironic
appreciationofexaggeration,artifice,

andplayfulness.Inarchitecturalterms,
aCampaestheticfocusesondistor-
tionsofscale,ajarringjuxtaposition
ofartifactsfromvariouseras,aloveof
colorfulscintillatingsurfaces,andthe
like.Inthepopularvernacular,Camp
characterizesthegreatroadsidearchi-
tectureofRoute66andbeyond:the
donutshoptoppedbyagiantplaster
torusorthehotdogvendortaking
ordersfrominsidehislacqueredfiber-
glassdepictionofmustard,wienerand
bun.Initsmoreluxuriantmanifesta-
tions,Campdistinguishesthegreat
hotelsofMiamiBeach,fromMorris
LapidustoPhillipeStarck,ordefines
theregalmoderneofthehillsidevillas
inBeverlyHills’TrousdaleEstates.

It isnoaccidentthattheexamples
abovetendtobefromhistoricresort
locales:Campisfantastic.InLosAnge-
les,muchofthelandscapecanbeseen
asvariationsonthethemeofCamp.
Evenintheendlessplainofsprawl,
farfromthebeachesandhillsthat
morereadilyperpetuatetheSouthern
Californiamythos,developershave
transformedthestucco-cladboxes
ofpipecolumnsandwoodstudsinto
apersonalphantasm.Theotherwise
banalapartmentbuildings feature
flourishesthathaveattractedarchi-
tecturalcriticsandvisualartistsalike.
AttheheightofthePopera,when
RobertVenturiwastryingtodiscern
somethingaboutenvironmentalaes-
theticsintheNevadadesert,theBrit-
ishhistorianReynarBanhaminLos 
Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecolo-
giespopularizedatermforthetype,
“Dingbats.”Thephotographer,painter
andgraphicartistEdRuschaexten-
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sivelydocumentedthetypeinprint
andgraphite,prominentlyfeaturing
theDingbatinhis“SomeLosAngeles
Apartments.”DavidHockneypainted
them,andthegraphicdesignerClive
Piercycompiledhisphotographsof
theminthemonographPretty Vacant: 
The Los Angeles Dingbat Observed.

TheirstudiesoftheDingbatinspired
ourown.Studentsintheclass,after
Banham’sexample,cametocallthe
Manhattantypethe“TopHat”not
solely for itsprominent fauxMan-
sardbutforitsaffectationstowards
elegance.

Sontagarguesinthetwenty-forthof
her“Noteson‘Camp’”thatnotalltaw-
dryaspirationalartifactscanattainthe
vauntedstatusofCamp:“Whensome-
thingisjustbad(ratherthanCamp),it’s
oftenbecauseitistoomediocreinits
ambition.Theartisthasn’tattempted
todoanythingreallyoutlandish.(‘It’s
toomuch,’ ‘It’stoofantastic,’It’snot
tobebelieved,’arestandardphrases
ofCampenthusiasm.)”2Isuggestthat
theTopHatsfailasCamp,largelybe-
causetheyarenotbadenough,neither
overlyoverweeningnorexcessivein
sufficientdegreetoreachalevelof
disgracefullycompellingfailure(or,as
itwere,success).Soifthesebuildings
areavisualblight,amanifestationof
rawdevelopergreed,notevenbad
enoughtobeCamp,whylookatall?
Whatpossiblemeritmightensuefrom
architects lookingatsomethingso
obviously“bad”?

Inheressay“TheGehryPhenomenon,”
CarolBurnsleadsustoanunderstand-

ingofhowanarchitectmightgain
inspirationfromapassionateembrace
ofthecommonplace,whichshede-
scribesintheworkofthearchitect
Frank Gehry as “topical thinking.”
Topicalthought,unliketechnicalor
theoreticalthinking,concernsitself
withthesharedand“isbasedincom-
monopinion,commonlaw,localhis-
tory,receivedcustoms,andlanguage.”3
BurnscitesGehry’stransformationof
thestuccoDingbat,whatthearchitect
callsthe“dumbbox,”intoalocalicon.
ShespecificallyreferstotheDanziger
Studio-Residence(1964),butGehry’s
entirebodyofworkoverthelastfour
decades—particularlyhismanipula-
tionsofcommonmaterialssuchas
woodstuds,plywood,sheetmetals,
chainlinkfencing,andthelike—can
beseenasdeploymentsofundervalued
elements,componentsandconditions
intheserviceofarchitecture-as-art.
BurnsnotesthatGehry’sworkmight
resolvetheModernist-Postmodern-
istargumentsraginginIvyLeague
studiosatthetimeofherwriting(the
late1980s):thearchitectureofFrank
Gehryprovesthatneitherabstraction
norfigurationinherentlyresults in
anarchitectureofmeaning,andthat
quotationandreferenceincontem-
poraryworkneednotbeexclusively
tohistoricprecedent.Inotherwords,
thecommoneverydaybuiltenviron-
mentcaninspire.Gehryconnectsthat
whichishappeningoutsidehimself
tohisownwork,aconnectionBurns
considersa“poetic...descentto‘getto
thebottomofthings.’”4Thepassageis
worthquotingatlength:

Plato began the great dialogue, The
Republic, with the word katabasis, 

which means a way down...The theme 
is similar in his parable of the cave; 
after the ascent to the light from the 
darkness of the cave, the philosopher 
is told, “Down you must go,” back to 
the world of the shadows, which is 
the common source for any insight...
In returning to the commonplace 
and descending to fundamental 
conditions, the figure moving up 
and down is the scholar who joins 
different realms together in writing, 
speaking, and other forms of public 
rhetoric, including architecture.5 

Sosomeinstructionalmeritmight
comeoutoflookingattheregional
vernacular,someinsight intoform
orvolumeorspace.Foranemerging
architect,suchtrainingintheeyeand
mindareusefulskillsontheirown.
Observationsoftherealcanbecome
footingsonwhichtoconstructimag-
inedworlds.

Iproposethatweconsideramore
existentialreasonaswell.Iproposewe
lookattheTopHatsbecausetheyare
here,andwearehere,anditbehooves
acitizentocasthisgazeabouthis
terrainandobserve.ThomasMerton
arguedthatyouhavetobewhoyou
are;Ichoosetoseehisassertionand
raiseit:youhavetobewhereyouare,
too.Beingwhereyouareinvolvesnot
blindacceptancetotheplaceyoufind
yourself,butitshouldnotentailig-
noranceof thespecificitiesof that
location,either.

Herewecanbeguidedbytheexquisite
exampleofEdRuschaandhislike-
mindedcohorts.Beginningwithhis

firstdrivetoLosAngelesintheearly
1960s,Ruschaturnedhislenstowards
theoverlookeddetritusoftheAmeri-
canroadside:theStandardgasoline
station,thecarwash,theelectricsign
flickeringonthedistanthorizon.Ina
seriesofself-publishedbooks(Various 
Small Fires and Milkin1964,Thirtyfour 
Parking Lotsin1967,etc.),Ruschadoc-
umentscoollyandwithseemingobjec-
tivitythecommonplaceobjectsofour
quotidianexperience.Theartistoffers
adispassionate,discursivedescription
ofcontemporaryenvironments,nei-
thercritiquingnorpraisingthething
described.Ofcourse,theworkoften
seemsridiculous(thesmallfiresare
rathersmall,forinstance),andabit
ofwryironyunderminestheaffected
detachment.

Regardless,theobservationsaremade
andtheworkisofferedforourconsid-
erationand,ultimately,judgment.Or
perhapsnot.Forwhateverourverdict
onRuscha’spalmtrees,hisswimming
poolsorhisReal Estate Opportuni-
ties—whether,thatis,wedamntheir
emptinessorrevelintheirinsistent
presence—suchpositionsareatbest
penultimate.Somethingelse isyet
tocome.

Ruschaundeniablycraftshisartifacts:
eachshotiscomposedandcropped
andpastedup,eachbookanearly
cinematicfeatofvisualeditingand
graphicdesign.Mostlikely,wereserve
ourfinalevaluationfortheseelements
ofthedepictionitself.Freeofastrict
bindingtothecontentofthework,we
evaluatehischoices,includingamong
othersthepaperheuses,thelayout



45

ofthephotographs,theirorderinthe
sequence,andthelike.

Ruschaanticipatesanentiregenreof
photographicdocumentation,pio-
neeredbytheGermancoupleBernd
andHildaBecher.IntheBechers’work,
theserialityanddetachmentthatchar-
acterizeRuschasurgetotheforefront.
Mostoftendeployinga3x3gridof
large-formatblackandwhitephoto-
graphs,theBechersdocumentcoal
tipples,grainelevators,mineshafts,
hot-blastfurnaces,andothertotems
ofanindustrializedwasteland.Their
students,amongthemThomasStruth,
ThomasRuff,andAndreasGursky,have
advancedtheirseeminglyobjective
stanceand,bydigitallymanipulating
theimagescapturedbythesupposedly
“neutral”frameofthecameralens,
haveelevatedphotographytoastatus
closetothatofpainting.

Butagain,why?Whylook?Whyshould
asetofninephotographsofcoaltipples
becomeanartobject?

Well,whynot?Iamremindednow
of“Saying#77”fromthe“Gospelof
Thomas,”oneofoverfiftyGnostictexts
foundin1945inanurnburiedinthe
sandsoftheEgyptiandesert.Jesus:
“Liftupthestone,andyouwillfind
methere.”6

There,evenundersomeerrantrock.
ItisprobablynotsohardforaRoman
Catholicpetitionertofeeltheglory
andmajestyofherfaithwhenshefirst
stepsintothemarble-cladnaveofSt.
Peter’sbasillica.Itmightbesomewhat
moredifficultto findthatsenseof

engagementandawarenessamidthe
vaststretchofasphaltandglimmering
bodiesofSUVsintheparkinglotof
thelocalWalMart.Butformanyofus,
theexpanseofasphaltandtheshoddy
buildingatitsflankconstitutethebulk
ofourenvironmentalexperience.

Ultimately,youhavetobewhereyou
are.Youmightaswelllook.Younever
knowwhatyoumightfind.
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