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DESIGN CONTEXT AND HISTORY – 15 Credits  
Early American(USA) Modernism

________________________________________________________________
· Development of the Modern Movement – in America- USA 

· Chicago School

· Louis Sullivan

· Frank Lloyd Wright
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE MODERN MOVEMENT IN USA

The USA at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century was anew land where industry was booming as was the population in the newly forming cities.

Designers and developers were not hampered by historical traditions, as many were in Europe.

Hence the following developments and opportunities set the scene for the development of the modern movement in America.

· The development of the ‘Chicago School’ was set up by a group of architects, centred around Chicago initially. One of the most significant Chicago School architects was Louis Sullivan, others were Burnham, Adler, Root, Holabird, Roche et al

The Chicago School was responsible for developing the earliest ‘skyscrapers’, which were very significant to the modern movement

· Competition for land was high in New York and Chicago, hence they wanted to build higher and higher vertically. Brick masonry structurally restricted the heights of buildings 

· With the development of the steam lift in 1857 and then the electric lift in 1880, the dream of building more than 3-4 storeys became a reality once the technology of steel skeletal frames was established by Jenney

· William Le Baron Jenney developed the steel skeletal frame in 1885 and it was first demonstrated by him in the Home Insurance Building in Chicago.This was a major breakthrough for designers and owners alike.

· Early skyscrapers, though, were still decorated in a traditional manner ie horizontal divisions between floors, so as to break the vertical elements

· The Chicago School was the culmination of a century’s development using cast-iron and then later the use of reinforced concrete in construction, and as the chief pioneer in the evolution of the modern movement in USA 

Some of the buildings from the Chicago School:

Home Insurance Building. Chicago. 1883 by Jenney

Schiller Building. Chicago. 1891 by Adler and Sullivan

Auditorium Building. Chicago. 1886 by Sullivan

Wainwright Building . Chicago. 1890 by Sullivan

Guaranty Building. Buffalo. 1894 by Sullivan

Carson Pirie Scott Building. Chicago. 1899 by Sullivan

Flat Iron Building. New York. 1902 by Burnham and Root

Louis Henri Sullivan (1856 – 1924)

Louis Sullivan was responsible for architecture that was uniquely American, reflecting the qualities of democracy, pragmatism and nationalism.

He and Daniel Burnham began their careers in the Chicago office of Le Baron Jenney. Louis Sullivan with business partner Dankmar Adler designed at least 180 buildings, mostly in and around Chicago. Adler was the  acoustic and mechanical design engineer, whilst Sullivan was the artist. A great example of this is the Chicago Auditorium Building. The partnership was also well known for skyscraper design, for example the Wainwright Building, the Chicago Stock Exchange and the Guaranty Building in Buffalo.

Sullivan employed Frank Lloyd Wright as his young assistant for several years. Unfortunately , it was suggested that Wright was moonlighting ie running his own fledgling practice using the Sullivan practice clients whilst still in the employ of that practice. In 1893 Wright officially left(or was probably fired from) the Sullivan practice and set up his own public practice in Chicago.

In 1896 Sullivan published an essay entitled, ‘The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered’. In this essay he described the new architectural phenomenon – “where function does not change, form does not change…the pervading law of all things…form ever follows function. That is the law.”

He split with Adler in 1895, and subsequently only worked on minor works, some of which were banks. Arrogance, alcohol and arguments with clients and the rest of the architectural profession meant that he lost his clients and his good reputation.Often living in poverty he turned to writing books and articles about architecture till his death in 1924.

Frank Lloyd Wright ( 1867-1959)

Wright was one of the master’s of the Modern Movement. First he worked with Louis Sullivan, in the Chicago School era. Sullivan was someone Wright always admired. Wright was responsible for most of the Sullivan Practice’s residential work. 

His early independent work became known as the Prairie House style.

The Prairie House residential design was employed by Wright in the period of the late1890’s through to 1911.

Prairie Houses had the following characteristics:

· Gently sloping shallow pitched roofs

· Suppressed and heavily set chimneys

· Two storey maximum height = long and low proportions

· Deep overhangs

· Low /garden level terraces

· Masonry walls

· Horizontal planes

Wright’s philosophy was that on a flat extended plane, it was desirable to get up off the ground to provide a wider outlook.To achieve this, Wright raised the basement floor to ground level, letting it serve as a pedestal for the main floor above.

Wright saw the exterior walls more as screens, with the walls rising directly from the base. The second storey windows were a continuous band underneath the eaves. 

The broad extended horizontal lines, the low proportions associated closely with the ground, the deep overhangs and gently sloping roofs were the distinctive features which characterized Wright’s early domestic architecture. 

After the Winslow house in 1893, it was seven years before Wright’s ideas and designs evolved.

In the use of materials, Wright preferred to use one material as the basis of his designs. If there was a combination of materials, for example brick and stucco, these were used consistently throughout the exterior elevations, with timber trims being consistently used on the interiors. The reason for this was Wright’s desire to achieve repose and simplicity in the design synthesis.

Wright developed a series of new ideas that were subsequently incorporated into his designs for housing generally, these being:

· Slab-on-ground concrete floors, often with i-slab heating

· Interior spaces were ‘open planned’, rather than subdivided into a series of rooms

· Exterior walls opened up by the use of wide strips of windows and doors- often floor to ceiling and room to room

· The integration of the house with its site / gardens

· Built-in furniture

· A carport

Frank Lloyd Wright’s work went through a series of evolutions, linked primarily to his driving philosophy to design simply and push technology and design to the limit on every project. He was also faced with a series of personal tragedies, which in turn affected his work and earnings.

Each time though he came back stronger than ever and always with a brand new way of designing buildings and using technology.

The Modern Movement was heavily influenced by Wright. Wright was looked to by the rest of the architectural world for direction until around 1908. Books of his work were published in Germany in 1910 and 1911, and these had an immediate effect on developments in Europe.

A selection of important works from late 1890’s to 1920’s:

Winslow House. Chicago. 1893

Prairie Houses, mostly in Chicago. 1895-1908

Unity Church. Chicago. 1905-1906

Larkin Office Building. Buffalo. New York. 1904

Robie House. Chicago. 1908

Storer House. California. 1920’s

Imperial Hotel. Japan. 1914

Taliesin 1 Spring Green. 1925
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