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The Era Which Became An Epoch, by Williain Marlin
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Victor Hugo had something. “The great advent of an
architectural genius may startle us unexpectedly in the 20th
Century, as Dante startled the 13th.”

Hugo passed on in 1885, too soon to tell. But that
year, in the directory of Madison, Wisconsin, an 18 year
old named Frank Lloyd Wright was listed as “draughts-
Wright spent barely a year at the University,
working for its dean of engineering, Allen Conover. The
“draughtsman™ was supporting a mother and two sisters,
did routine officeboy chores, got a handle on basic principles
of structure and, in the dead of winter, found himself
pounding metal clips onto his boss’s roof trusses. All the
while, Hugo’s “Notre Dame de Paris” and Ruskin’s * Seven
Lamps of Architecture” were home at the Gorham Street
flat, advising escape.

man.”
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By early 1887, Wright was pounding pavement. Chicago
pavement. But what else was a young man, driven to
architecture, to do? Chicago, need it be said, had become

the locus of Midwestern energy

economic, technological
The tall building had

risen not only as a structural innovation but also as a social

and, expressing these, architectural.

innovation

an aspect carefully measured and well under-
stood by those who brought the tall building about: William
Le Baron Jenny, Holabird and Roche, Daniel Burnham, John
Wellborn Root and, especially, Dankmar Adler with his
impetuous, now legendary partner, Louis Henri Sullivan.

Wright’s boss from late 1887 to
1893——who cast Chicago’s secular needs in a spiritual
light, sending it skyward in shafts of steel and glass, com-

It was Sullivan

bining the material means of the engineer with the moral
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imagination of the artist. From this period, on, one later
named the Chicago School by historian Thomas Tallmadge
(1908), urban society would never live or look the same
again.

Sullivan’s example never left Wright, though he left
Suddenly so.
yvear contract (1889) on which Wright took advances to
launch a marriage and build a house in the westerly village
that house at
corner of Forest and Chicago Avenues with the willow tree
Called “The
Saintly” because of all its churches, Oak Park was (still

Sullivan. The two had entered into a five-

of Oak Park, eight miles from the Loop

through the roof, as locals soon knew it.

is) a place for civilized manners, chamber ensembles, poetry
readings, the rest, It was also a place for a commuter like

Wright to get in debt. His kids needing shoes, he secretly
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took on what are known as the “bootlegged” houses. Nine
of these were built, several within shouting distance of his
(by Wright’s own admission) half-baked.
Hearing of this ruptured Sullivan’s trust in this son he

own, and most

never had, so to speak a rupture which took 17 years
to repair.

So, with all his neighbors’ houses ‘“tall and tight,”
Wright set out in 1893 “to beat the box,” working mostly
out of his gabled, shingled, simple residence, but also using
a downtown office at Adler & Sullivan’s Schiller Building
for the convenience of clients, most of them living in Oak
Park or nearby River Forest.

In 1894-95, Wright added to his house which, from

then on, became The Studio

first a fanciful, barrel-vaulted
playroom (to get the kids out of his hair, among other
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things) and, then, the workshop itself which edged right
Until 1910, when
Wright wrenched himself from what had become, by then,

up to the Chicago Avenue sidewalk.

a safe, suburban existence, The Studio was the center of
his life, and the source of some of the most decisive deve-
lopments in the history of architecture.

Contrary to popular (even professional) understanding
of Wright’s first years, his struggle was not without
which is to say, there were jobs.

The struggle was within,
on many fronts, and Wright fought them through.

The first job was a house for William Winslow in
(1893), built on a wooded site near the
Desplaines River.

River Forest
Like most of Wright’s ‘early clients,
Winslow was a conservative in the best sense of that word,
with adequate .money (from an ornamental ironworks) to
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indulge an artistic bent. What’s more, he meant to conserve,
attuned with his 26 year old architect, the character of
the prairie.

The Winslow House harkens to the prairie, anticipating
by a decade the full flowering of the Willets House (High-
land Park), the Dana House (downstate at Springfield),
the Coonley
the timeless Robie House (on the southside of Chicago)
which closed out the Oak Park years in 1909. The Winslow
job, unlike most other projects done during the balance of
self-dis-

Sullivan’s _influence with

estate (nearby Riverside), culminating with

the 1890’s, was a serene and confident stroke
ciplined, yet full of subtlety.

respect to ornament, severely contained and geometricized,
enhanced this serenity. For the next seven Yyears, Wright

would struggle for the strands of an independent idiom in
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a series of houses which, though memorable in many res-
pects, show the strains of stylism as opposed to intrinsic

style a word which was, for Wright, synonomous with

integrity, with ease, with the natural. One recalls his oft-
stated aim for simplicity and, at the same time, W. Somerset
Maugham’s description of it: “Simplicity will never reveal
Much of Wright’s work until 1900

did reveal the effort, and is important and instructive as a

the effort it required.”

prelude to the resolution which followed the resolution

of internal and external forces into the now-classic Prairie
House.

Beginning with two designs for publication in Edward
Bok’s Ladies’ Home Journal (1900), Wright’s
spread outside Illinois at the same time that many of these

reputation

benchmark buildings were going up right down the street
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from The Studio for instance, the Heurtley House (1902)
just around the corner, and the Thomas House (1901) a
few steps farther. A few years later, Mrs. Avery Codnley
would come by and tell Wright that she wanted him because
his work bore ‘““the countenance of principle” congenial

confirmation that the struggle had been worth it.

What were the principles Wright perceived? To recall
them is to account for the re-emerging interest in Wright
nearly three-quarters an interest
grounded not in the “look” of his work but in the outlook

it represents.

of a century later

In the struggle for simplicity, Wright reduced structural
and spatial components to a minimum, interweaving both
Trekking further, he used natural
materials (always understanding the nature of new ones),

with the native terrain.
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carrying nuances of their color and texture throughout.

Natural elements prevailing breezes, sunlight
tangible assets. And human scale became almost an obses-

were

sion (as it might well be with us). In terms of what some
might call “practical” inventions, they are numerous

right down to the carport, which he named, or the built-in
vacuum cleaning systems he adapted, or indirect lighting,
The line of continuity threading through the Prairie
Houses, and one threading through the next five decades of
work, was Wright’s instinctive command of the deeper

dimensions of architecture dimensions we now character-
ize as behavioral, social, environmental. He also understood,
as events are forcing us to, that while technology can
service human decisions, stretching our concept of what is

possible, it can not supplant those decisions, nor define for
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man what his values should be. Without being naturalistic,
Wright saw the rhythms and patterns of nature as an
accessible source of new means, new ideas, new clues to
the forces which might enhance daily life. It is only now
that we realize, gathering from collective experience, that
Frank Lloyd Wright, the romantic, may just have been
Frank Lloyd Wright, the rationalist.

Could it be, as he said, that there isn‘t any difference?



RIVER FOREST

OAK PARK

1. Memorial Fountain

2. William H. Winslow House
and Stable

3. Frank Lloyd Wright House
and Studio

4. R. P. Parker House

5. Thomas*H. Gale House
6. Walter Gale House
7. Francis Wooley House
8. H. P. Young House

9. Nathan G. Moore House
d Stable
10. Chauncey L. Williams House

11. H. C. Goodrich House

12. Charles E. Roberts Stable

13. George Furbeck House
14. George W. Smith House
15. Rollin Furbeck House
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16. Frank Thomas House

17. E. Arthur Davenport House

18. E. R. Hills House

19. William G. Fricke House

20. W. E. Martin House

21. Edwin H. Cheney House

22. P. A. Beachy House

23. Arthur Heurtley House

24. Unity (Universalist) Church
and Parish House

25. River Forest Tennis Club

26. Dr. W. H, Copeland House

27. Mrs. Thomas H. Gale House

28. Isabel Roberts House

29. J. Kibben Ingalls House

30. O. B. Balch House

31. Harry S. Adams House
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Frank Lioyd Wright
Houses in Oak Park and River Forest, Illinois. 1889-1913



e < ;
: T
W SRR e S e
8 : : :
?“"ﬁh‘ + a-a-%.g‘ud‘ b

1889-1895

T 1A s wws

Wl






o:-QT»"




e R U

A TRRL IR e MRS TR

~ e —




5, e
e
A ol
an ﬂ_.mﬂ.\ S
v
%
e
Je -
=Y s

\
T
f.. ‘ lu.“ﬁ.t& uﬂxaf

> ) A ,Qi
Y w. L...ﬂg {
i)

,%

e T
S b T4
* l‘u.... :
&) gy




»
» >N j :
} ‘;’:"'




NOISULAL E
[SULAA

{ll I

:_

41 &

Il

Rl 157

.—_
H

15

i
W, oI

'

247
. ‘»“'.,f—f.'».
W

- .

AT

yeALPDF]

-




