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ABSTRACT
The Architecture of Galveston’s Golden Age:
Cast Iron Fagades in the Strand District

Carol Y. Shanks

In the nineteenth century, Galveston was a highly successful port city; it capitalized
on the production and shipping of Texas cotton. The commercial buildings erected during
the heyday of its prosperity, many of which still exist today, embody the sense of civic
pride the Galvestonians held for their city.

Architectural cast iron had been touted and utilized heavily in the Northeast,
especially New York, Philadelphia, and Boston. Rapidly expanding, provincial cities
around the country adopted the material to give their new buildings instant flair, yet allow
them to adhere to an established architectural vocabulary. While some of Galveston’s iron
fronts resembled those adorning buildings in other American cities, the overall look in
Galveston was distinctive because it was based on Galveston’s unique circumstances and

good Texan practicality. This thesis will treat these several topics in detail.
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“A city is to be judged by the public spirit manifested by its citizens. This evinces itself in
various ways, but in nothing more plainly than in the extent and style of the public and
private buildings. Public spirit will, in a greater or less degree, actuate the citizen who
Jeels pride in the aspect of the city, when he is planming the erection of a residence or
building block. He finds that public opinion enters more or less into his calculations,
and, having the beauty and welfare of the city at heart, he consults it as well as his own
private views. "

Chapter 1 -- Introduction
Galveston, Texas was a successfill, wealthy city in the second half of the

nineteenth century. In the city’s heyday, the national press referred to it as the ‘new New
York,” and its main business thoroughfare, the Strand, as the “Wall Street of the
Southwest.” Using commercial buildings of the Strand district as illustrations, this
exploration will focus on how the citizens of Galveston sought to shape a cosmopolitan
image for their city.> While the showy homes along Broadway exemplify Galvestonians’
love of conspicuous consumption, the buildings that housed the businesses were decorated
as well. Both the population and the economy of the state of Texas grew immensely in the
nineteenth century, and the architecture of Galveston, its largest and most prosperous city
at mid-century, reflects the increased civic pride at the time. One might see the interest in
beautifying the business district as having the city’s vitality reflected physically for the
citizens themselves as well as to arriving visitors.

Cast iron fronts were widely employed as decoration for the otherwise bland

""Galveston Prosperity,” Galveston Daily News, 18 August 1871, p. 3.

*Initially, a particular pomt needs to be clarified. The business district is the only focus, not the
wealthy residential neighborhoods, although the two essentially abutted each other. Many books on
the mansions have been produced over the years. In comparison, relatively little scholarly writing
has been devoted to the commercial areas.



2
businesses (figure 1). At the time when Galveston was growing most rapidly, the fashion
of adding iron facades to architecture was also spreading from the Northeast to outlying
American cities. The city’s builders embraced the new material as a symbolic and tangible
expression of how cultivated their provincial city was becoming.

In order to place the Golden Age of Galveston in the proper frame of reference, it
is valuable to examine its growing prosperity and population in the nineteenth century.
The Republic of Texas confirmed the Galveston City Company’s charter in 1838, and thus
the city was born. This company, organized and led by Michael Menard (one of the
founding fathers), was created to sell lots in the newly formed city. Initially, Galveston
started out as a dreary place full of rough citizens. The motley assortment of immigrants
noted by a visitor in 1839 included English, Americans, Germans, Dutch, Italians,
Mexicans and Africans. In the 1840s, Galveston’s population had grown to 4,000; and
immigrants kept pouring in. By 1880, the population of Galveston had tripled from what
it was before the Civil War -- from 7,300 to 22,2403

Concurrent with the increase in the city’s size was its expanding wealth.

Galveston became the second richest city in the United States in the third quarter of the
nineteenth century: only Providence, Rhode Island, had a higher per capita income. At
this time, as many as two dozen millionaires had offices on the Strand. The wholesale

firms of P.J. Willis and Leon Blum monopolized dry goods and made fortunes stocking

visiting ships and sending goods into the interior. The Sealy brothers, John and George,

3David G. McComb, Galveston: A History (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986), pp. 43-4;
Gary Cartwright, Galveston: A History of the Isiand (New York, Atheneum, 1976), p. 119.



made a great deal of money in banking, and even more by monopolizing the Galveston
wharves, while Colonel William M. Moody and others made theirs by controlling the price
of cotton. This was a new mercantile and landowning class of Texan, a hybrid of the
original frontiersman that had settled the West. The money was provided mainly through
port activities - either imports were shipped inland from Galveston, or produce (mainly
cotton) was brought to Galveston on river steamers or by rail to the wharves, stored and
moved out in deep water ships to New York, New Orleans or England. Other local
exports included hides, sugar, molasses, cattle, pecans and cottonseed. The port was third
in the nation in 1877, with the value of exports exceeding that of imports by ten times.*

This immense wealth, however, was concentrated among only a few families; it
was estimated that the top twenty-four households were one hundred times richer than the
next twenty four. The economic hierarchy spawned a new social elite class; this wealthy
class in retrospect seemed both worldly and down-home. In general, they were better
educated, and more genteel than the profiteers roaming the city, although they were equal
in ambition. They were very concerned with importing luxury items, some of which were
clearly for show only. Even the finest British wools were imported to this climate that
rarely experiences winter freezes.’

The city developed faster than its Texas neighbors, and the success of the city was

manifested in many ways. It was tangibly illustrated by five of the largest banks in Texas

*Cartwright, p. 119; McComb, p. 47; The Industries of Galveston (Galveston: The Metropolitan
Publishing Co., 1887), p. 63.

SCartwright, p. 120.



located on the Strand, as well as six public squares, two parks, two miles of esplanades,
street railways drawn by horses, thirteen hotels (the largest being the Tremont), three
concert halls, and an opera house. Galveston had the first gaslight, the first electric light,
the first telephone, the first hospital, the first law firm, and the first trade union in Texas.
There were Mardi Gras parades, some of them costing $10,000 or more, an interesting
embodiment of both civic pride and conspicuous consumption. Luxury shops sold fine
English carpets, French china, wine and brandy, and German-made rosewood pianos. As
Galveston was becoming an important center for communication, a crossroads linking
overseas news with news from the interior as well as generating its own noteworthy
material, it is hardly surprising to find that the city was home to eight newspapers.S Early
wharves were constructed at the foot of 18th, 20th, 21st, and 24th Streets; about 225
ships visited the port each year. A regular steamship service ran from Vera Cruz, Tampico
and Havana as well as one from New Orleans.”

Galveston is an optimum example of how a dissemination of fashion spread into
architecture, in this case cast iron, and thereby created a wide market for iron
manufacturers. There were several large foundries in and around New York and
Philadelphia that produced catalogues of cast iron from which clients around the country
could order for direct shipping. However, a quick survey of several local buildings’ iron
components illustrates how varied were the sources for the fagades. The builders of two

of the rare full-fronted iron buildings, in which iron covers the face of all four floors,

®bid., p. 118.

bid., p. 77.



imported their cast-iron from Philadelphia. An account of another building’s progress
notes that the Galveston agent of a New Orleans foundry had been dispatched there to
place an order for its front.® The foundry stamp on the front of a third advertises a firm
from Baltimore. And within the city of Galveston itself, a successful foundry, Lee Iron
Works, also produced iron fagades for nearby buildings. While most foundries in the
United States mainly produced large, heavy-duty industrial machine parts as their major
source of income, during the time of architectural cast iron’s popularity, they often added
cast-iron fronts to their advertisement of goods.

The Galveston businessmen creating new buildings at this time generally confined
the utilization of iron to the first floor. The reason seems to stem from a combination of
social and economic factors. Since the city grew into such an important Guif seaport, the
men commissioning these new structures (or rebuilding after one of many fires that
decimated large portions of the commercial district) were concerned with a fashioning of
the city image.” The rejection of the traditional full front would seem an attempt to create
a style unique to Galveston, or at least not exactly like New York.'" Even as they strove
to formulate the look developed back East, the men commissioning the buildings may have

wanted to develop a local version. The addition of iron elements made a block of

$Figure 2 is an example of the type of foundry stamp often affixed to iron-fronted buildings by the
specific suppliers. This particular one is from George Cronan and Sons in New Orleans.

9According to Howard Barnstone, (The Galveston That Was [New York: The MacMillan Company,
1966], p. 66), no new buildings were erected in Galveston between 1861-66, during the time of the
Civil War.

'°In the Northeast, typical usage of iron was either a veneer of cast iron components covering all
floors of a multi-storied building, or an iron fagade directly bolted on to an interior iron skeleton.



otherwise severe structures into strings of sophisticated buildings at an affordable cost.

An important aspect of the modifications in iron-front style is in the nature of the
casting. Foundries created separate pieces that could be bought in a whole set, or
matched together by the client from a wide variety of choices. Originally the majority of
styles used may have been suggested by architects or designers, but the foundry men
themselves soon began creating their own capitals, columns, dentils, cornices, and other
facade elements. Although the foundry men may have studied the catalogues and shipped
fronts from the East, the implication is that the local craftsmen created whatever they
wanted without any formal knowledge of architectural history. No designers except the
casters themselves were involved with the creative process, which seems to indicate yet
another type of diffusion from the purity of the original.

Galvestonians seemed relatively unconcerned with a specific plan for how their city
should grow. Different parts of the city developed at different rates, and prevalent fires
seemed always to be altering the face of the various neighborhoods. Furthermore, while
each individual builder may have had a sense of wanting to beautify the city in his own
way, no overall program was developed per se. In the end, Galveston did not suffer the
overkill of cast iron ornamentation that other cities were subject to. One reason may be
that Galveston has few buildings that occupy a full block (the most notable exception
being the Tremont Hotel) and so has a different overall sense of layout than is typical in
other cities. A discussion of how cast iron evolved as both a structural and an ornamental
material is essential in order to understand how the style of the cast-iron front came to

Galveston.



Chapter 2 — History of Cast Iron

The story of how cast iron came into popular usage in nineteenth-century
architecture begins with one American, James Bogardus, even though it had its roots in
Europe. The particularly innovative use of iron in 1800 resulted from the structural needs
of commercial buildings. During this time, English textile mills were created with cast-
iron stanchions (or posts) as weight-bearers across the width of the factory; in
combination with wrought-iron spanning members, they helped support brick arches that
carried the floors. The slender pillars, cruciform in cross-section, were cast to replace
wooden columns, partially to help with fire-resistance. The result was increased overall
unobstructed space. In this way, the expanse needed for the large looms and other
machinery involved with the textile industry was successfully achieved. Although cast-
iron proved to be quite brittle - its tensile strength was precarious — the compressive
strength of cast-iron columns was excellent for situations where open space was the most
important factor. Also, notably, in combination with either wrought iron or timber
spandrels, cast-iron columns were substantially fireproof. The mill-owners had their own
particular concerns about the fire-resistant quality of the new material, since they worked
with such flammable materials.

Yet in the 1850s in England, there was an increasingly general realization that

unprotected iron was not as fireproof as had been supposed.!! Then too, a sharp shift in

"'The fireproof quality of cast iron is a most important and puzzling point of dissention among
architectural scholars. Hitchcock acknowledges Bannister as his main source of information about
facts such as the London Fire Department refusing to enter buildings with iron internal skeletons for
fear of their collapse (Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Architecture: Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries
[Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1958], note 2, pp. 446-7). From this angle, cast iron never proved itself



taste led to a predominant preference for the massively plastic in architecture, so that the
delicateness of the iron and glass structures like Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace (1851)
made way for a new fashion in iron use.? In lieu of using iron fronts as a part of an entire
fire-prevention system, so-called metallic veneering became high fashion.

In the middle of the nineteenth century, a New Yorker named James Bogardus
championed the use of cast iron on the entire exterior of a building and helped build an
appreciation for the new medium. Neither an architect nor an engineer, Bogardus was an
inventor and promotor of sorts who believed whole-heartedly that cast iron was the
material most suited to commercial building. After a visit to England in 1836, where years
before the British had found a method for producing structural cast iron in quantity at a
reasonable cost, he developed, early in his career, his own plans for cast iron usage.®
Throughout his professional development, he became directly involved with the utilization
of cast-iron components more than in the actual building process; he chose mass-produced

castings which he then modified himself By 1847, Bogardus had created a model of a

to the extent that Bogardus claimed, and the material is relegated to merely a fad that never worked
out. On the other hand, Margot Gayle (the president of the Friends of Cast fron) in many of her
Writings on cast-iron architecture, touts the nonflammibility of iron through raging fires (see

figure 3). She states that the iron components were actually dragged down by their surr-

oundings in a fire, although they had fully withstood the heat themselves. Most tellingly, she relates
that those whose iron-fronted buildings were destroyed in the great Chicago fire of 1871 rebuilt with
cast-iron fagades again after the fire, apparently satisfied. See the introduction of Daniel Badger,
Badger s lllustrated Catalogue of Cast-Iron Architecture (New York: Dover

Publications, 1981), p. vi for Gayle’s insistence that the material has a great resistance to fire. Also
refer to her introduction in Baltimore s Cast-Iron Buildings and Architectural Ironwork. edited by
James D. Dilts and Catharine Black (Centreville, MD: Tidewater Publishers, 1991).p. x.

PHitchcock, p. 115.

BDaniel Badger, Bogardus’ rival and the founder of the Architectural Iron Works, actually erected
the first cast-iron storefront in Boston, in 1842.
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building to be constructed completely of iron. His own factory was completed in 1849, a
complete iron structure according to Bogardus."* He had no doubt latched onto the idea
of an incombustible building after two great fires in New York, one in 1835, and another
in 1845.1°

His building and his treatise, Cast Iron Buildings: Their Construction and
Advantages, address the prejudices that had, according to Bogardus, arisen unfairly. The
pamphlet evidenced his passion and convictions concerning this new material. Within the
text, he defended the fact that the structure, as completed, was so secure and stable in its
bolted parts, that even if a part were “removed or destroyed by violence” — excepting the
four comer columns - the building would remain firm, and the taller the building, the
firmer it would stand.'® He also expounded on the compressive strength of iron columns,
“vastly superior to granite, marble, freestone or brick, . . . and thereby [any builder]
would be enabled to erect a tower or building many times the height of any other edifice in
the world, which would be perfectly safe to visitors,”"” since naysayers had feared an iron
building might crush itself under its own weight.

In his treatise, Bogardus speaks of cast iron’s durability. He does not back up his

claims with any particular evidence, but claims that cast iron will last longer than other

"“Due to a street widening ordinance in 1859, the building was dismantled — piece by piece in order
to illustrate Bogardus’ claims of reusability — but was never re-erected.

' Turpin Bannister, “Bogardus Revisited, Part I: The Iron Fronts,” The Journal of the
Society of Architectural Historians 15 (December 1956): 12.

6 Tames Bogardus, Cast Iron Buildings: Their Construction and Advantages (New York:
J. W. Harrison, 1856), p. 7.

YIbid,, p. 8.
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materials:

Unlike wrought iron and steel, it is not subject to rapid oxidation and decay,

by exposure to the atmosphere. And whatever tendency it may have of slowly

imbibing oxygen in a moist atmosphere, can easily be prevented by a proper

coating of paint; and thus, at a very small expense, it may be made to endure

a thousand years, unaffected by the winds or the weather. On account of this

quality, cast-iron houses do not tax their owners with the cost and trouble of

repairs, which are incident to other buildings, in consequence of their

perishable character.'®
Bogardus also mentioned that persons in cast-iron buildings had nothing to fear from
thunderstorms; seeing as how metal was such a good conductor of electricity, any
lightning bolts would be conducted “silently to the earth.”"® Further, cast-iron was touted
as being heat resistant by Bogardus, unaffected by either the climate or by the heat
generated by any machinery housed within the building. He directly addressed the fear of
fire, and how cast-iron was invincible to it: “Cast-iron is perfectly fire-proof. Were such a
building as Mr. Bogardus’s factory filled with the most combustible goods, such as cotton
or resin, and its entire interior to burn until the whole was consumed, the building itself

would remain unimpaired.”*

Although he was not the first to create architectural iron fronts or the first to

“bid., p. 9. Although Bogardus refers to houses here, he is speaking of commercial buildings, i.e.
“houses of business.”

®Ibid_, p. 14.

*Ibid., p. 12. Bogardus’ book is written in the third person, although the authorship is credited to
Bogardus himself. Hence the awkwardness of this quote.
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complete an all-iron structure,* Bogardus will historically be mentioned as the man who
raised the public consciousness, and perhaps began the trend of cast-iron fagades in
America.?

In a contemporary article extolling the virtues of this type of facade, no doubt
inspired by Bogardus, a hint of whether the iron additions were structural or merely
omamental emerges: “[the fronts] may be taken down, removed, and put up againin a
short time . . . nearly three feet of room is gained over buildings put up with brick. They
admit more light, for the iron columns will sustain the weight that would require a wide
brick wall.”® The iron fagades, replacing the part of the structure that previously had
been made of stone or brick, opened out the store front allowing an unprecedented
quantity of light to enter. Although these buildings consisted of iron in a partially
structural mode, other, later commercial buildings variously utilized iron to a greater or
lesser degree, according to their specific needs or to fashion. Some iron fronts seem to be

at times solely ornamental, while others help to support the weight of the building and are

*! Architectural scholars also tend to disagree on whether or not James Bogardus was an actual
engineer or merely a promotor. In terms of Bogardus’ involvement in these buildings, the castings
were subcontracted out to several foundries, and his role seems to have consisted of supplying the
patterns and superintending their erection. For a complete analysis of James Bogardus’ role in cast-
iron usage in the nineteenth century, see Turpin C. Bannister’s article “Bogardus Revisited, Part [:
The Iron Fronts.” In his article, Bannister investigates the chronology of the rise of the cast-iron
front in America thoroughly.

“Thomas U. Walter added to the fervor when he designed the new dome of the Capitol building in
Washington DC in the 1850s. Cast iron was employed throughout the construction for the additional
strength it provided, which was needed to stabilize the marble utilized in the structure. Such a grand
public building clearly could have influenced national trends and increased the popularity of the new
material’s usage.

ZBannister, p. 13. Also, see footnote, #14.
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therefore load-bearing.

Bogardus pointed to certain aspects of decorating with cast iron that extolled
iron’s usefulness. The economics of ornamentation were such that if decoration could be
added cheaply, more new buildings might be built incorporating some form of it. He
noted that “the most elaborate carvings, and the richest designs, which the architect may
have dreamed of, but did not dare represent in his plans, may be thus reproduced for little
more than the cost of ordinary castings.”® A coat of paint on an iron front solved the
problem of grime quickly and economically, much more so than cleaning the entire stone
surface of a building or completely replacing carvings.

The non-structural iron front constituting the exterior decoration of a building was
actually created out of a multiplicity of parts, each cast separately in a sand mold. First, a
wooden pattern was carved for each section. Once this pattern was created, countless
impressions could be made from it, and identical iron elements would therefore be
available. The pattern would be pounded into moist sand to create a mold for the molten
iron. After removing the pattern, the molten iron would be carefully poured in the sand
mold. The art lay in gauging the degree of shrinkage as the metal cooled, and in the
“draw” of the pattern from the delicate sand mold. After being machined to assure
levelness, polished to a state of smoothness, and assured of a perfect fit, the entire front
was laid out piece by piece on the floor of the foundry so that all parts could be numbered

and checked for fit. A coat of primer paint was the last step before shipment, whether

#Bogardus, p. 9.
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locally or overseas.” Delivered to a construction site, the facade elements were lifted and
bolted into place onto the waiting, multi-storied building, conventionally constructed with
front, side and rear walls of brick. The decorated walls thereby become a play of textures,
lights and darks where before could have been a blind, flat front.

Ornamentation using cast iron components in a mix-and-match method was easy.
The ease of creation with sand molds (as opposed to labor-intensive stone carving)
contributed to the evolving variety of architectural elements. Since stone was a more
prestigious material, the iron fagades directly strove to emulate that look. Decorative
components were cast to appear as stone elements, with Renaissance, Baroque and
Classical motifs being most popular; the early iron fronts were often modeled on Italian
Renaissance palaces. Simulation of stone impelled the initial phase of cast iron; during the
1840s and 50s, the iron fronts were painted like brownstone, sandstone, or marble and
were even roughened to feel like stone.* The addition of marble dust or sand to the paint
of a cast-iron fagade gave the surface not only the color of marble or granite, but also
imitated the texture.”’

The latest styles of iron fronts became available simultaneously due to the

®The complete process is described in Daniel Badger, Badger s lllustrated Catalogue of Cast-Iron
Architecture (New York: Dover Publications, 1981), p. vi.

**Antoinette J. Lee, "Cast Iron in American Architecture: A Synoptic View,” in The Technology of
Historic American Buildings, ed. H. Ward Jandl (Washington DC: The Foundation for Preservation
Technology, 1983), p. 106.

¥ Donald Martin Reynolds, Nineteenth-Century Architecture (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992), p. 55. In several sources, the suggestion is made to the reader to carry a magnet along
to determine which fagades truly contain iron components, since either through the masking of the
material or through multiple layers of paint. the iron is not always easily discernable.
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proliferation of trade catalogues, mostly, but not exclusively, out of the Northeast. The
majority of the designs were not custom-made creations, and were not supplied by
architects, but were probably created in the foundry by the maker of the casts.® This led
to a standardization of designs, since foundrymen were not particularly interested in being
designers. Regional foundrymen who later created their own casts either copied what had
been shipped and what was illustrated in iron catalogues, or else created their own
variations with only slight changes. Architects and designers played no role in the
fabricated designs for the most part.

People building in cities embraced this new material for decoration and on
occasion for structural purposes as well. Combined with affordability, durability, fireproof
and even lightning-proof qualities, the lure was that the pre-fabricated parts could be
erected more quickly than ever before, using fewer workmen and lowering costs. In
addition, the wealth of choice when selecting components was staggering (figure 4).
Naturally, the building would reflect the tangible success of the owner, because he was
able to use the most up-to-date materials.

Cast-iron fronts across the country became a fashionable way for a rapidly
expanding, provincial city to instantly be as attractive and fashionable as New York. The
rapid expansion of commerce in the United States created a powerful demand for
commercial structures such as wholesalers’ warehouses and retail stores. The iron front

could be cast while the rest of the building was under construction, and then easily

*Diana S. Waite. ed., Architectural Elements: The T echnological Revolution (Princeton,
NIJ: The Pyne Press, n.d.), p. 6.
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brought in for a quick assembly at the end. Classical columns, cornices, arcades,
pediments, keystones, dentils and all manner of other details would have cost an exorbitant
amount if commissioned in stone, or wood to simulate stone. Cast iron, painted to
resemble these other materials, rarely weathered or deteriorated to the same extent, and

was easily freshened by a new coat of paint.
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Chapter 3 — Cast Iron as a Material for the Age: Ruskin vs. the Popularity of New
Material in Architecture

Iron became a powerful symbol of a new age in the nineteenth century. It had
been used sparingly in architecture of the past; but an effort to use the material in
innovative ways led to its growing popularity. The Industrial Age, escorted in by the new
possibilities of iron, was heralded by many people in the western world, who recognized
what progress could be made with this new usage. It was embraced in certain
architectural schools, especially in England, France, and the United States. However, it
was never universally accepted. A certain British faction longed for the nostalgia of
simpler times, and to them the progress of their times — especially in the form of iron -
was anathema.

John Ruskin (1819-1900) was one of the foremost of these British writers and
critics concerned with the spiritual development of his fellow citizens. Throughout his
career, he commented on the state of art and architecture of his time.® His essays,
lectures and books were well received, especially early in his career, and had a certain

amount of influence on the general public. One of his strongest-held opinions concerned

®Eugéne Viollet-le-Duc, a noted French architectural theorist, also contemplated the

contemporary development of architecture, and the use of new materials like cast iron. He espoused
Structural Rationalism in his Entretiens sur I'architecture (1863-72) as his solution to correcting
the path of prevailing architectural styles. His two main criteria were to match the program and the
methods of construction of a building with its purpose. He advocated the usage of various

materials in effective building method that would exhibit both a sense of zeitgeist and a

national style. In this way, these American cast-iron fagades might be seen as unifying the country in
a particularly American way -- even as the outlying cities did strive to look more like New York. So
although Viollet-le-Duc professed an aversion to the idea of a false iron front of non-structural
material added to a commercial building as merely frivolous ornament, there is an element of national
unity through those same fronts that resonates with a portion of his theory.
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the spiritual and cultural direction of the second half of the nineteenth century, specifically,
morality and architecture.*® All good architecture must have been produced from a moral
state of mind. To hold this belief and formulate his arguments, he obviously made
assumptions about the lives of those past architects and craftsmen involved in the historic
buildings he admired most. His concern was for the direction of design toward which
builders were moving during his own lifetime; he compared his contemporary time to the
high Gothic, a period that to him signaled moral purity and simplicity of life. His Seven
Lamps of Architecture (1848) was a detailed discourse on architecture’s merits and a
guide for architects building in the mid-nineteenth century. In it, he spelled out pitfalls to
be avoided and revealed his opinions on contemporary constructions.

He bad a particular abhorrence for the growing preference and use of cast iron,
spelled out extensively and specifically in chapter two of the Seven Lamps, “The Lamp of
Truth.™*' Interestingly, Ruskin began the chapter by emphasizing painting as a most

truthful endeavor. Instead of understanding the concept as an attempt to deceive the eye

%A W N. Pugin was one of the first theorizers of this school of thought, believing in the need for a
return to the spiritual values and the accompanying architectural forms of the Gothic age. In 1836,
he wrote Contrasts: or a parallel between the noble edifices of the 14th and 15th centuries and
similar buildings of the present day. His conservative beliefs were widely read and influential;
although Ruskin never acknowledged any influence from Pugin’s writings, the possibility carmot be
ruled out. Pugin espoused a form of functionalism, whereby the beauty of a building’s design was in
its appropriateness, that its style must accurately correspond with its purpose. He also felt that the
boldness of execution created by inspired craftsmen was lost when using substitute materials

like cast iron. The mechanical coarseness of the resulting product was unacceptable.

*'The points made in Ruskin’s writings often are not consistent. Kenneth Clark (Selected Writings:
John Ruskin [London: Penguin Books, 1991], p. 132), relates how in the Seven Lamps of
Architecture, Ruskin alters the definition of his terms concermning how beauty relates to nature three
times on a single page. The three conflicting angles of approach seem to change from idealism to
personal experience to a form of raving.
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into believing a flat, two-dimensional space is a window into a three-dimensional world, he
based his argument on the imagination. The apparent existence of the fantasy world that
the painter created does not infringe on any assertion of actual existence.’> However, in
terms of architecture, Ruskin had a specific issue with both the nature of the material
and/or the quantity of labor involved. He did not seem to have a problem with whether
the end result was beautiful or inventive as much as whether it was honest. He divided his
“Architectural Deceits” into four categories: false suggestion of support; false decoration
consisting of painting, i.e. marbling; false addition of sculptural ornamentation; and cast or
machine-made ornaments in general 3

Ruskin felt a particular disdain for iron in any or all of its forms. He based his
feeling on the claim that iron was a relatively recent innovation in terms of building, and
that architecture had steadily developed in forms conducive to more rudimentary
materials: namely clay, stone, or wood. Because iron did not conform to the first
principles of architecture, and was rarely used in ancient buildings, he felt that it had no
place in contemporary architecture either. He therefore thought that the models of the
past should be emulated as ideal; and the established norm is what he used as his
measuring stick. However, any truth about any previous era is destined to be manipulated,
for no one knows with certainty the actuality of any aspect of the distant past. To Ruskin,

Gothic architecture created by the noble and moral craftsmen were models to be emulated

2John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1909), p. 59.

31bid., p. 62.
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in his own day.** He admitted that his feeling about iron was a prejudice, but felt strongly
that the populace would and should agree with him. Even more revealing, he felt that the
cast-iron spire of Rouen Cathedral, as well as certain railway stations and churches in
England were not architecture at all. >

As Ruskin narrowed his argument, he acknowledged that iron did have a place
within the architectural sphere, but as the cement to hold parts of a building together, as in
nails or rivets. As soon as iron was used in any supportive aspect, the edifice ceased to be
true architecture. By using terms like, “dignity’ and ‘honesty,’ he connoted the moral
overtones of using materials that would seem not to have divine blessing.

Later in his life, Ruskin’s strong convictions were gradually relaxed, and his
idealism fell to his real-life experiences. In his Val d’Amo (1874), Ruskin gave a
definition for architecture and how ornament related to it. He wrote,

Architecture consists distinctively in the adaptation of form to resist force; - that,

practically, it may be always thought of as doing this by the ingenious adjustment

of various pieces of solid material; that the perception of this ingenious adjustment,
or structure, is to be always joined with our admiration of the super-added
ornament; and that all delightful ornament is the honouring of such useful
structures; but that the beauty of the ornament itself is independent of the

structure, and arrived at by powers of mind of a very different class from those
which are necessary to give skill in architecture proper.*

Without differentiating between certain types of decoration, i.e. stone vs. iron, he seemed

3*The crux of the argument also made by Pugin against the developments of architecture at the time.
*mbid., p. 70-72.

36Clark, p. 227.
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more intent now on describing how beautification of a building can raise the spirits of
those admiring it. This larger idea dovetails with the concept of civic pride (in relation to
nineteenth-century Galveston), regardless of any particular moral intent.

Ruskin’s beliefs are worth exploring for several different reasons. First, he was
quite popular in his day, and highly respected as well.”’ He was inspired by intense moral
sentiment, how nature and architecture related to human principles. Most importantly, his
writings (and that of a few of his contemporaries) are so contrary to the fashion of cast
iron fagades that it becomes interesting to speculate about the intellectual conversations of
the times.

For Ruskin and his followers, the final test of the excellence of any ornamentation
was both the force and clarity of the presentation. Just as he asserted: “Nobody wants
ornaments in this world, but everybody wants integrity,”* he went on to declare: “[T]he
right question to ask, respecting all ornament, is simply this: Was it done with enjoyment -
- was the carver happy while he was about it? It may be the hardest work possible, and
the harder because so much pleasure was taken in it; but it must have been happy too, or it
will not be living.”* The expression of moral sentiment felt by the craftsman as he created
his masterpiece through difficulties would show itself to those who gazed upon 1t.

In conjunction with this, Ruskin spoke of false ornament as a lie, or a sin. He

3 Ibid., p. 124. Clark notes that Ruskin’s fellow authors Wordsworth, Tennyson, Charlotte Bronté,
and George Elliot (among many others) were impressed by his first major book.

%*Ruskin, p. 97.

*Ibid., p. 316.






