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[ INTRODUCTION ]

The Warner Brothers musical Gold Diggers of 1933 opens with a close-
up of Ginger Rogers draped in shimmering silver dollars. As she begins
to sing, the camera pulls back to reveal coin-clad chorines and a stage
filled with stacks and stacks of oversize coinage, both wittily reflecting
the buoyant optimism of her lyrics:

We're in the money, we're in the money;

We’ve got a lot of what it takes to get along!

We're in the money, the sky is sunny,

Old Man Depression you are through, you done us wrong.

We never see a headline about breadlines today.

And when we see the landlord we can look that guy right in the eye
We're in the money, come on, my honey,

Let’s lend it, spend it, send it rolling along!!

“We're in the Money” must have seemed like the ultimate escapist fan-
tasy when Gold Diggers was released in June 1933. With unemployment
and economic stagnation at their height, Old Man Depression was far
from through, and the movie audience knew it. Indeed, he soon comes
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crashing back into the film as the number ends abruptly with creditors
shutting down the theater and seizing the costumes and sets for un-
paid bills. Ginger, now stripped of her silver dollars, merely shrugs her
shoulders and quips, “That’s the Depression, dearie.”

However much this climax reflects the cynical realism for which
Warner Brothers was well-known in the early 1930s, it is possible that
there was at least a modicum of sincerity in the song’s sunny outlook.
For only three months before the film’s debut, Franklin Delano Roo-
sevelt had assumed the presidency and there was anticipation across the
United States that the much-heralded return to prosperity was finally on
the horizon. Though Roosevelt had cautioned against placing too high a
value on material wealth in his inaugural address, noting that “happiness
lies not in the mere possession of money,” Americans were surely hoping
that the new president’s New Deal would at least bring them a little closer
to what Ginger Rogers was singing about.?

They were right, of course: much of the New Deal was intended to
stimulate the lending and spending of money, to such a degree, in fact,
that these transactions became potent symbols of social and economic
recovery, and very nearly a patriotic duty. And that’s what this book is
about: how a New Deal program—one as deliberately popular in its appeal
as a Ginger Rogers musical and just as sophisticated in its marshaling of
financial, industrial, and artistic resources—devoted itself to lending and
spending during the Great Depression. This book is also about what
became of that money once the New Deal sent it rolling along.

As symbols, lending and spending are somewhat abstract and transi-
tory: however much a bank loan, a car bought on credit, or a purchase
from the local five-and-dime might have contributed to a return to pros-
perity in the 1930s, who really knew about it besides those involved in
the transaction—banker, borrower, car dealer, car owner, salesclerk, and
shopper? Certainly, the cumulative effect of all such loans and purchases
registered in financial statements and sales receipts and, eventually, in
local and national economic statistics, but how much confidence could
a bunch of numbers inspire? National advertisers were insisting that
“Wall Street may sell stocks, but Main Street is still buying goods.”® But
if Americans were to believe this, lending and spending were not enough.
Though historians have recently revealed the value of local spending ini-
tiatives and “shopping for recovery” programs in the early 1930s, as the
Depression wore on some sort of tangible evidence was required to serve
as a physical manifestation of the return to prosperity.* That symbol
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emerged in the grimmest years of the Depression in an unlikely place:
the Main Street storefront.

In 1934 the federal government estimated that there were 1.5 million
stores operating in the United States. The majority were in the central
business districts and principal commercial corridors of large cities and
small towns, though increasingly they were also found on the rapidly
developing roadsides of the urban periphery. Over the next ten years,
financial institutions, merchants, and property owners lent and spent $5
billion to physically improve these stores. This represented an economic
investment in not only individual buildings and businesses but, ulti-
mately, in the country as a whole at a time when large-scale construction
had almost ground to a halt and over 4 million building industry workers
were unemployed.

Most of the money was spent on exterior renovations, especially new
facades attached to the fronts of existing buildings. These “modernized”
storefronts were usually fabricated of such machine-age materials as
structural glass, enameled steel, glass blocks, and extruded aluminum.
On Main Streets where breadlines and forgotten men were all too famil-
iar, these storefronts offered a striking counterpoint, an image of mod-
ernity that was deliberately at odds with the dismal present because it
symbolized a hopeful future. But while these storefronts appeared new
and different, they quickly became commonplace and familiar, produced
by a nationwide, government-sponsored modernization movement that
was active in over eight thousand communities at its height. By the end
of the decade, the effort to “modernize Main Street” was an unqualified
success: the storefronts were on Fifth Avenue in New York, on Wilshire
Boulevard in Los Angeles, and on virtually every Main Street in between.

In many cities and towns, storefronts modernized in the 1930s are still
standing on Main Street to this day (fig. 0.1). And while most Americans
recognize them, few realize the role they played in ameliorating the ef-
fects of the Great Depression. In fact, the significance of these storefronts
has been almost entirely forgotten in the intervening decades, except
by a handful of scholars and critics whose purview is broad enough to
include an artifact as quotidian and commercial as the storefront. But
these storefronts, and the movement that spawned them, deserve to be
better known, for they have much to tell us about American culture in
the Depression decade, when urbanism, consumerism, and modernism
all converged on Main Street and thousands of storefronts embodied the
vital concerns of the day.



Figure 0.1 West Main Street, Newark, Ohio, including the Brutalist-inspired Newark
City Building, the modernized storefronts of the Sparta Restaurant and the Newark Coin
Exchange, and Louis Sullivan’s Home Building & Loan. (Photographs by the author,
1999.)
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While discrete aspects of the modernized storefront are well docu-
mented, this book is a synthetic study that ties together their social,
political, economic, and architectural dimensions. In the current litera-
ture, it is the modernized storefront’s architectural dimensions that are
best known. Because of their striking visual qualities, storefronts appear
in books and articles about art deco and streamlined moderne design and
in place-based studies of the 1930s.> When they are the work of well-
known architects and industrial designers, the analysis is often detailed
and related to the larger concerns of the Depression.® Preservation studies
have also examined modernized storefronts, paying particular attention
to the glass, metal, and other materials used in their construction. While
most of these studies have looked at the challenges these materials present
for contemporary conservation, several have also considered their rela-
tionship to the Depression-era building industry.” Bringing these formal
and material considerations together, this book treats the storefronts as
a cohesive group and places them in the context of the organized mod-
ernization movement that shaped their built reality.

The past several decades have also seen the emergence of several bod-
ies of scholarship that, while not dealing with building modernization
directly, provide an important starting point for understanding the influ-
ences that informed the movement. These include studies of interior dec-
orating and design, commercial architecture, retail building typologies,
and the American roadside, as well as sociological and historical exami-
nations of the spaces and practices of shopping and consumerism. This
work considers how marketing and advertising, gender and class, and
the proliferation of corporate chains and automobiles have marked the
constructed landscape, both social and physical, in the United States in
the twentieth century.® As a unique intersection of consumer culture and
building, the modernized storefront begs to be examined in relation to
these issues.

The storefront’s urban context is equally important to understanding
its significance, especially since Main Street was the center of the nation’s
commercial life in the 1930s. A number of historical and geographic stud-
ies provide insight into the spatial patterns, urban images, civic values,
and cycles of stasis and change that characterized the Main Street mor-
phology before it modernized.” As these studies have shown, Main Street
was downtown. It existed not only as a particular place, but as a social
and economic phenomenon understood to have similar characteristics
regardless of the size or scale of the community.
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While today the term “Main Street” tends to refer exclusively to
small-town America, in the 1930s it included the business and shopping
districts of large cities as well. This is an important distinction, and one
that is necessary to comprehend the development and scope of building
modernization during the Depression. Though there is a prevailing con-
temporary view that Main Street was a backward-looking archetype that
was nostalgic and tradition-bound, the historical record shows that the
opposite was true.

In this respect, the work of historians who have utilized Joseph Schum-
peter’s idea of “creative destruction” to explain urban transformation in
the early part of the twentieth century is especially useful when examin-
ing the modernization of Main Street in the 1930s.!° Though the scale of
transformation was smaller and the destruction wrought upon the phys-
ical landscape was much less intensive than that which cleared slums and
built skyscrapers, the same dynamic interplay of economic and cultural
forces was at work on Main Street. The impact of these forces are evident
in Alison Isenberg’s Downtown America, which charts the evolution of
urban centers—small and large—over the course of the twentieth century
and discusses, albeit briefly, the movement to modernize Main Street in
the 1930s.! Isenberg recounts how real estate interests and members
of the building industry deployed modernization to maintain property
values and to stimulate building activity and material sales during the
Depression, and she accurately identifies storefront modernization’s pre-
occupations with consumer psychology and architectural style.!?

To truly understand modernization in the 1930s, it is also necessary to
situate the practice within the specific historical context that transformed
it from a cyclical trend into an organized movement—Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s New Deal. On the surface, any connection between the federal
government and the modernized storefront is obscure at best: storefronts
are obviously commercial, as opposed to civic, and tied to the demands
of the market and private enterprise, as opposed to public need. In ad-
dition, no federal agency actually modernized storefronts in the 1930s
the way the Public Works Administration built courthouses and schools
or the Treasury Department built post offices. Most studies examining
the New Deal’s impact on the constructed environment have focused
on projects like these, in which the government was the direct builder,
whether of urban housing projects and suburban subdivisions, bridges
and highways, or playgrounds and parks.!® But a broader notion of fed-
eral sponsorship reveals that even though the federal government did not
build modernized storefronts, it was nonetheless directly responsible for
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them. In fact, given their widespread occurrence, they constitute a ma-
terially significant and highly symbolic portion of all New Deal building
activity.

Though building modernization as a strategy to combat the building
industry depression had been around for several years, the New Deal
took the lead in 1934, following passage of the National Housing Act. As
authorized in the legislation’s Title I, the Federal Housing Administra-
tion (FHA) began insuring private lenders against losses on low-interest
loans made for the modernization of existing residential and nonresi-
dential buildings. At the same time, the FHA embarked on an ambitious
public relations campaign intended to promote building modernization
as a curative to the woes of the Depression: modernization would stim-
ulate the building activity that would put money back into circulation
and put people back to work; the modernized store would stimulate the
shopping activity that put even more money back into circulation, espe-
cially from those who had previously been unemployed. Scholars have
long recognized the importance of the 1934 National Housing Act, but
most have overlooked the operations of this Modernization Credit Plan.
Instead, they have examined Title II, which provided mortgage insurance
for new residential construction and is considered by many as the prelude
to the FHA's postwar mortgage guarantee program (the one that essen-
tially underwrote the nation’s suburban expansion). Even those who have
examined the impact of Title I have tended to consider only the modern-
ization of residential buildings, rather than the FHA’s “Modernize Main
Street” initiative.'

Relying on previously unexamined records at the National Archives,
this book investigates that initiative and the widespread modernization
movement it stimulated, revealing how and why it focused on the Main
Street storefront. It begins by exploring how Main Street emerged in
the popular imagination in the early part of the twentieth century as an
embodiment of an urbanistic and cultural ideal, an iconic locale that was
frequently at odds with its local reality by the 1930s. By then Main Street
had been forced to confront decentralization and shifting retail patterns,
including the development of the shopping strip and the rise of corpo-
rate chains. Though Main Street cherished its self-image as a bastion
of community-minded, small-scale enterprise—the little merchant—its
dominant booster culture insisted this image be redefined for the twen-
tieth century. At a moment when the cultural lag between the nation’s
largest cities and its smallest towns was collapsing, Main Street viewed
itself in the same league as New York or Chicago, and embraced an image
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that was progressive, future-oriented, and modern. Modernizing Main
Street was a means to this end.

The federal government deftly exploited this situation after modern-
ization became public policy. Its massive campaign to encourage modern-
ization tapped into Main Street’s conflation of business and community
values and transformed a state-sponsored effort to prop up large-scale
capitalism into what seemed to be a populist mass movement far be-
yond the reach of Washington and Wall Street. This movement was
successful at local and national levels because it relied on the sophisti-
cated apparatus of modern advertising and public relations to stimulate
consumption, even in the midst of the Depression. At the government’s
instigation, the building industry did the same thing. Corporate manu-
facturers of building materials commenced a wide variety of promotional
activities—including extensive advertising, private consumer financing,
and architectural competitions—to “sell” modernization simultaneously
to architects and retailers. The goal was to increase sales despite the
contraction in large-scale building activity. Manufacturers achieved this
principally through retooling and remarketing their product lines to meet
the needs of storefront modernization via the architect’s design specifi-
cations and the retailer’s merchandising requirements.

Here building material manufacturers were following the model of
consumer-goods manufacturers who had restyled their products for vi-
sual appeal to increase sales in the Depression. What was effective in sell-
ing cars and refrigerators was also effective in selling storefronts. Mass-
produced (or at least composed of standardized parts), widely marketed,
easily purchased on credit, and featuring instantly recognizable, up-to-
date stylings, the modernized storefront had an awful lot in common
with the Chrysler Airflow and the Coldspot Super Six. Ultimately, this
consumer-goods model became a paradigm for building modernization,
eventually influencing every aspect of the movement, from financing to
design. At a moment when ideas about obsolescence, fashion, gender, and
social anxiety were entering American culture to a greater extent than
ever before, it is not surprising that they also entered American building
culture. These ideas were as effective in the modernized storefront as
they were in other consumer goods because they responded to, and drew
strength from, something that was understood as a defining feature of
American culture in the 1930s—the experience of modernity.

This modernity ranged far and wide across the modernization move-
ment, but it expressed itself most dramatically in the storefront’s formal
and symbolic attributes. These relied, in part, on the architecture of the
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International Style, or at least its surface motifs of asymmetry, unorna-
mented facades, planar and curving forms, ribbonlike windows, and bold
graphics. As such forms appeared on Main Street, usually in combination
with stylistic motifs derived from streamlining and art deco as well, they
heralded the arrival and popular assimilation of European modernism,
producing a distinctly American hybrid. But they also heralded the New
Deal’s vaunted return to prosperity as the forms quickly became iden-
tified with progress, optimism, and an all-consuming national quest “to
be modern.” Within the culture of the Great Depression, form and sym-
bol were so potent that they produced thousands of storefronts that had
significance far beyond their status as discrete objects.

Economically, each individual storefront was inconsequential since the
cost of design, fabrication, and installation could be as low as $1,000. Ar-
chitecturally, the impact was more visual than spatial, since design was
confined primarily to the front. Socially and politically, modernization
reflected the baser instincts of the free market since it was principally mo-
tivated by profitability, self-interest, and competitive consumption. But
taken together, their meaning changed. Socially, modernized storefronts
served as a visual harbinger of imminent prosperity to inspire public con-
fidence, stimulate consumption, and provide a focus for the redirection of
civic self-representation. Politically, they extended the New Deal’s sphere
of influence as the government attempted to effect change at a most basic
level of the capitalist free market and to transform the impulse to spend
into an act of national importance. Economically, storefronts accounted
for a substantial portion of building activity in the 1930s, reviving an
industry that had spiraled downward since 1929 and providing work for
designers, contractors, and manufacturers. Architecturally, they provided
an opportunity for the widespread introduction of modernist design to the
everyday landscape, while simultaneously applying aspects of American
product design to the scale of a building.

Ultimately, whether considering storefronts individually or as a group,
it is futile to separate these diverse dimensions. In reality they were wo-
ven together by the major cultural forces of the 1930s—the crisis of the
Depression and the pressures of burgeoning consumerism. The store-
front emerged as a product of consumer culture, satisfying transient
merchandising programs, reflecting fleeting aesthetic values, and mov-
ing swiftly from design to installation and from utility to disuse. These
were precisely the qualities that enabled the storefront to respond so
quickly to the critical imperatives of the Depression. Because it is subject
to the exigencies of the marketplace—and the imperatives of supply and
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demand and production and consumption that this implies—the store-
front registers cultural developments with an immediacy and directness
denied more permanent or monumental forms of building. What the
characteristic storefronts of the 1930s registered was the disruptive im-
pact of the Depression, quickly transformed into a material and rhetorical
staging of recovery and progress.

As it responded to the Depression, as it was shaped by the consumer
culture, the modernized storefront produced something that, ironically,
transcended its historical moment. It became a modern vernacular, a form
of architecture that, for better or worse, authentically reflected the culture
of the United States in the 1930s. Modern because it emerged from the
twentieth century. Vernacular because it was emerged from the American
landscape—the commercial corridors of Main Street.

In Delirious New York, Rem Koolhaas audaciously declared that he
was Manhattan’s ghost writer, recovering the lost history of its pre-
war skyscrapers and the culture they produced. In that same spirit, I am
Main Street’s ghost writer on the pages that follow. This book recovers
the history of the modern vernacular as manifest in the prewar store-
fronts and the culture they produced. The words are mine; the story is
theirs.



[ CHAPTER 1 ]

Main Street, U.S.A.

On the morning of April 6, 1936, a tornado struck Gainesville, Georgia,
with devastating force. By the end of the day, two hundred people were
dead and over $13 million worth of property was damaged or destroyed.
This small town, fifty miles northeast of Atlanta, had seen its share
of troubles since 1929, from the boll weevil to factory closings. These,
in turn, had a dramatic impact on other businesses in town, especially
retail enterprises, as the unemployed of Gainesville and surrounding Hall
County cut back their spending to the absolute, bare minimum. Thus,
even before the tornado hit, Gainesville’s economic and social situation
was all too typical in 1930s America. So, too, was the downtown that
bore the brunt of this decline, over fourteen square blocks encompassing
Main Street and Courthouse Square.

This district had emerged haphazardly in the nineteenth century, with
the majority of its buildings dating to the railroad boom between 1870 and
1900. Though Gainesville tried to keep its infrastructure up-to-date—in
1902 it became the first city south of Baltimore to have streetlights—by
the 1930s it was ill prepared to deal with the crush of cars that now
jammed Main Street and its secondary thoroughfares. As a further re-
sult of the town’s growth, commercial uses had infiltrated the residential

11
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Figure 1.1 Courthouse Square in Gainesville, Georgia, after the April 1936 tornado. The
tornado produced an estimated $13 million in property damage, with nearly every business
building in the commercial blocks of Main Street and the square either destroyed or severely
wrecked. Despite the devastation, Gainesville’s citizens saw this as an unprecedented op-
portunity to improve the community. (National Archives and Records Administration,
photo no. 69-N-12413c.)

areas surrounding the historic center, leading to concerns about excessive
business frontage and creeping blight. By the mid-1930s such concerns
extended even to Courthouse Square, which business leaders now re-
garded as in need of extensive improvement and repair if it was to retain
its prestige.

And now a storm had leveled downtown, leaving the buildings on
Main Street and the Square in ruins (fig. 1.1). When the debris was fi-
nally cleared away, Gainesville’s citizens decided to transform the disaster
into an opportunity and were “determined to rebuild along better and
finer lines than ever before.” Such was the opinion of President Franklin
Delano Roosevelt, who toured the devastation three days after the tor-
nado hit and declared his intention to return to the town in the near future
to see what had been accomplished. In the president’s mind, Gainesville
possessed a cooperative and progressive spirit that exemplified the best
of America. Thus, despite the extent of the damage and the persistence



Main Street, U.S.A.

of the Depression, Roosevelt was confident that when he returned he
would find “a better and greater Gainesville,” one whose commercial and
civic heart had not merely recovered but had significantly improved.!
However heartfelt his sentiments, when Roosevelt lauded Gainesville’s
spirit and heralded the small town’s imminent rebirth, he embraced, with
keen political acumen, a culture and a place whose social and economic
consequence to the nation as a whole had become increasingly apparent
as the Depression wore on.

o
o

Did you ever sit at the window of the Commercial House in some forlorn
town and look down on its Main Street, the treeless stretch lined with
buildings of every shape and description (but not one of them by any
happy accident either attractive in itself or as part of the ensemble) and
imagine what you would do if you were God, or even a first class architect
with a bankroll like Rockefeller’s?

New York advertising executive Earnest Elmo Calkins posed this ques-
tion to readers of the Rotarian, the Rotary Club International’s monthly
magazine, in March 1935. He then related the story of an architect who
redesigned the facades along a small town’s commercial block so success-
fully that “a miracle was wrought,” concluding optimistically that this
sort of commercial property improvement would occur frequently once
businessmen learned “that beauty pays.” In the middle of the Great De-
pression, Calkins hoped to convince civic-minded Rotarians to embrace a
program of “town betterment,” with building modernization as its basis
and economic advantage as its goal. Calkins’s program was also part of
a long-term architectural remedy for what he perceived as the ugliness
of the everyday American environment, especially the “heterogeneous
hodgepodge” of commercial centers lacking both aesthetic merit and vi-
sual order. Calkins was unequivocal that these were the districts most in
need of improvement: “the place to begin is Main Street.”?

Main Street Morphology

It was not by chance that Calkins selected this specific locale. By the 1930s
“Main Street” had long been a recognizable urban morphology, with most
American cities and towns possessing a principal commercial corridor or
district identified figuratively, and often literally, by the term (fig. 1.2).
By the 1930s it had also acquired a deeper significance. As journalist John
Gunther noted in his 1946 continental travel log Inside U.S.A., “Main

13
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Street had embedded itself into the language” following the publication
of Sinclair Lewis’s best-selling novel of 1920, becoming an iconic locale
that referred as much to a cultural outlook as a physical place.> Though
Lewis painstakingly detailed a commercial landscape of brick buildings
and pressed-tin cornices, iron-and-glass storefronts, and temple-fronted
banks, his Main Street was “not only the heart of a place called Gopher
Prairie, but ten thousand towns from Albany to San Diego.” In his 1922
novel Babbitt, Lewis observed that “a stranger suddenly dropped into the
business-center of Zenith could not have told whether he was in a city of
Oregon or Georgia, Ohio or Maine, Oklahoma or Manitoba.”# There was
a “universal similarity” to Main Street that encompassed its buildings, its
institutions, its people and their habits: “The shops show the same stan-
dardized, nationally advertised wares; the newspapers of sections three
thousand miles apart have the same ‘syndicated features’; the boy in
Arkansas displays just such a flamboyant ready-made suit as is found on
just such a boy in Delaware.” Beyond identifying Main Street’s ubiquity,
Lewis’s novels underscored two other characteristics: its self-improving
tendencies and its progressive self-image. In Main Street the leading cit-
izens of Gopher Prairie are determined to make it a “model town,” and
even the novel’s disgruntled heroine hopes to beautify it.” In Babbitt the
town of Zenith celebrated its “modern ideas” and believed it represented
the vanguard of “a new type of civilization,” one that sought to distin-
guish itself from larger cities, like New York and Chicago, which it dispar-
aged even as it emulated them in matters of culture and civicism.® Though
Lewis’s assessment of Main Street’s cultural dimensions was ultimately
pejorative, his portrayal would resonate throughout the era, notably in
popular and sociological studies that analyzed what Lewis disdained.
Frederick Lewis Allen’s informal histories, Only Yesterday and Since
Yesterday, and Robert and Helen Lynd’s data-laden field works, Mid-
dletown and Middletown in Transition, generally supported Lewis’s ob-
servations while avoiding his condescension and negativity. In particu-
lar, they offered evidence of what Lewis had sarcastically described as
“Main Street’s extraordinary, growing, and sane standardization of stores,
offices, streets, hotels, clothes and newspapers.”” The cause of this stan-
dardization was the burgeoning consumerism of post-World War I pros-
perity; the effect was the gradual erosion of the psychic distance and
cultural lag between big city and small town. In 1931 Frederick Lewis
Allen observed “the conquest of the whole country by urban tastes and
urban dress and urban ways of living.” By 1934 Robert Lynd had sta-
tistical evidence to support this claim. He concluded that a movement of



Main Street, U.S.A.

Figure 1.2 Main Street in Franklin, New Hampshire, in a postcard view circa 1920. This
typical Main Street featured two- and three-story buildings executed in various popu-
lar commercial styles, plate-glass and cast-iron storefronts, wide sidewalks, parking for
automobiles, and more than a few chain stores. (Collection of the author.)

“style progression” was under way, speeding up “the geographical spread
of fashion from New York,” and effecting “a closer binding of Main Street
to Fifth Avenue.”® Advertising and the popular press made similar claims.
Jesse Rainsford Sprague, a frequent contributor to Harper’s, noted how
residents of small towns invariably got “the big-city urge” and looked to
see how “Fifth Avenue corresponds to Main Street back home.”? What
they found, according to advertising executive Paul Bonner, was that
“everyone [in Oklahoma] is just as much alive as the man who stands at
the corner of Fifth Avenue and 42nd Street.”!” That same corner, rep-
resenting the nation’s iiber—-Main Street, served as the cover illustration
for a special report that appeared in Architectural Forum in 1939.

In this examination of Main Street as “a real estate phenomenon, a
customer of building, and as a design problem,” the national standard-
ization Lewis decried was celebrated as “Main Street, U.S.A.” (fig. 1.3).
Across the country, Main Streets possessed an “essential homogeneity”
regardless of size and location: “Breakfast Number Three is likely to
consist of the same orange juice, toast, and coffee in New York, N.Y. as
in New Albany, Ind., and the drug store in which it is served is sure to
be as nearly like its big-city prototype as the proprietor can make it.”!!
Even outside observers like Ilya Ilf and Evgeny Petrov, Soviet writers
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Figure 1.3 “MAIN ST.. . a design problem.” Here, storefront architectural details overlay
a photograph of a typical commercial corridor in need of design intervention. According
to the editors of Architectural Forum, Main Street was more than mere real estate; it was
also a potential customer of building services. (Architectural Forum 70 [February 1939]:
86. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)

who toured the country by car in 1935, were struck by these similarities.
Not only did they, too, note the sameness of the American breakfast,
but they also observed that “between the biggest town and the smallest
town in America there are more similarities than differences.”!? Strung
out along arterial highways from Maine to Florida (U.S. 1), from the
District of Columbia to San Francisco (U.S. 40), and from Chicago to
Los Angeles (U.S. 66), this Main Street—whether praised, condemned,
or objectively analyzed—was a signifying landscape both physically and
culturally constructed. Since at least the late nineteenth century, Main
Street was defined by the buildings and establishments that lined it and
by the image of community or individual it projected. Together, building
and image created a collective identity that traversed local or regional do-
mains to reach a destination of national consequence. This was especially
true during the Great Depression when Main Street became a crossroads
for social and economic recovery and, as these intersected, for a modern
American culture.
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By the mid-1930s this Main Street was at a critical juncture in its
morphological evolution due to pressures brought to bear not only by
the Depression but by preexistent social and economic conditions that
the Depression merely exacerbated. These were cultural agents powerful
enough to transform the physical pattern and spatial matrix that was fixed
by 1900—a linearly developed, densely built strip in which commercial
establishments clustered together to form a business and retail zone oc-
cupying contiguous, intersecting, or parallel blocks. In larger cities and
towns, several such zones or multiple strips might exist, depending on
the population and the concentration of real estate development. Not ev-
ery commercial corridor was known as Main Street, but their structures
and functions were the same regardless of their geographically specific
names.’> A typical strip consisted of two- or three-story buildings ar-
ranged in continuous rows, punctuated by additional structures whose
heights varied from four to ten stories depending on the size of the town
and the value of the land. Much of Main Street’s built fabric dated to
the era of rapid economic expansion in the late nineteenth century and
possessed a formal organization largely determined by commercial and
speculative real estate exigencies.!*

Programmatically, Main Street’s buildings were bipartite with prin-
cipal street-level retail space of standardized frontage (larger concerns
occupied two or more standard lots) and secondary upper stories leased
for office, light manufacturing, or residential purposes. In configuration,
these buildings were usually narrow, since excessive street frontage added
to the cost of the land, and deep, to make up for square footage lost in store
width. Stylistically, the buildings were tripartite with a range of Victorian
decorative motifs disposed across cast-iron and plate-glass storefronts,
intermediary stories of flat brick or stone accented with picturesque win-
dow surrounds, and finally a terminating, often outsize, ornamental cor-
nice. As historians of commercial architecture have noted, this standard
two-part/three-part building format was a roadside constant, always dis-
cernible beneath the shifting fashions of the Italianate, Romanesque,
or Beaux-Arts classicism to which it was continually subjected.’® By
the turn of the century, this building type provided a small degree of
formal coherence to a Main Street assemblage all but overwhelmed by
the visual cacophony of market-driven architectural eclecticism. By the
eve of World War I, any semblance of organizational order that Main
Street possessed was further obscured by an advertising superstructure
of painted windows, hanging signs, and scaffolded billboards, all of which
proliferated with increasing intensity well into the 1920s.
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Figure 1.4 Mapping studies of Bridgeport, Connecticut, representing retail patterns, shop-
ping zones, and assessed valuations of a typical Main Street. The analysis was especially con-
cerned with the number and location of stores. (Architectural Forum 70 [February 1939]:
77. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)
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By that decade a wide range of commercial establishments occupied
Main Street’s characteristic buildings, almost always including a grocery
store, a drugstore, a clothing store, and a gas station. These four retail
types represented a large portion of the 1.5 million stores that the U.S.
Commerce Department estimated were operating on Main Street in 1929.
Of this number, the majority (89%) were small, independently owned
shops with annual sales of less than $12,000—a figure that would drop
to less than $10,000 by 1933.1 Though economically inconsequential
individually, when taken together these stores formed a powerful center
for a community’s commercial activity—the retail zone with the highest
concentration of businesses, pedestrians, customers, and, most crucially,
profits. The economic efficacy of these autonomous establishments re-
mained constant through more than a half century of boom-and-bust
cycles from the Civil War to World War 1, but this situation changed
during the extended economic expansion of the 1920s.

Though local chambers of commerce and merchant associations worked
hard to promote Main Street’s collective business interests throughout
the prosperity decade, these trade groups were unable to regulate the
opening of too many rival stores that continually drove each other out of
business. Even more significantly, they were unable to forestall the pre-
cipitous rise of two new forms of retailing that offered serious competition
for independent Main Street establishments. As the chain store and the
neighborhood shopping area became familiar fixtures of the commercial
landscape, they influenced Main Street with their distinctive economic
and architectural presence—both on and off the older business strip. Of-
ten the chain store and shopping area operated in tandem, since chains
frequently occupied key anchoring positions. By the 1920s Main Street
faced increasing competition from retailers, chain and independent, op-
erating out of these new and expanded buildings. If the actual economic
impact of this competition was still somewhat diffuse, the threat was
perceived to be grave enough as to warrant a serious response.

Competing Retail Forms

To Main Street observers, there was little question as to how the shift
to chain and outlying shopping area retailing had occurred. In the period
after World War I, real estate developers began to successfully lure retail
tenants and their customers away from older shopping districts to new
centers located outside the downtown core, on the urban periphery or
in the suburbs, where land values were lower and rents were cheaper.
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The size and quality of these areas varied greatly, from carefully planned
plazas and centers to cheap commercial strips.!” The latter were usually
single-story, rapidly built blocks located along major roads leading out of
town and away from Main Street. Intended primarily as stopgap buildings
to generate modest income from land to be more profitably developed
in the future, such “taxpayers” had been around since the turn of the
century, when their construction was precipitated by new streetcar and
railway lines.!®

It was the rise of the automobile in conjunction with the freewheeling
real estate speculation of the 1920s that truly stimulated construction of
mile after mile of these exurban taxpayers. Offering convenience retail-
ing, taxpayer strips served newly developed residential neighborhoods
sprawling out from downtown cores and Main Street districts. Long and
low, they responded to the horizontal spread of the highway and to the
imperatives of the automobile, especially as builders set them back from
the road to provide perpendicular or diagonal parking for passing vehicles.
When traffic threatened to overwhelm curbside parking, adjacent vacant
lots, usually to the rear of the strip, were paved over to accommodate the
growing number of customers arriving by car. Eventually, taxpayer de-
velopers even provided direct access from parking lots to stores through
rear entrances. This represented a crucial break with the established Main
Street pattern that had always privileged the street facade. Despite these
concessions to the car, the taxpayers were still linear commercial corridors
that served, effectively, as secondary Main Streets—what Chester Liebs
has called “Main Street by extension.”* They would thrive in prosperity
and suffer in depression as much as their older downtown counterparts,
and, as a result, discussions of commercial corridors in the 1930s would
frequently fail to distinguish between them.

Also located on the urban periphery, but distinct from speculatively
built taxpayer strips, were the so-called community or neighborhood
“shopping centers,” which, as Richard Longstreth has shown, represented
a new commercial paradigm consciously planned (and owned and man-
aged) in opposition to Main Street’s strictly linear pattern. Though their
true impact would not be felt until after WWII, throughout the 1920s and
1930s the shopping center—including such notable examples as Country
Club Plaza in Kansas City (begun 1922), Westwood Village in Los Ange-
les (begun 1928), Suburban Square outside Philadelphia (1929-30), and
the Park and Shop in Washington, D.C. (1930)—was promoted as a work-
able commercial model offering retailers and their customers an enticing
alternative, or at least a complementary adjunct, to older Main Streets
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and downtown districts.?> Advocates of the planned shopping center, who
were often proponents of urban decentralization as well, criticized Main
Street as haphazard, chaotic, and poorly planned. Indeed, Main Street
was all of these things, and such conditions were worsened by the pres-
ence of cars. Since these densely built corridors were conceived before
the age of the automobile, they were ill-equipped to deal with its onset.
In 1946, when House Beautiful called for the construction of decentral-
ized shopping areas and planned shopping centers across the country, it
looked back on the old Main Street form and concluded that it repre-
sented “a chronic shopping problem that [had] been with us long before
the war.” Not surprisingly, the magazine pinpointed the car as the source
of Main Street’s historic and contemporary troubles: “Most of us do our
shopping by automobiles on Main Streets designed for the horse and
buggy.”*!

As automobile usage increased exponentially after World War I, Main
Street’s traffic congestion reached dangerous densities: gridlock, lack of
parking, and pedestrian/auto collisions became serious, widespread prob-
lems. In Connecticut as early as 1923, the Highway Department took
steps to relieve the congestion of the most car-clogged Main Streets in
the state, those of Fairfield County towns running north along U.S. Route
1 from Greenwich to Bridgeport. Numerous improvements were tried:
installing stoplights, widening roadways, providing shopper parking, and
constructing through-traffic bypasses. According to the New England
Regional Planning Commission, none of these projects was effective and
Fairfield County’s Main Streets were deemed nearly obsolete as traffic
arteries and commercial corridors.??

Theorists and designers Catherine Bauer and Clarence Stein reached
similar conclusions in their 1934 study “Store Buildings and Neighbor-
hood Shopping Centers,” which used market and formal analyses as a
basis for economic and architectural planning of local retail facilities. Us-
ing Huntington, Long Island, as their illustrative example, the authors
held up the traditional commercial corridor as a consummate failure,
arguing that Main Streets were “hang-overs from the past” that failed
to recognize that the car had been a “dominating feature” of American
life for over two decades.? It was toward this supposed disregard for the
needs and conveniences of car-driving customers—as well as pedestrians
forced to confront the car—that Bauer and Stein directed much of their
criticism of Main Street. Not only did the typical Main Street environ-
ment lack adequate provisions for parking or a smooth flow of traffic,
but the buildings themselves were wholly unsatisfactory in their strict
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frontality and flat displays. “Show windows,” noted the authors, “are of
little use to people driving by in automobiles.” Of course, Bauer and Stein
were also quick to condemn the more recent phenomenon of taxpayers,
“strung out in miserable rows, unrelated to the needs or the form of the
community which they pretend to serve.” With Stein’s Radburn model
(designed with Henry Wright) and Clarence Perry’s neighborhood-unit
as their ideals, the authors argued that these problems could be easily
overcome when retail services were accommodated in shopping areas
properly designed “for the Motor Age.” These were cohesive building
assemblages with stylistic unity, regulated signage, covered pedestrian
walkways, off-street parking, planned traffic patterns, and a diverse com-
plement of retail services. All of these were lacking in the typical Main
Street, an uncoordinated series of individual stores that Bauer and Stein

characterized dismissively as “a monotonous eyesore.”?*

Too Many Stores

Bauer and Stein had reasons for criticizing Main Street’s physical form
that went beyond its incompatibility with modern shoppers and their cars.
They also believed Main Street was an egregious example of unregulated
zoning and laissez-faire planning policies. In particular, they found fault
with a distinctly American approach to real estate development, at work
in small towns and large cities alike: property fronting main thorough-
fares was automatically zoned for business or commercial use regardless
of existing economic and demographic factors, producing an excess of
business frontage. As an illustration of the land-use condition this cre-
ated, the authors cited the situation in Los Angeles, where over-zoning
resulting from a 1921 ordinance created a quantity of business property
so excessive that Bauer and Stein claimed, erroneously, that it would have
served the needs of the entire population of the United States.?” Though
its impact was less dramatic elsewhere, this long-standing zoning prac-
tice not only dictated Main Street’s original form, but remained an active
agent in Main Street’s speculative development during prosperity and
depression.

This practice also informed Main Street’s guiding real estate and retail
principles, founded on a correlation between concentrations of businesses
and people: “the more stores the more profit; the more passers-by the
more business, therefore the higher property values.” As a result of this
equation, the authors believed that Main Street’s store buildings were
“turned out like sausages, long strips of them, all alike, no matter how
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different might be the requirements of site, special use, or of grouping.”?¢

The average Main Street, they concluded, was oversupplied with com-
mercial buildings and commercial establishments. In other words, there
were simply too many food stores, drugstores, clothing stores, and gas
stations to serve the needs of any one community as defined by its popula-
tion and purchasing power. Bauer and Stein’s identification of ineffectual
zoning practice as the root cause of this surplus of stores clarified a dif-
ficult situation that the retail industry had already recognized. As the
editor of one retail trade journal put it: “We have too many stores now,
and we shall continue to have too many until the common hazards of
retailing are more widely understood.”?’

The most hazardous aspect of American retailing was a direct con-
sequence of the retail surplus: the intense competition that, even in a
healthy economy, threatened to put many merchants out of business.
Simply put, store closure was the ultimate risk the retailer faced when en-
tering the profitable but dog-eat-dog Main Street marketplace. As Bauer
and Stein noted, even during the 1920s, “those good old days of so-called
’” the majority of smaller independent stores managed only a
marginal business performance, with average annual sales of $5,500. This
was barely enough to net proprietors a living wage once salaries, rent,
and other overhead were paid out.?® Adding to that bleak picture were
government statistics culled from the Commerce Department’s Census

‘normalcy,

of Distribution for the supposedly prosperous years 1926-29. These in-
dicated that as a national average between 10 and 15 percent of all Main
Street businesses failed each year, and between 30 and 60 percent of all
new Main Street businesses failed during their first year of operation due
to adverse competition.?? With the onset of the Depression, the situation
worsened: competition for scarce consumer dollars became exceptionally
fierce since the amount the public was willing or able to spend dropped
50 percent between 1929 and 1933.%° This had a direct bearing on Main
Street’s store mortality rate. Though the actual number of stores forced
out of business by increased competition and decreased spending during
the first four years of the Depression was difficult to calculate because
the Commerce Department had incomplete statistics for independent re-
tailers, estimates put the annual mortality rate at 25 percent.’! Other
industry observers suggested that this percentage was too small, and
that the “deathroll” itself was probably much higher than the estimated
375,000 stores, especially if it was adjusted to include not just the dead
but the mortally wounded as well—those thousands of other retailers
whom jurist Clarence Darrow, reporting on the progress of the National
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Recovery Administration, identified as “struggling desperately for bare
existence.”

Complicating the situation and rendering the numbers even less mean-
ingful was a concomitant store “birthrate.” For every store that shut
down, another opened up to take its place, as in the archetypal Main
Street community of Middletown, where Robert and Helen Lynd ob-
served “a considerable shuffling of retail stores into and out of business.”
The Lynds concluded that this was a natural condition of “the free-for-
all merchandising system of a laissez-faire economy,” one that worsened
during the Depression as competition intensified.>> Retail analysts con-
curred, recognizing this condition as endemic to Main Street’s unreg-
ulated economic planning and regarding it as a factor in Main Street’s
oversupply of commercial establishments (fig. 1.5). Even during the first
four years of the Depression, store openings almost kept pace with store
closings, so that by 1933 the aggregate number of independent retailers
had declined only 2 percent. In the context of declining sales brought on
by the economic crisis—in Middletown net retail sales fell 57 percent on
average—this meant that in 1933 just as many stores were competing for
half as much business as in 1929. This further raised the stakes of com-
petition and, in all probability, placed the majority of these newest stores
into that growing retail category of minimal profitability and marginal
existence. Yet, in that same cycle of retail mortality and store turnover
on Main Street, one could discern, as the Lynds did in Middletown, an-
other trend equally reflective of national commercial developments—a
trend with the potential to transform the economic structure and the
architectural appearance of the traditional commercial core.

Chain Store Age

What the Lynds observed in Middletown was that Main Street had be-
come extremely vulnerable to the incursion of chain retailers. This was
not a new phenomenon in 1933, but rather one that possessed renewed
vigor after a brief caesura following the Crash of 1929. The decade that
preceded the Depression had already witnessed the escalating presence of
chain stores on and off Main Streets across the country, affecting nearly
every aspect of American retail: there were chain candy stores (Loft’s),
tobacco stores (United Cigar), shoe stores (Regal), drugstores (Walgreen),
bookstores (Doubleday), clothing stores (Mangel’s), and movie theaters
(Loew’s), among many other types. The most famous and ubiquitous
were the chain variety stores, the success of which laid the foundation
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Figure 1.5 Chart showing store turnover rate for Main Street in Bridgeport, Connecticut,
1924-38. The arrows indicate the frequency of stores moving into and out of each location
and the direction of movement. (Architectural Forum 70 [February 1939]: 78. Courtesy of
the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)

for the expansion of other multiple unit retailers. Variety chains, both
the general merchandise type and the limited-price five-and-dimes, had
multiplied gradually since before the turn of the century when Wool-
worth’s (founded 1879), Kress (1896), and J.C. Penney (1902) developed
almost in tandem with Main Street itself.>* These chains usually occu-
pied two commercial lots joined behind a single standardized facade with
standardized signage and displays. They quickly became “All-American
institutions”—community fixtures recognizable from coast to coast but
especially in small towns.*® More than half of all ].C. Penney stores, for
example, were in towns of under five thousand people. Once five-and-
dime chains like Kresge’s, McCrory’s, J.J. Newberry’s, and W.T. Grant’s
joined the field, often competing with each other on the same Main
Streets, it was inevitable that chains would dominate the variety segment
of the retail market.

By the early 1920s, the chains had proliferated sufficiently for writers
and critics to refer to them offhandedly, using familiar chain names as de-
scriptive literary shorthand. In Lewis’s Main Street after Carol Kennicott
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and her husband splurge on an expensive dinner in a Minneapolis/St. Paul
hotel, the next morning they “sneaked round the corner to economize
at a Childs’ Restaurant.”*® It was unnecessary for Lewis to explain to
his readers that Childs was a self-service chain, founded in 1889, with
fifty restaurants nationwide by 1920, or that Childs had an established
reputation for offering affordable, home-style fare in clean, white-tiled
interiors. In Manhattan Transfer (1925), it was similarly unnecessary
for John Dos Passos to explain that Childs outlets in New York City
were equally well-known as late-night hangouts for slumming denizens
and tourists alike: “The pancakes were comfortably furry against his gin-
bitten tongue. Jimmy Herf sat in Child’s in the middle of a noisy drunken
company. ... The clock over the cashier’s desk said three o’clock.”%”

The United States had entered the “chain store age,” at least accord-
ing to the publishers of an eponymous trade journal that commenced
publication in 1925. With separate druggist, grocery, and general mer-
chandise editions, Chain Store Age indicated the degree to which chains
had increased their share of these respective markets through the multi-
plication of retail units. While chain expansion hardly rivaled the merger
mania that characterized other industries during the prosperity decade,
it was a notable enough development for economist John Kenneth Gal-
braith to observe that “the chains were at least as symbolic of the era.”3*
Even chains well established prior to the 1920s experienced a tremendous
spurt of growth during the boom years: by 1927 there were nearly 1,600
Woolworth stores, and J.C. Penney outlets had grown from 371 to more
than 1,000 between 1923 and 1927 alone.

By 1930 chains were so pervasive that a reporter for the Nation ob-
served that “in a comparatively short time—within the past five or six
years to be exact—the chain store has completely altered the economic
life of the American community.” This amounted to a virtual economic
revolution pitting the small independent merchant against the large cor-
porate chain. By the early 1930s, it seemed inevitable that the chains
would win the battle for Main Street, so indomitable did they appear
to many observers. Citing figures for Louisville, Kentucky, but claim-
ing them to be representative of “every fair-sized city or town,” the
Nation noted that chains controlled nearly 90 percent of all retail busi-
ness conducted on the local Main Street. In 1925 the situation had been
nearly the reverse, with most retail business going to locally owned
independent establishments.?’ In actuality, Louisville’s ratio of chains
to independents was much higher than the nation as a whole, but the
conclusion was the same: the volume of business conducted in chain
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stores did increase markedly during the 1920s, doubling, tripling, and
in some cases quadrupling what it had been in 1919. This increase was
achieved through rapid chain expansion—both the opening of new stores
and the acquisition of existing ones.

By 1929 chain sales accounted for only 22 percent of the country’s
$50 billion retail business, but the fact that the chains gained this mar-
ket share so quickly caused genuine concern among their independent
competitors and the federal government as well. In 1928, at the request
of the U.S. Senate, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) launched a six-
year investigation of the nation’s estimated twenty thousand retail chains
to uncover potentially monopolistic practices and unfair methods of com-
petition in relation to independent retailers. The FTC was especially con-
cerned about the expansion of chains in the grocery field, which was
not only the largest of the four major retail groups, but was also the
field where the chains had made their greatest progress.*® The largest
grocery chain in the country, the Great Atlantic and Pacific Tea Com-
pany (A&P), grew from fewer than 400 stores in 1920 to over 15,100 in
1929.*! Many of these new A&Ps—along with the chains Kroger, Ameri-
can Store, and Piggly Wiggly—were self-service combination food stores
selling produce, meats, breads and cakes, and canned and packaged goods
under one roof. These were supermarkets whose spatial requirements
would have a dramatic urban and architectural impact on the American
landscape. Because they required large selling floors, between four to six
thousand square feet, supermarkets were difficult to accommodate in typ-
ically narrow Main Street buildings. Hence, some grocery chains opted
for combined frontage. A&P Unit No. 820, for example, opened in a dou-
ble storefront on Main Street in Fairfield, Connecticut, in 1914. In 1927,
when the store wanted to expand its premises, it annexed an adjacent
site, buying out the lease of the butcher who occupied it and knocking
down the party wall to create a triple-width combination store.*? Such
expansions were not always practical in terms of cost, size, or the avail-
ability of adjacent space. Thus, the new combination supermarkets were
more often housed in taxpayer strips, where cheap retail space and large
commercial buildings were easier to obtain than on Main Street proper.

So many of these chain supermarkets opened off Main Street that
by 1931 Frederick Lewis Allen wryly commented that “Mrs. Smith no
longer patronized her ‘naborhood’ store; she climbed into her $2000 car
to drive to the red-fronted chain grocery and save twenty-seven cents on
her daily purchases.”*> As a chain store customer, this Mrs. Smith was
like an increasing number of American consumers across the nation’s
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socioeconomic spectrum: as Fortune put it, “The chains are capitalizing
on Main Street, not only from the extremely rich and the extremely
poor, but from middle incomes of $5,000 or so.”** Consumers put their
faith in a recognizable chain store brand name at the expense of indepen-
dent Main Street retailers because of the chains’ growing reputation for
dependability (of merchandise), efficiency (of operations), and especially
economy (of volume buying). These were the consumer-friendly store
attributes that analysts inside and outside the retail industry identified as
most responsible for the expanding volume of chain business, not only
in the grocery trade, but in all sectors of American retail.*> When the
full force of the Depression hit in 1932-33 and retail sales plummeted 50
percent overall, chain sales declined only 15 percent, a retention of busi-
ness that could only be explained by an increase in unit sales, meaning
that more customers were making more purchases at the chains at the
expense of the country’s 1.3 million independent traders.

Even before the Depression, single stores on Main Street had suf-
fered the ill effects of burgeoning chain loyalty. The individual butcher,
baker, mom-and-pop grocer, clothier, or druggist was simply unable to
match the chains’ ready capital, marketing data, and economies of scale,
all of which were deployed strategically to attract customers. Chain man-
agers viewed these factors as the constructive benefits of large-scale trade,
rather than as unfair advantages. In fact, they claimed they were raising
business standards in the communities in which they operated, com-
pelling independent merchants to follow their lead in lowering costs, im-
proving service and quality, and passing savings on to the consumer. The
independents could try to keep up, but they could not really compete—
not when chains could make as little as 2.5 cents per dollar of sales
and still stay in the black.*® By the late 1920s, the nation’s independent
merchants were growing restive in the face of this expanding chain com-
petition. Those merchants who remained on Main Street—because they
owned their buildings, had long-term leases, or were simply committed to
their communities—watched helplessly as their sales and profits dropped
while those of chain stores in taxpayers and new shopping areas, or even
on Main Street itself, rose precipitously. Once the decampment to the
chains intensified as the Depression set in, the erosion of the indepen-
dents’ customer base steadily worsened and many merchants struggled to
keep their doors open amid drastic consumer belt-tightening. The chains,
however, were able to exploit the economic situation to further establish
themselves on Main Streets across the country.?’
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Though the chains were initially buffeted by the stock market crash,
the event did not herald a business catastrophe; rather, the Depression
presented a singular opportunity for business expansion. By the fall of
1932, conserving cash outlays, closing marginally profitable stores, and
consolidating operations had enabled the chains to recover sufficiently to
undertake new expansion campaigns. The monthly real estate postings
in Chain Store Age during 1932 and 1933 indicate that five-and-dimes,
supermarkets, drugstores, and shoe and clothing retailers were aggres-
sively establishing new outlets after a twenty-four-month period of near
inactivity.*® Published announcements of store openings, signed leases,
new construction, and store modernization also reveal how the chains
were targeting Main Street, which, despite its current travails, was still
regarded as the prime business location in small towns and large cities
alike. During the economic prosperity of the 1920s, chain operators had
often found themselves in bidding wars with other chains over the most
desirable Main Street locations. While such bidding tended to inflate
property values, as the president of one drugstore group recalled, most
chains were willing to sign “long-term leases at prohibitive rentals” be-
cause of the concentrated customer base a Main Street location assured.
With the Depression, however, the real estate situation on Main Street
reversed itself: “Now the most desirable locations can be had almost on
the lessee’s own terms.”*

The chains seized this opportunity and eagerly leased empty Main
Street storefronts for bargain rents: “We’ve profited by the times,” the di-
rector of the National Tea Company proudly declared in November 1932,
explaining his chain’s continued expansion into traditional commercial
centers. This Chicago-based grocery chain, with over three hundred stores
in the Midwest, had taken advantage of depressed rates to lease “the most
desirable locations,” a move that would not be as easy after business con-
ditions returned to normal. While expanding chains encouraged other
multi-unit retailers to adopt a similar carpe diem attitude—"we repeat,
now is the time to expand”—they were at least mildly anxious, in the
midst of the ongoing FTC investigation, at appearing too opportunistic in
taking advantage of the depressed real estate market. Hence, expansionist
zeal was often tempered with declarations of concern for Main Street’s
economic recovery. National Tea, for example, intimated that renting
store space at hugely discounted rates almost qualified as a public service
since they were coming to the aid of “tax burdened landlords” who would
otherwise have faced foreclosure or receivership.”®
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Chain Store Modernization

In the midst of the national crisis, the chains also claimed that their store
improvement and modernization efforts were further proof of a commu-
nity-minded, public-spirited attitude because of the building activity and
economic stimulation that these programs generated. Of course, the fact
that low interest rates and reduced material and labor costs induced by
the stagnant economy “offered an advantage too great to be ignored”
was not to be underestimated as the chains planned their moderniza-
tion programs.”! These were under way as early as 1932, a year recog-
nized at the time as the worst in the history of American retailing. That
November, when Chain Store Age conducted its first store moderniza-
tion survey, the trade publication found that the nation’s largest chains,
encompassing over fifty thousand stores and six major retail groups (gro-
cery, five-and-dime, restaurant, drug, shoe, and clothing), had adopted
“almost without exception” active modernization programs designed to
“stimulate sales” during the current period of “reduced public buying-
power.”>2

These programs included the installation of updated storefronts, the
enlargement of premises, and the complete interior and exterior reno-
vation of buildings for the opening of new stores. Though the scale of
modernization varied from chain to chain and from unit to unit, from as
little as $500 for signage or lighting improvements to as much as $5,000
for a gut renovation, total expenditures were impressive. In November
1933 Chain Store Age estimated that American chains had spent $33 mil-
lion to modernize stores in the past twelve months, a figure representing
nearly 15 percent of the year’s total commercial construction. In 1934 the
annual chain modernization expenditure was estimated at $37 million; in
1935 it nearly doubled to $70 million. Chain Store Age editor Godfrey
Lebhar confidently declared that chain store modernization was playing
an important part in the building industry recovery and contributing
favorably to the nation as a whole. Here he accurately characterized the
growing prevalence of chain store modernization in the early 1930s, not-
ing that the closer the nation came to turning the long-sought “corner”
of the Depression, “the more certain it becomes that we shall find [the
corner] occupied by a modernized chain store”* (fig. 1.6).

The chains undertook these multimillion-dollar modernization pro-
grams for a variety of reasons, but most basically they were carrying out
a declared “prime objective” to keep their stores up-to-date. For many
chains, store modernization in the early 1930s was simply a continuation
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Figure 1.6 “How Chains Modernized in 1935.” Photo spread showing modernized store-
fronts of grocery chains including A&P and Piggly Wiggly. By the middle of the decade,
chains were claiming that their frequent store modernizations were assisting in the na-
tional economic recovery. (Photo permission from Chain Store Age, November 1935, 91.
Copyright Lebhar-Friedman, Inc., 425 Park Avenue, NY, NY 10022.)
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of a standard practice of design “evolution,” which accepted regular
change in store appearance as necessary for an establishment to remain
viable in the marketplace. The Melville Corporation, which owned sev-
eral shoe store chains, developed a dozen different storefronts during its
first decade in existence (1922-32), installing them successively through-
out the years with a goal of “converting all existing stores to the latest
type as rapidly as possible.” Melville’s out-of-date Rival Shoes store-
front had a vaguely classicized art deco styling, with a recessed, centrally
placed arched entrance and a non-illuminated sign flanked by faceted dis-
play windows. The new Rival storefront was decidedly jazzier, with an
off-center entrance and primary display window articulated as a single
expanse of plate glass topped by a neon sign inscribed in a zigzag frame.
The new front also had a taller bulkhead to raise the display platform and
give the shoes more visual prominence (fig. 1.7).

The company implemented these conversions not because it considered
the extant fronts “obsolete,” but because it considered them “passé” and
believed that changing them would bring increased business. Though
Melville failed to specify the semantic distinctions it perceived between
“obsolete” and “passé,” it is clear that neither term referred to physical
disrepair. Instead, deploying what would prove to be one of building
modernization’s most important rhetorical devices, they referred to a
formal quality of out-of-dateness and an implicit desire to modernize,
as the chain articulated it, “for the sake of change itself.”>* Change was
necessary, according to chain executives, because storefronts began losing
aesthetic and fiscal value from the moment they were installed. After a
certain period of time, the duration depending on market conditions, the
front no longer possessed “the ability to win attention from pedestrians”
It was this enervation of the storefront’s so-called pulling power that
modernization was intended to counteract by creating a new image for
an existing store, adding the “up-to-the-minute appeal” that the chains
believed had a direct bearing on additional sales.>

In retailing, a simple axiom was always in effect, regardless of the
state of the market or the status of the merchant: “A store which looks
best usually fares best”—attracting the most customers, transacting the
greatest volume of business, and generating the highest profits.>® If most
chains engaged in some level of modernization activity even in prosperous
times, budgeting at least modest capital appropriations to improve store
appearance, when overall sales and profits were down they felt the obli-
gation to modernize even more keenly, since such declines were usually
accompanied by intensified competition for limited consumer spending.



Figure 1.7 Rival Shoes in Newark, New Jersey, before and after modernization, 1932.
Chains modernized regularly in the early 1930s in order to keep their stores up-to-date
in terms of architectural style and merchandise display. Here Rival Shoes retained only
its signature typeface when it modernized an existing unit. (Photo permission from Chain
Store Age, November 1932, 654. Copyright Lebhar-Friedman, Inc., 425 Park Avenue, NY,
NY 10022.)
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A.S. Beck Shoes on Fulton Street in downtown Brooklyn demonstrates
this type of competitive chain modernization. Prior to its remodeling,
the Fulton Street store was a typical “conservative” Beck’s unit from the
early 1920s. A standard type with an arched opening and classical mold-
ing, the chain deemed the front “satisfactory” because it was similar in
size and appearance to the other stores on the block, none of which sold
competing merchandise. In 1932, however, a rival shoe chain moved into
an adjoining storefront, precipitating a decline in Beck’s business. The
chain determined that “resuscitation” was necessary and hired architect
Vahan Hagopian to design a new front that would “present something
different”®’ (fig. 1.8).

For the Fulton Street modernization, Hagopian modified the exuberant
modernistic design he had recently executed (1929) for Beck’s flagship
store on Fifth Avenue at Forty-fifth Street in Manhattan. Using less
expensive materials, he created a downscale version that was still highly
effective and eventually received a “best store” award from a Brooklyn
merchants association.”® Extending the vestibule of the existing store by
four feet, Hagopian created a deep arcade with the show windows arranged
in angled setbacks flanking the door and focusing sight lines on the
entrance. Hagopian heightened this directional pull by tiling the arcade’s
ceiling with arrows and chevrons. Extending the storefront’s facade a
full story above the street and deploying a bold color scheme of ocher,
silver, gold, black, and purple augmented the attention-getting devices
of the modernization. Purposefully designed to “totally dominate the
competitor,” Hagopian's scheme did its job: the competing shoe store was
forced out of business within months of the modernization’s completion.
Because of its success at drawing business away from the competition,
Beck executives regarded Hagopian’s design as “functional” rather than
“decorative,” implying a use value that translated directly into dollars,
the increased business credited to the modernization.>

While modernizing existing units to maximize sales volume was cheaper
than opening new stores, most chains usually implemented an improve-
ment policy of “better stores” in conjunction with an expansion policy
of “more stores.”®® Adding another dimension to the concept of better
stores in the early 1930s was the recognition of a “psychological effect”
that modernization had upon the buying public. The storefront was al-
ways intended as an expression of the personality of the chain housed
within, impressing upon passersby some essential aspect of the chain’s
reputation, be it a commitment to service or the quality of its merchan-
dise. Prior to the Depression, this expression was largely autonomous
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Figure 1.8 A.S. Beck Shoes in Brooklyn, New York, before and after modernization, 1932.
Vahan Hagopian's eye-catching modernistic design was intended to draw customers away
from the competing chain next door. According to Beck executives, Forsythe Shoe was out
of business within several months of the modernization’s completion. (Photo permission
from Chain Store Age, October 1932, 600. Copyright Lebhar-Friedman, Inc., 425 Park
Avenue, NY, NY 10022.)
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and hermetic, externalized in form but internalized in meaning, as it
concerned only a narrow retail sphere. But after 1929 this expression en-
gaged the larger world and the social realities of contemporary America.
As chain executives and managers interpreted it, a modernized storefront
struck “a keynote of confidence,” sending out a “strong” and “construc-
tive” message that the chain was “getting ahead in spite of conditions”
and was too busy “to have time to worry about the Depression.” This
was a message that would become increasingly significant as the decade
wore on, especially after the federal government turned its attention to
building modernization as a way to mitigate the effects of the Depres-
sion. For the chains themselves, if the message of modernization was to
achieve “maximum effectiveness,” eliciting a positive response regarding
business optimism from the general public, the design of the storefront
was crucial.®!

As early as 1932, the chains dedicated themselves to storefront im-
provement policies with a single focus: to “make our stores modern.”%2
While the chains and their designers liberally interpreted what modern
was, producing storefronts of considerable stylistic variety, the goal of
modernization was always the same: to render in built form an institu-
tional self-conception of the corporate chain as a “modern business” run
by a “progressive merchant.” Since the chains were already regarded as
“exponents of modernism,” both in store design and retail practice this
was, perhaps, not an unrealistic desire.®®> But, in emphasizing their own
modernity, the chains sought to further distinguish themselves from
those traditional independent retailers who had “worried themselves out
of existence by standing still and shivering in their boots,” rather than
embracing modernization.®* In stark contrast, the chains claimed they
had been “raising the standards of store appearance and store mainte-
nance throughout the entire retail world.” Not only did they believe
they were improving commercial architecture; they also believed they
were making a larger social contribution as well in the “beautification of
Main Street.”®

In his 1996 autobiography, architect Morris Lapidus, who was a pro-
lific store re/designer in the 1930s and 1940s, looked back on this wave
of store modernization as “a new era on Main Street” brought about
by chain expansion. Lapidus recalled how the chains, who were then his
principal clients, took advantage of Depression conditions by scouting
new store locations in states slated to receive large allocations of fed-
eral funds for work relief projects, anticipating the employment and the
consumer spending such projects would create. Mangel Clothing Stores,
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for example, bought out independent dry goods establishments across
Tennessee following congressional authorization of the Tennessee Val-
ley Authority in 1933.% This sort of takeover was a common practice at
the time, as chains took advantage of bargain or bankruptcy prices to buy
out struggling independent merchants. Out of concern for public per-
ception of this apparent exploitation of the depressed independent retail
market, the chains downplayed their acquisitions of existing indepen-
dents and minimized the role these buyouts played in chain expansion
strategies. Nonetheless, the Federal Trade Commission found that in
many retail groups—especially limited-price varieties, shoes, dry goods,
and apparel—such acquisitions represented a significant percentage of all
chain store openings in the first three years after the Crash, as high as
40 percent, according to government estimates. Though the FTC stopped
short of accusing the chains of predatory practices in buyouts, it did ask
Congress to grant it the authority to block chain store monopolies before
they developed.®’

As far as the chains were concerned, the FTC findings amounted to
a complete exoneration, and they dismissed the “plight of the small re-
tailer” as the sour grapes of business rivals. Further, the chains claimed
that Main Street’s independents were simply ill-equipped to handle
the fair, market-driven competition presented by multi-unit retailers.®®
Chain Store Age’s Godfrey Lebhar, a leading chain lobbyist and apolo-
gist, took this dismissal of independent retail practices a step further. In a
1933 editorial, he asserted the chains’ implicit modernity by criticizing as
retardataire, anachronistic, and even unsanitary the mantle of nostalgia
in which the independents cloaked themselves:

I have an affectionate memory of the old time merchant and his place in
the community. . .. T have fond recollections, too, of the horse and buggy,
but I think T would prefer a 1933 automobile or one of our air-conditioned
de luxe trains. I don’t believe many of us yearn for the days of the
cat-in-the-cracker-barrel, the flies-in-the-molasses-barrel, and the sawdust
floors. Retailing has changed. The old time store is as much out of date as
the first movie theater, the kerosene lamp, the mustache cup, Congress
gaiters, and the flint firing musket. . . . If the independent couldn’t hold on
to his business against honest competition he would not deserve to hold i,

from the point of view of consumer economics.®’

In disparaging the independents, Lebhar was responding defensively to
certain negative sentiments that gained in popularity in the late 1920s
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and were likely to return as the current economic crisis worsened. Further
intensifying these sentiments was the fact that independent store failure
and chain store success were inextricably linked not only in the minds of
the independents, but in popular conception as well. Resentment toward
the chains finally reached a public breaking point in 1929, coalescing
into an anti-chain backlash. Though short-lived, this backlash would
prove significant to Main Street’s subsequent evolution as it attempted
to recover from the dual onslaught of the Depression and the chain
retailer.

Main Street vs. Wall Street

The reaction against the chains was fomented late in 1929 by a Louisiana
businessman and part-time radio announcer named William Kennon
Henderson, who declared war on the chain store as a personal cru-
sade. From a radio station he owned and operated (KWKH), Hender-
son began an evening program in which he attacked chain stores as
“damnable thieves from Wall Street” whose only community inter-
ests were stealing local money and destroying local livelihoods.”® These
broadcasts—which included vituperative, frequently anti-Semitic, and
obscenity-laced tirades—were heard across the South and eventually na-
tionwide, since Henderson regularly usurped frequencies and exceeded
his licensed power. By the spring of 1930, his program had attracted so
much public attention, from supporters and detractors alike, that For-
tune declared “the Chain Store Issue” the mostly hotly debated topic in
the nation after Prohibition.”* To sustain this public interest, Henderson
organized a retail “militia” known as the Merchants’” Minute Men, a
group that was little more than an anti-chain propaganda machine. By
1931 Henderson claimed that the Minute Men were thirty-five thousand
strong and active in four thousand towns nationwide organizing store
boycotts (this often involved harassing women who shopped at chains)
and lobbying state lawmakers to pass anti-chain legislation. Both activi-
ties were successful. A grocery chain in Birmingham, Alabama, claimed
it lost one-third of its business as a result of a Minute Men boycott.
Several southern states, including Kentucky and West Virginia, passed
bills instituting a graduated sales tax based on store volume, a policy
that specifically targeted the chains. Over the next few years, the Mer-
chants’” Minute Men spawned a number of similar campaigns to help
independent merchants “to fight the menacing octopus of the chain store
system.””?



Main Street, U.S.A.

Given the social and economic climate of the United States in the early
years of the Depression, it is not surprising that these anti-chain cam-
paigns sustained a degree of public interest, not the least because William
Henderson, beneath his blustering profanities, clearly understood the
terms of rhetorical debate appropriate to a country in crisis. At a time
when middle-class Americans were casting about for someone to blame,
Henderson fixed upon recognizable protagonists whose sympathies and
loyalties were unmistakable and whose local features were easily sketched
by Main Street consumers across the country. This made it simple for
the general public to distinguish the victims from the perpetrators, while
ignoring the fact that the consuming public itself was complicit in the
perceived victimization of the independents. In valorizing independent
merchants and demonizing corporate chains, Henderson created tangible
personifications of a cultural opposition often viewed as a fundamen-
tal conflict of twentieth-century America. Though the battle between
the independents and the chains was obviously a confrontation of old
and new forms of retailing, it represented something more significant
than profit margins and sales volumes. It represented a conflict between
old-fashioned American individualism and the collective imperatives of
modernity, between the archetype of small business and the stereotype
of Big Business, between Main Street and Wall Street.

Even before the Depression, these iconic thoroughfares were recog-
nized as symbolically antithetical, representing oppositional social and
economic positions. In 1929 Harvard political economist William Z. Rip-
ley argued that since the end of World War I, the United States had
witnessed a shift from “personal businesses” to “corporate enterprises,”
each exemplified by the extremes of Main Street and Wall Street, which
was also the title of his book. For Ripley this shift indicated “the construc-
tive forces” at work throughout the country transforming the American
producer culture into an American consumer culture, “a land of milk and
honey, of material well-being where plumbing, radio sets and Ford cars
abound.” Ripley hoped that by increasing popular comprehension of the
current business situation, Wall Street might be made to better serve
“the common good” historically centered in Main Street.”> A few years
later, no such rapprochement was possible.

By the mid-1930s distinguishing Main Street and Wall Street as dif-
fering moral orders helped the middle class make sense of the Depression
and offered a psychological salve for the social and economic wounds it
had inflicted. Robert and Helen Lynd observed that Middletown regarded
itself as a community of “small businessmen,” though it counted several
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prominent industrialists among its leading citizens. Further, Middletown
carefully distinguished “Wall Street gamblers,” who were blamed for
the Depression, from hometown “little fellows,” who represented “the
purest strain of our American democratic economy.” In Middletown's
own battle between the independents and the chains, local merchants ex-
ploited these distinct identities in their accusations that the chains were
“unneighborly,” financed by “outside capital,” and responsible for “tak-
ing money out of the community.””* In Main Street America, where
business values and social values were routinely conflated, this was the
worst kind of censure.

Such allegations were leveled against the chains so routinely that
Chain Store Age was compelled to publish a series of articles to refute
the charges. These articles reveal prevailing Depression-era attitudes to-
ward the chains as “absentee-owned big business” and the independents
as “locally-owned small business.” While the chains were seen as anony-
mous retail “machines” and “giant enterprises . . . ruling over thousands
of stores scattered over a widespread area from remote headquarters lo-
cated invariably in Wall Street,” the independent was viewed as a “good
citizen . . . doing his part for the common good.””> The implications were
clear: since the chains lacked established ties to the communities in which
they operated and had no long-term material stake in their welfare, they
lacked the hometown sentiment, civic spirit, and social obligation that
the independents presumably possessed as a natural result of their local
orientation. Chain Store Age, obviously, considered these assessments
unfair and untrue, but understood that they constituted very nearly an
article of faith among the general public: “The independent merchant
is an important part of our business setup and it would be a national
calamity if he were eliminated.””®

Such a calamity must have seemed a distinct possibility to the mer-
chants themselves, and even to some retail analysts, since independent
retailers were so regularly folding on the country’s Main Streets. As the
Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce (BFDC) reported, “Small
stores are believed by some to be on the road to extinction.” But ex-
actly what would happen if they became extinct was unclear. From a
retail standpoint, their loss would mean “inconvenience to the public,”
according to the BFDC.”” But from an economic standpoint, even the
elimination of all 1.3 million independent stores in the United States
would not have been catastrophic. Though the U.S. business structure
would have been altered, it would not have been destroyed, as other re-
tail classes absorbed the independents’ merchandise, sales, and at least a
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portion of their workforce. Nonetheless, the apparent trend toward the
elimination of the independents elicited increasing expressions of concern
and alarm from many Americans.

That such a development had implications for local and national
business conditions is made clear by Middletown’s reaction to the closing
of the town’s leading department store, its largest independent retailer.
When the store finally succumbed to chain competition and declared
bankruptcy in April 1934, community leaders and residents alike viewed
the event as an ominous portend of a “general collapse” to come.”® By that
time, especially in smaller cities and towns, the closing of important retail
establishments had become a routine misfortune of the Depression, as is
evident in “Main Street Ten Years After,” a 1933 New Republic article de-
scribing the collapse of a third-generation furniture store in a quintessen-
tial small town. As important a community landmark as the county court-
house, the furniture store had occupied one of the most prominent
buildings on Main Street even before the road was paved. Like the local
bank, it was regarded as “a Gibraltar of stability” in the economic and
social life of the town; like the bank, the store inevitably failed.”” Then, in
what the author saw as a final insult to the town’s remaining independent
retailers and a final affront to the town’s collective self-esteem, the
furniture store’s landmark building was taken over by a chain—an event
greeted on Main Street with a mixture of resentment and resignation.

Missing from the public sentiment in both cases was any sense of cul-
pability on the part of the buying public concerning the store’s demise,
even though local consumers had abandoned the old stores for the chains.
This reflects the characteristic ambivalence of Main Street’s customers,
who, though giving lip service to the national importance of indepen-
dent retailers, were unwilling to alter the buying habits—patronizing
the chains—that were the most damaging to those merchants.®° It is
perhaps understandable that during the Depression civic concerns were
subordinated to the exigencies of consumers’ pocketbooks more than dur-
ing times of prosperity. In the 1930s the potential savings offered by the
chains went beyond normal economizing, becoming a virtual necessity
for maintaining one’s standard of living, even among those “to whom
thrift was formerly little more than a Sunday-school word,” as a Chain
Store Age editorial accurately observed in 1933.5! But if public purchas-
ing forsook the independents for economic expediency, why did public
opinion remain steadfast to them?

Business historian Mansel Blackford provides a partial answer: “Twen-
tieth-century Americans have frequently differentiated between small

4



42

Chapter One

businesses, which they have seen as inefficient and backward, and small
business people, whom they have come to admire. . . as bastions of po-
litical as well as of economic democracy.”®? Since at least the era of
Thomas Jefferson, the small businessperson symbolized the self-reliant
entrepreneurship and “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” individual-
ism on which the American way of life was mythically founded. This
symbolism grew more powerful as capitalism and democracy, business
values and community values became inextricably linked. As small busi-
nesses faced the takeovers, mergers, and bankruptcies marking the hege-
mony of the modern corporation in the early decades of the twentieth
century, the small businessperson became a cherished icon of dogged per-
severance and hardscrabble determination. In the 1930s the independent
Main Street retailer was one of the most familiar personifications of that
iconic figure. Though the chains, the Depression, and consumer disregard
brought the independent store to the brink of extinction, the independent
store owner endured: first, as an embodiment of America’s increasingly
erroneous, and thus ever more desirable, self-conception as a nation of
small, autonomous, privately owned businesses; and second, as a repos-
itory of the admirable cultural values of democracy and individualism
associated with that deluded self-conception.

Even the routinely cynical Sinclair Lewis discerned these values in
the figure of the independent retailer in It Can't Happen Here, his 1935
dystopian novel chronicling a fascist takeover of the United States be-
ginning in a small New England town. In Fort Beulah, Vermont, an
independent grocer named Clarence Little defends democracy against the
ruling political elite, the National Council of Corporations (Corpos), long
after the town’s banker, doctor, and other members of the professional
middle class (Lewis’s standard Rotarian/booster targets) have capitulated.
Rejecting a Corpos plan to take control of his store and make it part of
a centralized business conglomerate, Little pays the ultimate price for
his defiant independence: he is beaten to death by paramilitary thugs.®
Though Lewis intended It Can’t Happen Here as a warning against Amer-
ican complacency in the face of growing German and Italian dictatorships,
the novel also stands as a commentary on the contemporary domestic sit-
uation. And as in the novel, to many observers this situation was about
more than competing retail forms; it was about competing political and
economic philosophies. Nowhere was this more apparent than in the
administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt and the policy struggles of the
New Deal.
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Among New Deal policy makers, there were two distinct theoretical
positions concerning the economic structures manifest in the indepen-
dents and chains. Though these positions were not wholly antithetical
in practice, they were based on dynamically oppositional concepts of a
traditional American economy and a modern American economy. On
one side were the New Dealers who embraced a progressive tradition
stemming from Louis Brandeis’s Supreme Court trust-busting and the
anti-monopoly policies of Woodrow Wilson’s New Freedom. These Bran-
deisians denounced big business as “economically inefficient and socially
dangerous.” They called, in the words of Brandeis himself, for “a return
to the little unit” and the classical society of small competitors partic-
ipating in a market regulated only enough to prevent profiteering and
monopoly.?* On the other side was the Brain Trust, which rejected this
view as unrealistic and out-of-date. According to New Dealer Raymond
Moley, they disagreed with the “traditional Wilson-Brandeis philoso-
phy that if America could once more become a nation of small propri-
etors, of corner grocers and smithies under spreading chestnut trees, we
should have solved the problems of American life.”® To the members
of the Brain Trust, it was Brandeis’s little unit that was economically
inefficient. Big business was not only ruthlessly efficient; it was an un-
avoidable fact of life. Since the monopolies and oligopolies that large
corporations engendered were the rule, not the exception of the modern
American economy, any attempt to eliminate big business was both naive
and impractical. Instead, the Brain Trust sought to bring about govern-
ment cooperation with big business, regulating it only through mutually
beneficial prescriptions such as the economic planning of the National
Recovery Administration.

Despite their differences, these two opposing camps came together
to work on policies that protected small retailers (satisfying the Bran-
deisians) without punishing corporations or corporate chains (satisfying
the Brain Trust), especially after the invalidation of the NRA in 1935
and the shift toward the Second New Deal. The best known of these
compromise policies emerged from the Robinson-Patman Act of 1936,
which forbade wholesalers and manufacturers from giving preferential
discounts or rebates to chain stores and other large buyers and also
established the now-familiar “suggested retail price.”%® While it was a
step toward leveling the retail playing field, enabling the independents
to compete more effectively with the chains, the legislation did nothing
directly to help the independents regain customers they had already lost
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to the chains. Thus, by mid-decade store failures, turnovers, and takeovers
continued in an ever-intensifying cycle.

Main Street in Crisis

On Main Street itself, as an actual place and not merely a symbol, the
combined impact of increased retail competition and decreased consumer
spending was swift and deleterious, not only on individual businesses
but on the commercial district as a whole. Economically, it was a vicious
cycle: the storekeeper went bankrupt; his employees were thrown out of
work; his wholesaler or distributor took a loss on unpaid merchandise;
his landlord had to write off back rent. Physically, the impact was no
less significant—and perhaps more obvious (fig. 1.9). Failed stores cre-
ated empty storefronts; empty storefronts created what Bauer and Stein
termed “unsightly vacancies”; and vacancies created “blight.” The open-
ing of new stores in those spaces was not necessarily a corrective since
they were often fly-by-night, low-rent operations that, in themselves,
constituted a blighting presence. For planners in the 1930s, blight was an
infectious urban pathogen, the first symptom of that full-blown disease
known as the slum. If it continued unchecked, this blight would drive
down rents and property values and would eventually destroy the com-
mercial viability of the historic Main Street corridor—especially when
accompanied by the continued development of peripherally located shop-
ping areas.®” Making the situation worse was the fact that, in addition
to empty storefronts, it was not uncommon to find Main Street’s typical
mixed-use buildings vacant and shuttered above the first floor. For those
buildings still occupied at street level, it was a battle to stave off total
dereliction.®¥ Often once a struggling merchant finally shut his doors,
the landlord abandoned the building, with arson sometimes following on
the nation’s most stricken commercial corridors.

Anecdotal evidence suggests that in their blighting presence, empty
Main Street storefronts were regarded, almost like breadlines, as one of
the more conspicuous signs of the Depression. In Since Yesterday, Freder-
ick Lewis Allen observed how “walking through an American city . . . you
might notice that a great many shops were untenanted, with dusty plate
glass windows and signs indicating that they were ready to lease.”® In
Middletown the situation was the same, but there the Chamber of Com-
merce worked to persuade landlords not to board up their vacant build-
ings because of the debilitating effect it would have on “local business
morale”—a recognition of a direct correspondence between Main Street’s
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Figure 1.9 Abandoned storefronts circa 1935. By the middle of the decade, such vacancies
were considered harbingers of blight that would drive down rents and property values and
had the potential to generate commercial slums. (Architectural Forum 65 [September 1936]:
242. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)

physical appearance and its psychological outlook.”” The empty store-
fronts of those first Depression years were an unavoidable confrontation
with the national trauma that was otherwise being denied by national ad-
vertisers whose products were normally displayed in those now-vacant
storefronts. Advertisers in the pages of popular magazines may have been
keeping alive a spectacle of consumption and a mythology of prosperity,
but Main Street’s independent merchants knew the reality.”* They were
eking out a marginal retail existence, reducing overhead as much as pos-
sible, and cutting back even on routine maintenance and repair.

As the breadlines got longer and consumers’ belts got tighter, and
neglect and abandonment continued to spread across Main Street, the
independents suffered the added indignity of watching the chains con-
tinue their retail entrenchment through methodical modernization pro-
grams. The average Main Street independent had enough market savvy
to know that he, too, had to keep up appearances to continue to attract
customers. But keeping up appearances required cash the merchant did
not have because his shabby store, along with his higher prices, was not
attracting customers anyway. The more the customers stayed away, the
more run-down the store became. Thus, despite the vital presence of
the chains, Main Street appeared to be in unmistakable decline. Accord-
ing to the 1935 description by architect and planner Arthur C. Holden,
Main Street had become “a frazzled district” filled with “tawdry business
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streets.” Suffering from “blight, depreciation, congestion and obsoles-
cence,” these streets had degenerated into “economic and social liabili-
ties.” Main Street, Holden argued, required immediate physical and fiscal
intervention lest it become a “vicious plague spot” in cities and towns
across the country.”

Government statistics offered evidence corroborating Holden’s dra-
matic picture of Main Street’s decline. Many of these came from the
1934 Real Property Inventory (RPI), carried out as a work relief project
under the auspices of the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce
(BFDC) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The overarching pur-
pose of the sixty-four-city inventory was to obtain an accurate picture
of national real estate conditions by assembling comprehensive data on
the physical and financial state of the country’s building stock. While
the survey’s focus was housing, it included commercial buildings as well,
partly because these were deemed crucial to accurately determine land
use and property values, and partly because commercial buildings, includ-
ing the standard Main Street type, often included one or more dwelling
units.” In addition, as the RPI revealed, during the Depression economic
necessity drove many small retailers to take up residence in the back of
their stores, resulting in a category of “partially converted structures”
with a mix of business and residential units that varied from the original
configuration.”* Among the gathered data was information on materi-
als and methods of construction and building condition, categorized as
good, in need of minor or major repairs, or unfit for use. A follow-up
survey of retail buildings in twenty-three RPI cities examined store lo-
cation (central shopping district, business subcenters, or neighborhoods)
and evaluated buildings according to exterior and interior appearance on
a good, fair, or poor basis.”

Government agencies, notably the Federal Housing Administration’s
(FHA) Research and Statistics Division, began utilizing RPI data as soon
as it became available.” FHA reports examining the impact of changes
to business and residential districts in urban centers and analyzing retail
trade in relation to a community’s economic stability determined that the
spread of peripherally located residential areas, the increase in automobile
usage, and the growth of the chain store had all led to the rise of outlying
commercial centers. This was paralleled by the deterioration of the central
business district to such an extent that by 1934 the volume of retail sales
made by stores outside the core exceeded those inside it by 25 percent.
There was every indication that this gap would continue to widen.”
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FHA analysis also revealed the physical consequences of this outward
movement of people and retail, especially the infiltration of peripheral
residential areas by commercial uses that had “an unstabilizing effect
upon property values,” leading to neighborhood blight. Since the FHA
found that “as the distance from the commercial uses increases, the
average value of the residential property and the average rents have a
tendency to increase,” to preserve the new residential areas it was crucial
to simultaneously preserve the “traditional retail nucleus” of Main Street
itself.”

When attempting to draw a retail/real estate profile of Main Street’s
buildings, the FHA coordinated its analysis of RPI data with statistics
taken from the Commerce Department’s Census of Distribution and
Survey of Current Business and from a random store survey conducted
by the FHA’s own Industrial Division. These combined data revealed
a great deal about the correspondence between a store’s physical state
and its sales volume, location, and the income level of its customer base.
In particular, the FHA found that “the decline in both the number and
purchasing power of people living near the main business center” was
a crucial factor in Main Street’s overall depression.”® More specifically,
the data also revealed the extent of that decline, illustrated by the phys-
ical condition of Main Street’s buildings. Though the nature of disre-
pair varied widely, most stores suffered from “a generally unsatisfactory
appearance” of exterior elements, including storefronts, signage, display
windows, and entrances, and interior elements, including layout, lighting,
and merchandising and mechanical equipment—in other words, nearly
every aspect of a store building’s physical condition was deemed in need
of improvement.’®” FHA analysts also ranked physical condition accord-
ing to need, determining that 62.5 percent of Main Street’s 1.5 million
retail buildings needed “immediate” repairs and improvements, and that
in 80 percent of these cases, meaning half of the nation’s retailers, the
repairs were “urgent.” %!

The government’s figures were more conservative than those of the
retail and the building industries. The National Retail Dry Goods Asso-
ciation estimated that 75 percent of all stores needed improvement and
repairs. Architectural Forum reported that 90 percent of all stores needed
“surface or structural improvements.”'?? Significantly, these percentages
represented the number of independent stores operating on Main Street
in the middle of the Depression decade. By then the retail and building
industries were already actively cooperating with the federal government
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to assist these merchants in forestalling Main Street’s decline. While this
assistance was intended to help the independents compete with their chain
rivals, it was also intended to help a depressed national economy and a
depressed national psyche. Main Street, U.S.A., as a place and a symbol,
was about to become the road to recovery.



[ CHAPTER 2 ]

The New Deal on Main Street

In March 1938 Franklin Roosevelt returned to Gainesville, Georgia. It
was nearly two years since a devastating tornado destroyed most of
downtown. Now, however, instead of the destruction and debris that
greeted him in 1936, Roosevelt toured a town almost entirely rebuilt, with
a new civic center and courthouse, new schools, and new utilities. “You
were not content with rebuilding along the lines of the old community,”
Roosevelt observed. Rather, Gainesville had determined “to eliminate
old conditions [and] to build a better city.”’ Nowhere was this more
obvious than in the business district surrounding Courthouse Square:
the park was landscaped and improved; the streets were repaved and
widened; ample automobile parking was provided in angled spaces and
an adjacent municipal parking lot. Most impressive, however, were the
buildings themselves, which were not merely repaired but modernized
with updated designs and materials. In place of the eclectic jumble of
commercial structures that typified the district before the tornado were
uniform building lines and harmonized facades and signage (fig. 2.1). In
repairing the damaged structures on Main Street and the square, planners
convinced merchants and property owners to coordinate their buildings
across the district, successfully asserting a degree of architectural control
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Figure 2.1 Courthouse Square in Gainesville, Georgia, as rebuilt with New Deal assistance
after the 1936 tornado. The blocks fronting the square were now characterized by uni-
form building lines and simplified, harmonized facades. (Architectural Forum 66 [Febru-
ary 1937]: 157. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia
University.)

that was unusual within such a free-for-all market-driven environment.
Storefronts still displayed sufficient individuality to distinguish one shop
from the next—thus satisfying the merchandising needs of Main Street—
but for the first time they were now part of a coherent ensemble. So
successful was this effort that the editors of Architectural Forum—who
described pre-tornado Gainesville as “any and every old town in the
U.S., haphazard, out-at-elbows, gray, disjointed”—made the startling
observation that Gainesville could now “look down its nose at those
unfortunate towns which were not wrecked by tornado.”?

At first glance it seems remarkable that a small southern town with
dwindling municipal resources was able to rebuild itself so quickly in the
midst of the Great Depression. But Roosevelt had decided to make the re-
construction effort a showcase of New Deal programs, including those of
the Public Works Administration, the Works Progress Administration,
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, and the National Emergency
Council. Among the alphabet soup of agencies whose representatives
turned up in Gainesville was one whose involvement was especially no-
table, not because the Federal Housing Administration helped the town
with the construction of its new residential subdivisions, but because the
FHA also helped Gainesville rebuild its “businesses houses.”* Roosevelt
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had singled out the tenants of those houses in his address, noting the im-
portance of “small storekeepers” to what he called “the continuation of
the American system,” that is, the persistence of capitalist democracy. It
was essential to secure their “participation in prosperity,” and a variety of
Roosevelt’s initiatives were intended to do just this. But among New Deal
efforts to assist small business, the FHA’s program was unique. While
its ends were the same as price regulation and market intervention—to
stimulate the economy and encourage consumer spending—its means
were far more tangible in a real and physical way as it promoted the
modernization of Main Street storefronts.

o
%

The merchant who is committed to his location through ownership or
long-term lease is particularly affected by changes in the public’s buying
habits. He realizes that such changes occur because other and modernized
stores are drawing his trade away from him. He, too, must modernize to

hold his trade.

Federal Housing Administrator Stewart McDonald offered this frank as-
sessment of a familiar retail situation in July 1935. Though he did not
state it explicitly, McDonald was reminding independent merchants of
the ramifications of increased competition from chain retailers who had
been opening new stores and modernizing existing ones at their expense.
The independents needn’t have despaired, however, because McDonald
was offering them the opportunity to “compete on an even basis” with
their rivals. The time had come to “Modernize Main Street for Profit!”4
McDonald’s admonition to the nation’s merchants appeared in a govern-
ment booklet published to coincide with the New Deal’s latest initiative to
combat the Depression: low-interest, federally insured loans to repair and
improve business properties. The focus on Main Street was both obvious
and timely, given its significance as a locus of commerce and community
and its steady decline since 1929. This was reflected in the government’s
statistical data, which showed that nearly three-fourths of the nation’s
commercial buildings were in a state of genuine physical disrepair due
to nearly five years of deferred maintenance, rapid turnover, and even
abandonment. Left unchecked, this decline represented a serious threat
not only to the nation’s real property, but to its tax base and, by exten-
sion, its national wealth. But in urging the modernization of Main Street,
the government’s concern was not only to forestall the physical and fiscal
erosion of the commercial core; it sought to forestall its social erosion
as well. Understanding the importance of Main Street in American life,
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Figure 2.2 Modernize Main Street logo, 1935. This logo appeared in March 1935, after the
loan limit for the Modernization Credit Plan was raised to $50,000. The slogan “Better
Housing for American Business” indicates that the campaign to modernize Main Street
was an offshoot of the Better Housing Program. (FHA, Modernize for Profit, 1935, inside
back cover. National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 31.)

the government viewed its modernization as a public symbol of recovery
during the continued trauma of the Depression—one necessary “for the
stability of the nation”® (fig. 2.2).

Main Street and Its Workers

That stability was imperiled by an economic spiral that began with a vast
group of workers whose standard of living prior to the Depression was
considered relatively high. Labor Secretary Frances Perkins called these
workers the nation’s “ready spenders,” dispersing large portions of their
incomes on goods and services in their local communities, on their local
Main Streets. As the purchasing power of these workers declined after
1929, the stores and establishments in which they did business began to
suffer as well, leading first to local economic depression, manifest in Main
Street’s run-down stores, and then to a broader retail decline that created
a so-called “lack of market” for manufacturers of consumer goods. This,
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in turn, had a negative impact on those industries, their workers, and
then their local communities as the devastation spread.® Modernizing
Main Street was intended to reverse this trend by providing immediate
reemployment for the workers with whom the decline began—those of
the building industry.

In the United States in the 1930s, no sector of the economy was
more severely depressed than the building industry. Building activity—
including new construction and additions, alterations, and repairs—
declined gradually in the second half of the 1920s, from a high of $4
billion in 1925. In the first years of the Depression, building activity
dropped precipitously: to $3 billion in 1929, to $1.5 billion in 1930, and
to a nadir of $400 million in 1933.” Accompanying this decline in activity
was an unprecedented increase in unemployment well beyond the in-
dustry’s traditional seasonal layoffs. As a result, the building trades and
allied professions experienced higher unemployment in the 1930s than
any other American industry, placing among the jobless such highly
skilled, highly paid workers as carpenters, bricklayers, plasterers, elec-
tricians, and plumbers, as well as engineers and architects.® While the
exact number of total unemployed workers in the building industry was
difficult to determine, Secretary Perkins estimated it to be approximately
2 million people, nearly 80 percent of all workers attached to the building
industry. By one count, this was nearly 30 percent of all unemployed
Americans in the worst years of the Depression.’

As discouraging as these figures were, their significance was far graver.
Because the building industry was one of the basic components of the
national economy, its depressed state had a far-reaching effect. Indus-
tries directly related to building or supplying building needs—especially
manufacturers of durable and producer goods such as glass, steel, ce-
ment, lumber, and electrical parts—suffered a proportional decline in
production and rise in layoffs. Between 1929 and 1933, employment in
these areas fell over 50 percent, leaving an estimated 2.5 million workers
jobless. Though consumer goods manufacturers and federal work relief
would absorb nearly 1 million of the unemployed, over 3.5 million work-
ers in the building trades and related industries stood idle by mid-1934,
according to the most conservative figures. With work relief to be phased
out in the coming months, labor experts predicted this figure would climb
to over 5 million in the winter of 1934-35.1°

It was in anticipation of this staggering count of jobless Americans in
the spring of 1934 that New Dealers proposed a new legislative packaged
intended to stimulate the building industry and gainfully reemploy its
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workers. At that moment, however, there was little indication that Main
Street was about to be transformed by federal mandate, for the legislation
that Congress was then considering was unequivocally a housing bill.
Only the most careful readers of the proposed National Housing Act
would have noticed that its program of “real property conservation” was
intended to bring all American buildings—commercial and industrial, as
well as residential—"up to the standards of the times” through “repairing
and modernizing.”!!

As a federally sponsored effort to generate productive employment
while preserving the built environment, Roosevelt’s newest program
was akin to the natural conservation efforts of the Tennessee Valley Au-
thority and the Civilian Conservation Corps. But unlike those initiatives,
products of the legislative fervor and fiscal largesse of the Hundred Days
of the first New Deal, this program reflected the more cautious and re-
strained political climate of 1934 when Roosevelt was forced to address
growing conservative discontent with relief expenditures and market
regulation.!? To this end, when explaining the new bill as it was under
congressional consideration, Roosevelt distinguished its potential for real
job creation from boondoggle work relief. He also deferred strategically
to business interests and the free market, noting that the program of-
fered “support for” and “cooperation with private capital and industry”
rather than intervention and controls. Instead of direct government funds
for property conservation, Roosevelt proposed government insurance of
loans made for property conservation. This loan insurance mechanism
would, in the president’s words, “produce tangible, useful wealth in a
form for which there is great social and economic need.” For partisans
across the political spectrum, such “wealth” would come only from re-
covery and not from relief—from private sector paychecks and not from
government handouts.’® This shift from relief to recovery reflected the
Keynesian ideology of the so-called second New Deal, which favored
expanded employment, cheap and accessible credit, and large-scale, coor-
dinated government action to achieve economic prosperity. Each of these
steps had a prominent place in the real property conservation program
that President Roosevelt outlined for Congress in May 1934.

Building Modernization as Public Policy

This program was largely the work of the National Emergency Council
(NEC), a committee created by executive order late in 1933 and charged
with coordinating the field activities of the New Deal’s alphabet agencies
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and relief programs.'* At one of the NEC’s first meetings in January 1934,
at which the president himself was in attendance, John H. Fahey, chair-
man of the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC), requested a $2
billion appropriation to enable the HOLC to expand its money-lending
operations beyond the prevention of mortgage foreclosures to include
loans for the improvement and modernization of houses. According to
Fahey, this expansion would not only help stabilize and improve res-
idential property values; it would also “create healthy activity in the
building trades.” While Roosevelt generally approved of this modern-
ization scheme, he was concerned about the use of direct government
funds: “Was there any way to get the government out of the lending
business?”'® Within a few months, the NEC had devised a moderniza-
tion plan that satisfied the president’s request. Dubbed the Modernization
Credit Plan (MCP), this proposal would shortly be drafted into Title I of
the National Housing Act. The MCP’s structure was similar to several
pre-Roosevelt property improvement finance schemes that encouraged
privately funded building modernization as an economic stimulant.'® But
as it delicately balanced between the interests of business and the interests
of workers, it was also a product of the second New Deal.

In this sense, the New Deal’s deployment of modernization reflected a
distinct shift in attitude toward the practice. Prior to the Depression, es-
pecially in the 1920s, modernization was regarded as a real estate strategy
concerned with ends and not means since the modernized building was
more important than the act of modernization. As architecture and real
estate writers noted at the time, it was only after a building was modern-
ized that it would generate the increased property values, rents, and prof-
its that were the primary economic motivations for undertaking facade
changes, interior renovations, or equipment updating.!” That this realty
orientation disconnected modernization from those who produced it—
from architects, engineers, contractors, tradesmen, and manufacturers—
was both symptomatic of the boom-time marketplace of the prosperity
decade and largely inconsequential. Not only were those same producers
sharing in the profits of prosperity, channeled into the building indus-
try through the construction boom, but the industry as a whole mini-
mized the importance of modernization practice, regarding it as a sideline
of building, worth only $300 million annually versus $3 billion in new
construction.'® After 1929 this situation gradually reversed itself as mod-
ernization was repositioned as a central building industry activity capable
of producing jobs, increasing demand for materials, and generating eco-
nomic revival.
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The principal authors of the Modernization Credit Plan were Marriner
S. Eccles, a Utah banker and special assistant to Treasury Secretary Henry
Morgenthau, and Albert L. Deane, president of the General Motors Hold-
ing Corporation, one of the automaker’s consumer finance divisions."
Eccles was a Keynesian and a staunch supporter of deficit spending by the
government as long as it increased purchasing power, expanded credit,
and stimulated the circulation of private funds. For Eccles, the goal was
“generating a maximum degree of private spending through a minimum
amount of public spending.”?* Deane, a consumer credit expert who pi-
oneered installment buying in the auto industry, favored any plan to
support aggregate worker income, since this could be finessed through
careful marketing into potential car sales. Largely unconcerned with fed-
eral deficits, Deane was anxious to maximize consumer credit in order to
bolster shrinking purchasing power.

Their distinct fiscal agendas merged in the MCP, which proposed fed-
eral loan insurance for funds extended by private lenders rather than
direct government funding through relief and loans. The federal insur-
ance would cover 20 percent of all modernization loans made by a sin-
gle financial institution, a high-enough coverage to stand as a complete
guarantee.”! By guaranteeing these loans rather than making them, the
government hoped, as the New York Times put it, to “coax reluctant
capital out of hiding” without interfering in the operations of private
business.?> The government would absorb up to $200 million on loan
losses, plus the operating costs of a new agency to administer a nation-
wide campaign to promote modernization. Unlike a comparable relief
appropriation, which would allow the government to expend only the
stated amount, this subsidy had the potential to generate $1 billion of
private lending activity. This activity would take the form of individual
loans that required no collateral, only the local lender’s positive assess-
ment of the borrower’s “strength of character,” a bold move in the 1930s.
Initially, borrowers were restricted to property owners, and individual
loans were capped at $2,000, but the MCP was liberalized in 1935 to
permit lending to long-term tenants and lessees and to allow loans up
to $50,000 for business properties. Both of these changes were directed
at Main Street merchants, who were seen as an untapped modernization
market.??

Since the goal of the MCP was to generate as much building and lend-
ing activity as possible, Eccles and Deane proposed that all types of real
property, and not just residences, should be eligible for the government-
insured credit offered in the housing bill.?* As Eccles explained it to
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the House and Senate Banking Committees, “If a man with a small
store building or a garage or an apartment house was willing to make
repairs . . . that money loaned and spent would serve just as useful a pur-
pose as the money spent on a home.” Beyond this, he predicted that “a
very substantial amount” of insured credit would be used for nonres-
idential modernization.” Similarly, since the goal of the MCP was to
put as much capital into circulation as possible, Eccles and Deane pro-
posed that all types of legitimate credit agencies should be eligible for the
new government insurance. This was significant because in 1934 only 1
percent of American commercial and savings banks were authorized to
make, or were interested in making, small character loans of the type
the MCP proposed.?® Installment lending companies and the finance cor-
porations run by manufacturers and retailers like General Electric and
Sears, Roebuck did make such loans, but these were generally limited
to the purchase of consumer products like cars and refrigerators. Only
building and loan associations, as small community lenders with personal
knowledge of their customers, routinely made renovation and construc-
tion loans based on character, rather than collateral. With the federal
government acting as virtual cosigner and guarantor, the MCP would
drastically change this situation for lenders and borrowers alike.?’”

The architects of the plan envisioned the three basic lending scenarios
that would be possible through the MCP. In the first scenario, a borrower
went directly to a bank, filled out a credit statement and application,
signed a promissory note upon approval, and received the proceeds of the
loan in cash.?® The second scenario was the same, but the proceeds of the
loan were dispersed as a cashier’s check made out to a specific contractor
or dealer already engaged by the borrower and accepted by that person as
cash. In the third scenario, a building industry middleman transacted the
modernization loan. This could be either a building contractor partnering
with a local lender or a supply or an appliance dealer working with a
finance company operated by the manufacturer whose products he repre-
sented.?’

To the MCP’s supporters, these scenarios represented a vast “democra-
tization of credit” to be made available not only to “gilt-edged individual
borrowers” but to “the man in the street” as well.3° To its detractors, this
democratization was of questionable value, even if the objective was noble
and necessary, because it seemed to encourage consumer debt through
installment buying. What particularly concerned the plan’s fiscally cau-
tious congressional critics was that for the MCP to function properly as
a stimulus plan, hundreds of thousands of property owners and tenants
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would be encouraged to take out loans for building improvements they
could not necessarily afford.?! The high-profile presence of a consumer
debt advocate like Albert Deane did nothing to calm conservatives’ fears
that the program would stimulate industry and get tradesmen off relief
squarely on the back of the middle-class consumer.*? In this respect, the
critics were correct, but in the wave of enthusiastic promotion that ac-
companied the launch of the MCP, any friction between modernization
sellers out to make a profit and modernization buyers being asked to take
on debt would be largely ignored.

Ultimately, the MCP’s potential to generate accumulated consumer
debt was considered irrelevant since the plan was envisioned as a tempo-
rary measure designed to bring relief through employment with mini-
mum delay. It would be phased out once the permanent mortgage pro-
gram stipulated in the National Housing Act’s Title II was operational,
sustaining employment stimulation through new residential construc-
tion. This coupling of short-term and long-term employment measures
was a typical New Deal contrivance: immediate relief, sustained recovery,
and permanent reform in a single piece of legislation. As it turned out,
however, the MCP’s success at economic pump-priming combined with
the building industry’s resistance to sustained reemployment prolonged
the life of the emergency provision until 1943, when wartime construc-
tion and manufacturing made its continuance unnecessary.>

A National Campaign

After the MCP was signed into law following the passage of the National
Housing Act in the spring of 1934, it was necessary, as Frank Walker put
it, “to persuade people to take advantage of this plan.”3* This persuasion
was the heart of a national campaign launched in the summer of 1934
to aggressively promote the MCP. Known as the Better Housing Pro-
gram (BHP), this campaign was the responsibility of the Federal Housing
Administration, which sprang into feverish activity shortly after its offi-
cial establishment in June. Though the BHP began as a public-awareness
campaign, it shortly became something more significant: a populist mass
movement seemingly grassroots, yet sponsored and controlled by the
federal government itself. Purposefully conceived as a civic-oriented ap-
peal, the BHP appeared to be as far removed from federal legislation and
credit markets as Washington’s lawmakers and lobbyists were from Main
Street America. But it was on those same Main Streets beginning in July
that the emblems and slogans of this latest New Deal program gradually
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appeared, on lapel pins, on window posters, and on billboards, as the FHA
secured BHP participation at the local level.?

By mid-September over one thousand communities—"from New York
with its population of 7,000,000 people to the small hamlet of Sholes,
Nebraska, population 90”—had opened BHP offices and organized lo-
cal campaigns, enlisting individuals, businesses, and governments in the
campaign to convince property owners to modernize. The latter were
especially eager to cooperate with the BHP, hoping that modernization,
in addition to economic and employment stimulation, might restore fi-
nancial health to a real estate tax base that had been eroding since 1929.
With FHA encouragement, elected officials issued modernization procla-
mations and declared special “civic spirit” and “celebration” days to inau-
gurate the local BHPs. In Detroit a mayoral proclamation in October 1934
opened the inaugural meeting of the Motor City’s BHP, an event held
in the General Motors Auditorium with a keynote address by the FHA's
public relations director Ward Canaday. In New York Mayor Fiorello
La Guardia proclaimed “Better Housing Month” in November 1934 and
requested that every eligible New Yorker act “as promptly as possible
to modernize and improve his real estate.”?” Such public gestures, as
Robert and Helen Lynd observed, served as rallying points for expres-
sions of group solidarity and loyalty, especially in times of crisis.>® This
certainly seemed to be the case with the BHP. By the end of 1934, the
number of organized local campaigns had nearly quadrupled to 3,822, a
figure that included most American towns with populations over 5,000,
as well as the ten largest cities in every state. In October, when the FHA
confidently proclaimed: “Modernization Drive Sweeps Nation,” it hardly
seemed an exaggeration.>’

As a national campaign, the BHP was modeled on the Liberty Loan
Drives of World War I, but it also resembled the massive publicity ef-
fort of the National Recovery Administration (NRA).*? As orchestrated
by Hugh Johnson in the summer of 1933, the NRA generated an un-
precedented amount of national hoopla and organizational frenzy. In the
spring of 1934, there was talk in the Capitol that President Roosevelt
would name Johnson himself to head the FHA, since his proficiency at
stirring public sentiment and marshaling public support from a demor-
alized populace would have benefited this new promotional campaign.*!
When army general Johnson was passed over in favor of oil executive
James Moffett as the FHA chief, the tenor of incipient BHP was decisively
altered. Instead of “rouse the troops” exhortation, the BHP would utilize
methods of persuasion borrowed from sales and marketing. Instead of
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relying solely on the motivation of “We Do Our Part” commonality,
incentives of self-interest and individual profit often eclipsed collective
national interest. Though the FHA would sometimes resort to unabashed
patriotic rhetoric in promoting modernization, the BHP itself resembled
less a mobilization of troops than an entrepreneurial business expansion.
This was not entirely inappropriate since the FHA described itself as “first
of all, a business organization.”*? But it meant that the local campaigns
appeared to resemble in no small degree a nationwide chain of offices,
bureaus, or showrooms whose managers used chummy social appeals to
win the approval of the local business fraternity. Frequently set up in
abandoned Main Street storefronts, these BHP offices existed solely for
the purpose of “selling modernization,” not merely as an antidote to the
Depression, but as a slick business proposition that knowingly blended
civic boosterism and political populism.

Though a private sector business and sales ethic pervaded the Better
Housing Program, this does not imply that the BHP was unregulated or
lacking in federally administered controls. In fact, the opposite was true,
as the FHA carefully orchestrated the BHP from its regional, state, and
district offices with a deft combination of laissez-faire and micromanage-
ment. This permitted individual latitude in program promotion, even as
it rigorously enforced procedural implementation. In other words, even
as the FHA closely administered the BHP, it gave the program the public
appearance of a freewheeling, free-market enterprise existing apart from
government intervention or emotional appeals: “It is not charity—it is
not patriotism—it is good business.” Agency officials repeatedly empha-
sized that the BHP/MCP program was neither “a government drive”
nor “an ordinary sales campaign,” though it was actually an amalgam of
both. Rather, they claimed it was “a business instrumentality” that would
allow banking, building, and manufacturing to resume normal activity
and growth.*> These claims were the work of the FHA’s Public Relations
Division, which described itself as responsible for “the selling end of the
business.” Under the direction of Ward Canaday, an advertising and car
company executive as well as a time-payment/credit-finance pioneer, the
PR Division devised a publicity program that, in Canaday’s words, created
a “ground swell of public opinion” to increase demand for moderniza-
tion while carefully avoiding any semblance of promotional “ballyhoo.”
This was accomplished through the nationwide distribution of publica-
tions that provided a stream of modernization information flowing from
Washington to the states, to the local BHPs, and then to the individual
property owner.**
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Already by the fall of 1934, the FHA had released a vast amount of
these publications to communities participating in the BHP: over five
dozen bulletins, booklets, brochures, checklists, application forms, posters,
and printer’s mats, as well as buttons, transparencies, metal signs, and
billboards (fig. 2.3). These materials were available free of charge and
in quantities both large and small. For the basic explanatory publication
How Owners of Home and Business Property Can Secure the Benefits
of the National Housing Act (FHA-101, twenty-three pages), the FHA
advised that towns with populations under 2,500 order between 100 and
250 copies, and that cities with populations over 1 million order between
30,000 and 75,000 copies. In New York, the New York Central Railroad
alone ordered 60,000 copies of FHA-101 for distribution to its employees
and passengers on its commuter lines running into and out of Grand
Central Terminal. By October 1934 the FHA claimed that it was sending
out 30,000 booklets a day to those who would buy building modernization
and those who would sell it.*

The publications aimed at buyers included a sophisticated array of pro-
motional materials designed to generate maximum publicity for modern-
ization. One of the most successful was the Modernization Clip Sheet,
an eight-column broadside sent regularly to 14,000 daily and weekly
newspapers.*® It functioned as a sort of FHA wire service, providing
dispatches of unrestricted editorial copy and camera-ready illustrations
appropriate for real estate, building, home, and opinion pages, as well as
local or metro news coverage. Predictably, Clip Sheet articles supported
the work of the MCP by examining the state of the building and retail
industries and real estate and financial conditions, and including statistics
on reemployment, construction, lending volume, and industrial produc-
tion. Invariably, they also had an optimistic slant intended to show that
economic conditions were improving. The Clip Sheet also provided exten-
sive coverage of the technical, practical, and aesthetic aspects of building
modernization. Written as if they were reports on national trends—
“Public Now Demands Up-to-Date Stores”—these articles were often
accompanied by illustrated modernization case studies with the specifics
of a project’s location, cost, and the extent of modernization work. “Mod-
ernized on Main Street” is a typical example, explaining how the owners
of the Block & Kuhl department store in Moline, Illinois, spent $2,800 to
install a seventy-foot-long glass-and-metal storefront (fig. 2.4).#

By October 1934 the PR Division reported that material from the Clip
Sheet was being used by the New York Times, the Washington Post, and
the Los Angeles Examiner, as well as dozens of small local papers. During
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Modernized On Main Street

Figure 2.4 “Modernized on Main Street,” Block & Kuhl store in Moline, Illinois. This
article was typical of those featured in the Clip Sheet, a broadside the FHA sent to news-
papers across the country with ready-made editorial content. These articles were generally
celebratory in their coverage of the modernization movement and the building industry.
(FHA Clip Sheet 8, no. 7, 1936. National Archives and Records Administration, Record
Group 31.)
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the first eighteen months of the program, newspaper coverage relating
to modernization and the BHP amounted to 17,300 printed pages and
included special Better Housing sections and daily and weekly Better
Housing features. In addition, FHA figures indicated that during those
same eighteen months, this coverage generated nearly 67 million agate
lines of modernization advertising, representing revenues of over $33
million.*® Since these figures included only direct tie-ins (ads mentioning
the FHA by name or displaying its emblem), the agency predicted that
the actual linage and revenues were even greater.

Less profitable than newspaper coverage but equally important in gen-
erating widespread publicity were the FHA’s nonprint media promotions.
In 1935 the agency launched the Better Housing News Flashes, a series of
newsreels produced jointly with Pathé and Movietone. Distributed free
of charge to the nation’s movie theaters, the News Flashes were intended
to “carry the message of modernization, repair, and new construction in
graphic terms.” Each News Flash was a talking short feature, five to six
minutes in length; “ A Come-Back for Key West,” documenting efforts to
modernize the city’s business district, was a typical title. By the summer
0f 1935, the News Flashes had been booked in over 10,000 movie theaters,
including premier houses like Grauman’s Egyptian in Hollywood and the
Paramount in New York. At the conclusion of their cinematic runs, the
FHA screened the News Flashes for trade groups, civic organizations, and
schools. By 1936 the FHA estimated that over 40 million Americans had
viewed the News Flashes during 150,000 scheduled showings.*

Paralleling the newsreels was a drive to place modernization cover-
age on the radio. Eventually numbering 18,000 broadcasts, this coverage
included FHA-prepared public service announcements, special interest
features, and “human interest playlets”—ten-minute dramas designed
to personalize the need for modernization. There were also multiweek
programs broadcast on the major networks: The Women’s Hour and
Your Home and Mine were aimed at a predominantly female daytime
audience; The Master Builder and The Story of $1,000 were aimed at
both female and male evening listeners.”® Though produced in-house by
the FHA, these series were sponsored by major corporations including
General Electric, Johns-Manville, General Motors, and others who stood
to gain materially from the national success of the modernization drive.
The FHA's embrace of modern media like film and radio was well in keep-
ing with the up-to-date, progressive tenor of the New Deal. In content,
however, the FHA’s newsreels and radio programs were in ideological
opposition to the social critique and reformist agendas of many other
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government-sponsored entertainments of the period. Unlike the “Living
Newspapers” produced by the Federal Theater under the auspices of the
WPA, for example, the modernization productions would never be ac-
cused of creeping socialism. Rather, in their underlying consumerism and
valorization of middle-class ideals and aspirations, they seemed intent on
maintaining the civic and business orientation of Main Street itself.>!

A Local Campaign

Nowhere in the modernization effort was this orientation more explicit
than in the promotional materials aimed at the local BHP and pitched
toward the sellers of modernization. For these men and women, the FHA
supplied a series of technical bulletins and training manuals addressing
every aspect of the modernization program in step-by-step procedures,
rules, and regulations, all of which emphasized the benefits of community
participation. First, by bringing money “out of hiding” and “back into
the channels of retail trade,” a local campaign stimulated all types of
business and was “not simply a builder’s program.”>? Second, by putting
people back to work, it reduced relief expenditures. Third, by encouraging
long-deferred repairs, a campaign improved the “usefulness and value”
of real property, adding to “the beauty and appearance of a city.” Here
the FHA was adding a civic incentive to its primary business-creating
inducements, a motivational coupling designed to appeal to the endemic
community spirit so well documented in Middletown.>

Program procedures were spelled out explicitly in Community Cam-
paign, issued in the summer of 1934 and serving as a guide for recruiting
volunteers to its executive and advisory committees, beginning with a
community’s most prominent citizens and businesspeople. In New York,
Manhattan Borough president Samuel Levy and real estate attorney Pe-
ter Grimm were appointed co-chairs of the Manhattan BHP while the
presidents of RCA, American Radiator, Johns-Manville, and the Man-
ufacturers Trust Bank, as well as Broadway’s George M. Cohan and
parade organizer Grover Whalen served on an advisory committee re-
sponsible for campaign oversight.>* In Los Angeles the BHP formed a
Committee of One Hundred “important Californians,” including Hol-
lywood notables Louis B. Mayer, Jack Warner, and Harold Lloyd, pub-
lishers William Randolph Hearst and Harry Chandler, airplane magnate
Donald Douglas, Bullock’s President P. G. Winnett, and U.S. Senator
William Gibbs McAdoo.” In Chicago the advisory committee counted
among its members the scions of such prominent Midwest families as
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Armour, Cummings, and Pirie.>® In smaller cities and towns, BHP advi-
sory committees drew their members from those businesses that stood
to gain most immediately from the modernization program, principally
banking and building, but also from real estate boards and civic, fraternal,
and veterans organizations with long traditions of community involve-
ment. These included the Rotary, Lions, and Kiwanis clubs as well as the
American Legion and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, both of which
passed national resolutions urging their affiliates to support their local
campaigns.>’ For these organizations, the promotional work of the BHP
was a logical extension of the community-boosting, business-building,
and civic-pride agendas that were their organizational mainstay.

Other committees carried out the day-to-day operations of the local
campaigns. The finance committee underwrote the cost of the campaign
through contributions solicited especially from those who stood to profit
directly from the campaign’s success.”® A campaign contribution, in cash
or in-kind, enabled a business to display a BHP logo in its window, to
use the BHP logo in advertising, and to tie its promotional activities
with those of the local campaign. It also gave the contributor a place
on the list of participating firms prepared by the local BHP and dis-
tributed to property owners considering modernization. The women’s
committee encouraged female participation as modernization boosters to
staff information booths at fairs and expositions, conduct door-to-door
canvassing, plan informational luncheons, run educational classes, and
cultivate women as customers of modernization, both in the home and
on Main Street, where they were taught how to use their influence as con-
sumers to encourage the modernization of the stores they patronized.”
The women’s committee also worked with the local chapters of national
organizations like the League of Women Voters, the Junior League, the
DAR, the Federated Garden Clubs of America, and various ladies” aux-
iliaries. Eventually, the FHA reported the participation of 26,000 local
chapters of 700 such organizations.®®

The loan committee secured the participation of local financial insti-
tutions, which numbered 11,000 across the nation by the end of 1935.6!
This participation ranged from simply extending modernization credit to
actively soliciting modernization business. In northern New Jersey, for
example, a bank with branches throughout Essex County sent direct-mail
letters and made follow-up phone calls to nearly 1,700 licensed building
contractors offering to collaborate in modernization promotion.®?> The
loan committee provided participating financial institutions with varying
amounts of technical support, from direct assistance in credit investigations
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and loan closures to prescreening loan applicants through BHP financial
bureaus in order to expedite the loan procedure. To assist the loan com-
mittee, the FHA provided a barrage of promotional information designed
to convince banks to cooperate with the BHP, including blank credit
statement forms, window and lobby displays, explanatory brochures, ad-
vertising mats, and a series of banking testimonials (fig. 2.5). In these,
bank presidents, managers, and cashiers in cities and towns varying in size
from 2,000 (East Islip, Long Island) to 780,000 (Boston, Massachusetts)
recounted their firsthand experiences with MCP lending. As was typical of
the FHA’s approach to promotion, the testimonials supplied no-nonsense
lending procedures and policies in the guise of Rotarian conviviality:
“Any such knockers [refused loan applicants] would undo the work of a
dozen boosters.”®?

This booster spirit was also evident in the work of the industry commit-
tees charged with cultivating broad-based BHP support among building
and non-building-related businesses alike. These committees strove to
swell public opinion in favor of modernization by convincing local firms
that they would benefit from the BHP as soon as building tradesmen were
back at work, drawing paychecks and purchasing goods and services.®*
They organized modernization exhibitions featuring small displays by
local firms, be they plumbers, roofers, material suppliers, or the local
chapter of the American Institute of Architects. These exhibitions were
usually set up in the local BHP office, but occasionally they took place
in more prominent locations: hotel lobbies, civic center auditoriums, ar-
mories, and public plazas.®> At their best, these exhibitions functioned
as a kind of multi-firm showroom, transforming the BHP headquarters
or another rented space into a complete selling environment, a one-stop
shopping center to simplify the purchase of modernization products and
building improvements.

The industry committees also encouraged businesses to distribute
home modernization information to their employees, to place moderniza-
tion exhibits in their lobbies, and to modernize their own physical plants,
be they stores, offices, or other commercial establishments. The Philadel-
phia Evening Bulletin, for example, not only launched a special modern-
ization supplement in its daily newspaper; it launched plans to modernize
its 1908 office building. In 1937 the newspaper installed new lighting and
ventilation systems and a new black granite and glass-block facade de-
signed by George Howe, architect of the PSFS Building.®® The FHA pro-
vided additional support for these committees via a national direct-mail
campaign with a number of industry-specific letters that were coordinated

67



o

We Sﬂ . | OFF wrg; ¥
MODERNIZE “csses:
FOR PROFIT! -

wall T I.:‘“inl |'-"-4'“II":"“’:‘1
i way ?
The butcher, the baker, the candleatick maker agros! Ill:ﬁl-l:'uhl-* -rﬁd:r:lr :LI‘:
1t s 1o meodernizel 1t pays snywns whe ewns o fses | Bobins irhrdaie?
an incenses=producing balkding o keep in wp (o date smd in Tislay yoss rwn |.-u:||. i-:_
good repalr. vy iy e
[ v iy sk i peel-
We are making modernimtion loans up (o Y5008 ., , | et b sp b 8550

. ik N is: AT
o repalr, remndel, or install moderm equlpment o buslaess !'Jf ':::'":m ::1- Ig._: r=|_..| '

wt industrial proporty, Low cost amd comvemlent popay- e yom ibellaily abuwl “"l_
1 made possible by @ new '] o 1ha X | cpizsibon lpradll fior lsranzing
| iy _ L yosiat el Busiiie: st Loy il
| Tluiniing Act. | e il ke gl B
Mow you ean make Four properly ot atiracting . . . mone yuap van besikl - Hl:;‘_‘:_
efficlent . . . amd move peodiustive! Deubries selgomes, :‘;‘:m R e i
& ot e
LOANS UPF TO $50.000 FOR IMPROVING:
Htores Office buililings
ltets Apartmaont e [
lospitais Mamidacturing planis
s Tisduaataial pluniis
5 Mllmilvipde Tammily hoaisa HUST .:.D
P (b hrr frmsimens mnd comi- | BLANK T |
Bratititinms aver kil Taifdings ! e

BLANKER NATIONAL BANK

Figure 2.5 Advertisement “blanks” prepared by the FHA Public Relations Division. These
sample advertisements were supplied to local banks to secure their cooperation with the
Modernization Credit Plan and to guide how they promoted the plan to the public. (FHA,

Sample Better Housing Program Advertisements, 1936. National Archives and Records
Administration, Record Group 31.)



The New Deal on Main Street

with locally conducted telephone or in-person follow-up contact. In October
1934, for example, fifteen thousand letters were sent from Washington to
every movie theater owner and operator in the country, asking them to
permit lobby displays for literature distribution, to screen FHA films, and
to modernize their facilities by installing new marquees, air-conditioning,
and anything else deemed necessary for an up-to-date theater.®’

The publicity committee promoted the campaign as widely as possi-
ble throughout its community to stimulate local media coverage and to
generate its own. For the latter, it often utilized the FHA’s Portfolio of
Publicity. This Portfolio contained a tear sheet of “Facts and Figures for
Editorial Writers,” as well as twenty-two dummies for “suggested” fea-
ture news stories about modernization and the BHP that the committee
would “feed” to newspapers, localizing them wherever possible.®® Pub-
licity committees also staged contests, gimmicks, and stunts to attract
attention to the campaign. The BHP in Middletown, Ohio, organized a
contest to select the property that would “benefit the most through mod-
ernization.” While this was hardly a title of distinction, since the prize
was $1,000 worth of free modernization work, over three hundred en-
tries were received.®” Promotional gimmicks advertising modernization
often appeared in unexpected contexts: in Fulton, New York, the BHP
logo appeared on milk bottle caps; in Lansing, Michigan, it appeared with
the word “modernize” stenciled in red paint on every downtown street
corner.”® Many of these local activities were reported in Better Hous-
ing, a weekly newsletter produced in Washington and distributed to local
BHPs for their internal use. According to the FHA, Better Housing was
“designed to serve as a medium of exchange of helpful ideas” and, like
any house organ, to boost morale and enthusiasm.”! The local activi-
ties documented in Better Housing demonstrate a remarkable degree of
marketing acumen in their simultaneous appeal to property owners and
service to the modernization drive, often in the guise of hometown civic
boosting. This was fully evident in the parades staged as “an effective
opening gun” for the local campaigns (fig. 2.6).”2

These parades had the expected trappings of a typical small-town cav-
alcade in the 1930s. Assembled with one part earnest enthusiasm and
one part calculated hokum, they included Uncle Sam, marching bands, a
fife and drum corps, Boy and Girl Scouts, waving politicians, and parade
marshals. The heart of the parade followed these groups: the bandwag-
ons, floats, and vehicles decorated with flags, bunting, and BHP signs
and representing the local business community, especially its contractors,
building suppliers, architects, and retailers. Businesses sent trucks mounted
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Figure 2.6 Better Housing parade in Lewiston, Idaho. These parades, held across the country
to kick off local campaigns, featured marching bands and floats supplied by the local real
estate and building industries. They frequently included a “shabby shack” or small-scale
run-down building in need of drastic modernization. (Better Housing, October 22, 1934.
National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 31.)

with multiple loudspeakers blaring patriotic messages: “Let’s American-
ize. Let’s modernize.” The parading motor vehicles were a kind of capi-
talist agitprop made all the more emphatic by the absence in the parade
lineup of precisely those people who were to benefit most directly from
the modernization drive: the ranks of unemployed building tradesmen.
In the 1930s demonstrating workers—even benevolent, community-
spirited ones—might have given a parade the aspect of a labor rally
and perhaps an attendant whiff of communism, something local boosters
would have wished to avoid at all costs.”
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Instead, the Better Housing parades that took place on Main Streets
across the country in the fall of 1934 were a hybrid pageant form re-
flecting the amalgamative nature of the BHP. Elements of patriotism,
civicism, and commercialism were all present. As kickoffs to local mod-
ernization drives, they functioned in much the same manner, though on
a greatly reduced scale, as commercial parades of the 1920s that were
staged by groups of merchants with the cooperation of city officials and
the police. Though often promoted as celebrations of some civic advance
or improvement, such parades were really just merchandising opportu-
nities for the local retailers.”* The BHP parades offered building industry
merchants a similar opportunity but with the perquisite of official U.S.
government approval.

Often the attention-getting climax to the parade was the final float, a
large flatbed truck decorated with signs and banners advertising local con-
tractors and suppliers. Upon the truck, sitting like Santa Claus in the Macy's
Parade, was a dilapidated building that had been jacked up and moved—
every joist, window frame, and nail. The parade carried the “shabby shack”
toits final destination on the town square or a vacant Main Street lot. There
the building was unloaded and a “modernization miracle” commenced, as
local building tradesmen began feverish work to transform the shack into
a modern dwelling.””> Such demonstrations were often a key event of the
BHP, especially when carried out on a high-profile site—the courthouse
lawn or a vacant lot in the business district. One of the most attention-
getting demonstrations shared the limelight with a national exposition
during “Modernization Day” at the Chicago Century of Progress Inter-
national Exposition in October 1934. The focus of the demonstration was
two identical nineteenth-century clapboard shacks. One was to be com-
pletely modernized; the other was to be left in its run-down state, with
the pair presenting a “’before and after’ perspective” for comparison.
At 9:00 a.m. on October 24, Federal Housing administrator James Mof-
fett stepped up to the house slated for modernization and, with crowbar
in hand, ripped a rotting piece of siding off the front facade, signaling
the commencement of the renovation. Over 125 tradesman and laborers
then set to work in a model of orchestrated Tayloristic efficiency. Car-
penters, bricklayers, plumbers, electricians, painters, and others moved in
rapid succession to complete the transformation of “the eyesore” into the
“house of marvel” by three o’clock that afternoon—in a mere six hours.”®

The modernization demonstration was an unabashed publicity stunt,
a novelty as worthy of a Tribune headline as the Century of Progress
air show with which it shared column space.”” It was “an extraordinary
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performance” celebrating the manual skill of building workers and not,
as was usually the case in lauded BHP events, the managerial or promo-
tional skills of businessmen. The spectacularization of this performance
was heightened by the camera crew filming it for the newsreels and by
the live radio hookup on NBC reporting on the modernization work in
progress. If this play-by-play of hammers, saws, and paintbrushes was
hardly as exciting as those publicity-worthy events and stunts of the pre-
vious decade—Floyd Collins trapped in a cave or Alvin Kelly sitting on a
flagpole—it was an acceptable Depression-era version in which standard
ballyhoo was overlaid with a veneer of respectable interest in national
recovery.

Main Street Boosters

When submitting its second annual report to Congress in 1936, the FHA
noted that its programs had been implemented and conducted by vol-
unteers and proclaimed that “too much credit cannot be given to the
public spirited citizens who have thus contributed their time, energy, and
money in the interest of recovery.””® That the FHA was able to secure
widespread national cooperation without the use of coercive tactics or le-
gal compulsion was one of the remarkable achievements of the BHP. By
January 1936 nearly eight thousand local campaigns were under way and
an additional fifteen hundred were in the planning stages. Certainly, this
level of cooperation had not been achieved without incurring at least some
expense on the part of the government: during the first eighteen months
of the program, FHA headquarters in Washington spent over $1 million
on what it called “the educational program” necessary to implement the
Modernization Credit Plan.”® This federal expenditure notwithstanding,
the FHA’s assessment of the voluntary and public-spirited character of
BHP participation was largely accurate, but it fails to acknowledge the
incentives that real estate historian Marc Weiss has identified as the “car-
rot on the stick” intrinsic to every successful FHA program. Weiss notes
how carefully the FHA cultivated “an image of voluntarism” by dan-
gling irresistible “carrots” before the depressed building and banking
industries. Loan insurance may have been the legal bait held out to
obtain voluntary participation in the BHP and the modernization drive,
but the irresistible lure was the promise of profits:

You may cooperate with the Better Housing Program sponsored by the
United States Government with profit to yourself and to your
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country.. .. [It] is your program. No matter what your business, it will put

money in your pocket if you accept the opportunity it presents you.5!

If the BHP was promulgated and received as a sound business venture,
this does not diminish the public-spiritedness of BHP participation. In the
United States in the 1930s, and indeed during the whole period between
the wars, business self-interest and community spirit were not antithet-
ical propositions, especially in the Main Street communities where the
BHP thrived. Rather, as diverse observers recognized at the time, the
two had been conflated into the middlebrow culture of the booster, who
sincerely believed that what was good for business was, without excep-
tion, good for the community. This fusion of business values and civic
virtues into the phenomenon of boosterism may have been disparaged
as Babbittry, but it was also condoned as local pride and understood as
something that represented a quantifiable social trend.®?

In Middletown the Lynds documented the astounding rise during the
1920s of clubs, associations, and movements that attracted legions of
middle-class Americans to such all-encompassing causes as “civic bet-
terment” and “civic progress.” Working through chambers of commerce
and Rotary clubs, boosters participated in a range of activities that in-
cluded improving the physical appearance of local buildings, generating
local publicity to attract new businesses and residents, and holding local
pep rallies as ends in themselves.®3 Born of the war effort and nurtured
during the prosperity decade, these community activities were expres-
sions of “group solidarity.” As the Lynds demonstrated in Middletown
in Transition, they continued to flourish even in the economic crisis of
the Depression. If anything, such activities may have actually gained in
popularity during the 1930s as the middle class, reeling from “the shock
of sudden and sharp institutional breakdown,” found increasing comfort
in optimistic slogans, campaigns, and “the paraphernalia of social orga-
nizations searching for things to boost” to revive that civic spirit that the
Depression had dampened.?*

Within the FHA, boosterism was deftly, but empathetically, exploited
to create in the BHP a genuine popular movement, akin to the Town-
sendites or the Share-Our-Wealthers—a movement as earnest in its par-
ticular aspirations toward recovery through consumption as any of the
other nonreligious, social evangelist crusades of the decade.®®> But among
these other movements, the BHP occupied a unique position. So clearly
part of what the Brain Trust’s Gardiner Means called the “élan, optimism,
evangelism, and adventure” of the New Deal, and enjoying full federal
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sponsorship, the BHP managed to attract precisely those middle-class
Americans who distrusted both liberal thinkers and big government.®
This the BHP accomplished through its use of knowing booster appeals,
complete with appropriate lingo, exclamation points, and italics: “What
an opportunity the Better Housing Program opens to Business! What a
challenge to the initiative and energy of American genius for doing.”¥
From its lapel pins to its inspirational meetings to its parades, the BHP
cultivated and extended that preexistent enthusiasm for community co-
operation and organization in which the businessman/citizen was not
merely a volunteer, but a joiner, “a booster, not a knocker.”® Like Sin-
clair Lewis’s fictitious but all too real George Babbitt, the BHP participant
would have recognized the local modernization campaign as “a force for
optimism, manly pleasantry, and good business.” A selling campaign
that required persuasion and commitment, the BHP was what Babbitt
heralded as “an opportunity for real he-hustling, getting out and drum-
ming up customers.” A combination of civic improvement, business de-
velopment, and patriotism, it embodied what Babbitt celebrated as “that
famous Zenith [read: Anytown] spirit.”® In its adroit but irony-free de-
ployment of the rhetoric, impulses, and habits of Main Street, U.S.A.,
the BHP and the modernization drive it promoted did not simply reflect
booster culture; they were booster culture.

Canvassing Main Street

After the initial boosting frenzy of the local campaigns, after the parades,
exhibitions, and banquets, came the hard work of selling modernization
to property owners and qualified lessees, a responsibility that fell to the
field campaign. Indeed, the field campaign was so critical to a successful
community campaign that the FHA asserted that the work of the BHP
committees were merely preparatory, “paving the way and facilitating
the work of the field force.”*® Federal officials reinforced this attitude.
The FHA's Title I administrator Albert Deane and its PR director Ward
Canaday both explained to local civic groups and trade associations that
the BHP was “essentially a sales effort” and that each community cam-
paign should be considered “as aggressive a sales drive as possible,” so
that the potential modernization market might be adequately tapped in
the interest of economic recovery.”! This market, “so vast as to seem
fantastic,” was to be stimulated by local building-to-building canvasses
to encourage, cajole, and persuade property owners and qualified renters
to modernize.
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For a campaign of this scale and significance to be effective, it would re-
quire a sales force both exceptionally organized and singularly motivated.
For this reason the FHA recommended as director of the field campaign—
the BHP’s only full-time, paid position—the appointment of “a man of
the sales manager type who has had wide experience in organizing and
directing large groups of workers.”*?> As a recognizable business type, the
sales manager proliferated after WWI with the increased specialization
of production and distribution in American manufacturing. Though in
the 1920s Thorstein Veblen, H. L. Mencken, and others derided the sales
manager as an egregious manifestation of the economy of “absentee own-
ership” and the culture of the “booboisie,” to the U.S. government in the
1930s he possessed certain skills and enthusiasms that qualified him for
the local BHP’s “most important position.”” In fact, the same qualities
that made the sales manager an object of highbrow scorn recommended
him to the FHA as a figure of middlebrow empathy. What Sinclair Lewis
ridiculed, the BHP would laud:

The Romantic Hero was no longer the knight, the wandering poet, the
cowpuncher, the aviator, nor the brave young district attorney, but the
great sales-manager, who had an Analysis of Merchandizing Problems on
his glass-topped desk, whose title of nobility was “Go-Getter,” and who
devoted himself and all his young samurai to the cosmic purpose of
Selling.”*

Such a single-minded devotion to selling, coupled with the ability to in-
spire such devotion in others, was a highly desirable skill in the context of
the modernization drive. In the 1930s Lewis’s sneering “cosmic purpose”
was transformed into a national aspiration toward economic recovery. If
this did not imbue selling with a truly higher purpose, it at least provided
ennobling pretensions for the sales managers motivating those volunteers
and relief workers sent out into the local community to promote moderni-
zation.

The modernization field campaign that these managers supervised
began with a mapping effort to divide the sales territory into geograph-
ical districts and sections to create manageable canvass units determined
by the physical extent, density, type, and condition of buildings in the
community.” This involved plotting the properties within sections using
data from local real estate boards and tax assessors or CWA Real Prop-
erty Inventories and was often accomplished with direct assistance from
local municipalities. In Rhode Island, for example, the office of the city
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Figure 2.7 Modernization billboard in Morristown, New Jersey, fall 1934. While it was
erected specifically to announce a property canvass to be held in September and October,
the billboard also promoted the local campaign in general, making a direct connection
between modernization and local employment. (Better Housing, October 22, 1934. National
Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 31.)

engineer in the state capitol at Providence supplied detailed district maps
for the entire state, drawn up especially for the BHP field campaign.”®
Mapping was followed immediately by canvassing, which was typically
was well publicized through newspaper advertisements, radio announce-
ments, and even full-size billboards (fig. 2.7).”” The purpose of the canvass
was to contact every property owner and qualified lessee in the commu-
nity and “urge” them to undertake modernization work. This included
actively soliciting pledges to modernize as well as simply gathering infor-
mation on potential modernization prospects. The intensity and duration
of canvasses varied from community to community. In Atlanta, 2,500
canvassers covered the local field in a single day in October 1934, making
20,768 calls on property owners and tenants and producing $3.1 million
in modernization pledges. In San Diego, by contrast, 50 field-workers
took two months to conduct an initial canvass of residential properties
followed by a second canvass of commercial properties. In Kansas, 300
field-workers conducted a short-term canvass in Kansas City, a town then
comparable in population and area to San Diego, covering all home and
business properties in ten days.”®

The workers conducting these canvasses included civic-minded volun-
teers as well as salesmen representing building material and equipment
suppliers on temporary “loan” to the BHP. The FHA considered these
on-loan salesmen/canvassers “volunteers” since they participated in the
campaign at no cost to the local BHP or the federal government. Their
employers regarded them similarly, considering their BHP work as a sort
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of in-kind donation, as in Georgia, where a roofing supply company with
branches throughout the state furnished a crew of fifty sales represen-
tatives committed to selling $1 million worth of building improvements
through the MCP. To the company’s president, the field campaign of-
fered the opportunity to put private resources to public use: “We feel
that we are rendering a public service as well as discharging a legiti-
mate function of business.”” Of course, it also offered the opportunity
to increase demand for roofing supplies as a result of contact between
property owners and credit machinery, facilitated by his company sales-
men. While BHP critics saw this as a kind of collusion between private
interest and a government agency, the FHA dismissed such concerns,
frankly acknowledging that self-interest was necessary for the program’s
success.

Perhaps the most self-interested of all participants in the field cam-
paign were the independent subcontractors, jobbers, and laborers who
made up the majority of the field force, those building tradesmen who
were unemployed or underemployed as a result of the depressed state
of the building industry. A number of these plumbers, bricklayers, and
painters were actually workers receiving federal or state relief, who were
canvassing as part of their work assignments. Putting these tradesmen
to work in the field campaign made sense since canvassing carried the
possibility of job creation, stimulating modernization work that might
get building tradesmen off the dole. Throughout the first six months
of the BHP, the FHA offered anecdotal evidence to this effect, citing
numerous communities, from Baltimore to San Antonio to Oakland, in
which building tradesman/canvassers were removed from the relief rolls
after finding work through the BHP.!% In the FHA's view, “It was as-
sumed that a project under which unemployed persons rang doorbells in
an effort to create employment was a wholly meritorious project”—one
appropriately funded by the Federal Emergency Relief Administration
(FERA) and, beginning in 1935, by the Works Progress Administration
(WPA) as well. It is difficult to ascertain how many of the approximately
ten thousand local BHPs utilized FERA and WPA relief workers in their
field canvasses, but evidence suggests that it was a high percentage that
included campaigns in all forty-eight states. In New Jersey alone, each of
the state’s nearly three hundred local BHPs received an allotment of WPA
workers, and some campaigns were funded entirely by the WPA as work
relief projects. Such extensive use of relief workers enraged congressional
opponents, who accused the BHPs of ethical violations amounting to “an
army of 3,000 WPA workers employed to ring doorbells and drum up
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trade for contractors.”!’! This may have been true, but the BHP can-

vass must also have had a certain appeal for self-respecting, independent
building tradesmen as an honorable means of avoiding the humiliation
of the dole, a factor that should not be underestimated as an incentive to
unpaid participation in the modernization drive. As anecdotal evidence
suggested at the time, and period recollections have continued to testify,
American workers in the Depression were willing to try anything and
exhaust all possibilities for finding employment before giving up and
seeking relief.1%?

Furthermore, the opportunity the BHP presented for tradesmen to
pitch their products had no small appeal in an era when the door-to-
door salesman was a vaunted professional, an enterprising individualist
whose success or failure was measured, in the popular imagination, by
his own hard work and determination and not by the vagaries of an in-
dustrialized economic system beyond his control. This must have been
particularly true in a moment when the system appeared to have aban-
doned nearly one-third of the country’s building tradesmen. The FHA
actively cultivated this ethos of door-to-door selling by continually re-
inforcing the notion that the modernization effort was a competitive
sales drive, complete with quota systems and contests to improve field
performance in securing prospects, pledges, and increased modernization
business. The agency established quotas for the number of moderniza-
tion jobs, dollar volume, and notes insured in each of the forty-eight
states, as determined by population, purchasing power, building age, and
other “business enterprise” or marketing factors.!®® It then tracked quota
percentages attained and ranked participating communities and states ac-
cordingly in a competitive “race between regional divisions.”'** Quotas
and rankings that served as inducements to field-force rivalry were all
typical sales strategies of the 1920s and 1930s, advocated in popular sales-
manship manuals and promoted by sales services and sales management

publications, all of which underscored the “ask “em to buy” basis of the
BHP.1%°

Modernization Salesmen

This insistent sales message was essential to the success of the “follow-
up” portion of the field campaign, described as “an aggressive sales ef-
fort” dedicated to “securing the final signature on the dotted line,” that
is, to turning prospects cultivated in the canvass into committed moderni-
zers.!% The primary activity of the follow-up section was the orchestration
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of contact between cultivated prospects and those the FHA dubbed “sales
representatives,” the architects, contractors, and material and equipment
dealers whose job it was to confirm canvass pledges, provide firm esti-
mates for property improvements, and finalize contracts for moderniza-
tion work. Administrator James Moffett underscored their significance to
the modernization drive in a speech to the Los Angeles BHP in January
1935 in which he declared that the best follow-up force consisted of “the
men and women who stand to profit from a modernization campaign,” not
only because of their knowledge but because their vested interest made
them uniquely persuasive salesmen: “People become very eloquent and
strangely moving when they recommend something by which they will
profit financially.”'%”
more than willing to participate in the modernization drive, hoping that
it might, as the FHA promised, generate work weeks and months after
the original canvass.

Architects prepared modernization plans and estimates for their as-
signed prospects, often in cooperation with contractors and dealers, and
they consulted with property owners to consider style and structural
changes requiring architectural services. General contractors hired sales-
men to solicit extra modernization work and canvassed property owners
and tenants in the vicinity of modernization jobs under way, effectively
turning those jobs into ongoing demonstrations of the work they were
doing. They also prepared unsolicited estimates for additional improve-
ments at active job sites, demonstrating to the property owner the sup-

These follow-up representatives were apparently

posed economy of doing extra work while the current modernization was
under way.!%® Dealers inventoried products and maintained adequate
stocks in preparation for increased business once the prospects placed
their orders. They also developed “vigorous merchandising ideas” for
products that had been “growing dusty on the shelves for the last four
or five years,” hoping to sell them to the public in the context of mod-
ernization, something that building material manufacturers were doing
simultaneously on the national level.1%

The FHA stressed the importance of members of the building in-
dustry working as “a close-knit organization” in the field campaign, as
demonstrated in New Jersey’s statewide BHP. There the follow-up be-
came a detailed “survey-sales system” that allowed field teams of specially
trained architects, contractors, and realtors to finalize modernization deals
by providing interested merchants or property owners with complete
store or building improvement plans. Included were designs and work-
ing drawings, specifications, and cost-profit analyses to demonstrate how
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modernization might be amortized through increased sales—all of this
provided free of charge and with no obligation. The field teams also
presented outlays and payment schedules, but by promoting the MCP
instead of cash payment, they placed the cost of a modernization project
in a more favorable light, as a small monthly payment, rather than one
lump sum. In a culture increasingly dependent on consumer credit, this
payment option may have contributed to the success of the New Jer-
sey plan and explain why it produced “a flood of applications” for store
modernization work.!1°

So obvious were the FHA's declared benefits of participation in the
follow-up—"it will put money in your pocket”—that during the first six
months of the BHP, the agency did little to encourage architects, contrac-
tors, and dealers to pursue the sales leads that would turn modernization
prospects into modernization clients.!'* By January 1935, though, the
FHA was unsatisfied with the participation of local follow-up firms, as
reports came in from the field that they were negligent in cultivating
the prospects assigned to them by the local BHPs. The FHA now deter-
mined that these all-important sales representatives required some sort
of programming or indoctrination to persuade them to dedicate them-
selves wholeheartedly to selling modernization. Early in 1935 the FHA
announced a plan designed to educate all those involved in “the sale of
the merchandise, material, and service” to be used in modernization.12

Through this educational program, the FHA attempted a thorough
transformation of members of the American building industry, to con-
vert architects, contractors, and dealers from passive participants into
“active salesmen and active cooperators in the Better Housing Program.”
This was accomplished through a series of evening sales meetings that
took place in nearly six hundred cities in the spring and summer of
1935.11% Meetings focused on all of the programs of the National Housing
Act—residential modernization and repair, commercial modernization,
and new residential construction—but regardless of content, they always
included speeches, sales clinics, and round-table discussions with a single
goal: “The fundamental message given in the sales schools was ‘Go out
and ring door bells, and ask prospects to buy.’”11* This message was con-
veyed in the sales-methods training that attendees received and in the
speeches on “modern salesmanship” and “imagination in selling” that
were the keynote of every meeting. Delivered by professional salesmen
using texts prepared by the FHA, those speeches contained sensation-
ally boosteristic palaver that at least partially substantiated charges that
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the FHA encouraged high-pressure selling. Even oblique references to
Depression privations were translated into punchy sales lingo:

I don’t known how you men feel about it, but I think we have received a
plate full of meat—a plate full of the food we have been hungry for. We
have been told how we can do a selling job, and I know that we can do it.

I'm asking you men now; will we ask them to buy?!1°

Architects in particular were thought to need this encouragement since
their relationship to the expanding modernization business was some-
what different from that of other members of the building industry. Most
contractors, subcontractors, and tradesmen had already been actively in-
volved in building repair and improvement prior to the Depression, and
for some firms and sole practitioners small, individually contracted jobs
were an occupational and financial mainstay—the plumber fixing leaking
sinks; the roofer fixing leaking roofs; the carpenter fixing the front porch.
The door-to-door pitch and the self-merchandising that the FHA advo-
cated were largely new, but the necessity of hustling for even a modest job
was not. For contractors and tradesmen, the changes in business practice
wrought by the Depression, and subsequently fostered by the moderniza-
tion drive, were largely a matter of degree. For architects, however, as the
FHA recognized, the effect of these changes was “to broaden the scope of
their service.” Whether this broadening represented an opportunity or an
exigency depended entirely on the outlook of the individual architect.!

The FHA, with characteristic optimism, was disposed to the former
point of view, which it repeatedly trumpeted in the sales manual given
to those attending the Better Selling meetings and in numerous articles
appearing in the architectural press. Selling modernization was simply
“business building” that would enable the architect “to regain a profitable
practice as a designer.”*” The problem, the FHA asserted, was that even
in the midst of the Depression architects clung to a belief that in adver-
tising and self-promotion they sacrificed their dignity and professional
standing. But James Dusenberry, director of the FHA’s Underwriting
and Realty Division, was having none of this. In an article published in
the AIA’s monthly journal, he argued that the “so-called ethical inhi-
bition against straightforward selling [was] often a cloak for ordinary
laziness.” Though the AIA had lobbied intently for the passage of the
National Housing Act and had succeeded in making the architect’s fee
an allowable modernization expense under the MCP, architects had not
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adequately responded to the modernization drive that the FHA described
as the “greatest single promotion ever given to this group.”!'® From the
FHA's point of view, the field of building modernization was “a market
made to order for the architect,” but to exploit it the architect had to
become an “aggressive salesman.” This was hardly a daunting prospect
since, as a result of the FHA's national drive, opportunities for “selling
architectural service and modernization” abounded—as long as architects
knew where to look. The FHA was only too happy to point the profession
in the right direction. As Dusenberry noted, “Main Street is lined with
potential projects. Any architect, sitting at his office window, is looking
down on many buildings crying for modernization.”'*¥ All that remained
was for architects to look at those buildings anew with the appraising eye
of a modernization salesman sizing up his territory and his prospects.

Selling Main Street

Having convinced architects and other building industry sales represen-
tatives that their local Main Streets offered profitable work, the FHA
directed them to “go after this Main Street business” and “sell the store
owner.” The counsel the agency offered was a typically slick mixture of
hype and fact: “Rub-a-dub-dub, three men in a tub. The butcher, the
baker, the candlestick maker . . . are now prospects for property modern-
ization. . . . [S]ix out of every twelve stores on Main Street is in need of
repair and improvement.”!?° In emphasizing Main Street’s needs, the
FHA counseled architects and contractors to use their professional exper-
tise to think creatively about the scope of modernization, since merchants
could use the MCP for any improvements related to current retail op-
erations: the baker could finance new ovens, the grocer new refrigerated
cases, the clothier new fitting rooms; and all of them could finance new
facades. If those merchants were also building owners, they could get
loans for general real property improvements including structural and
mechanical upgrades such as air-conditioning, heating, plumbing, and
alarm systems. The FHA instructed architects and contractors to pro-
mote a broad range of such improvements, proposing that retailers and
building owners undertake them jointly, as mutually profitable ventures.
To clinch the Main Street sale, the FHA provided sellers with statistical
evidence of that profitability, citing a Commerce Department survey that
determined that twenty-five out of twenty-six modernized stores “in-
creased their business to such an extent that added profits soon paid the
cost of the job.”12!
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What the FHA implicitly understood about “selling Modernization to
Main Street” was that it was distinct from “selling property improve-
ments on the Farm,” for example. That modernization and improvement
had very different connotations was not at all accidental, for the FHA
was dealing with two very different markets. Farmers were interested in
“common-sense repairs” and conveniences that tended toward running
water and electricity. By contrast, Main Street merchants, whether they
were independent or part of chains, were more concerned with intangi-
bles like “desirability” and “customer appeal.” This was what architects
and contractors were really selling on Main Street: “You are now able
to sell to merchants a way and means of protecting himself from the
most relentless of all competition—obsolescence.” Hence, the FHA en-
couraged modernization salesmen to tour their local business districts,
taking stock of Main Street’s buildings, noting which properties were
obsolete and which were up-to-date. They could then use this informa-
tion to create individualized modernization sales campaigns on their local
Main Streets. Ideally, such campaigns would begin with their own offices
and showrooms as they became, in effect, their own first modernization
customers. If they truly wanted to be “merchants for modernization,” as
the FHA put it, their places of business should reflect this.!??

The emphasis on Main Street in the spring of 1935 reflected a de-
liberate shift in FHA modernization policy and promotion. The BHP
was well under way with 3 million door-to-door canvass calls made, 257
community property canvasses completed, $30 million worth of loans
insured, total modernization work nearing $211 million, and 750,000
workers reemployed. However, for the FHA, these impressive figures
represented only the MCP’s “testing period.!?> There remained “a reser-
voir of work to be tapped,” potentially worth many billions of dollars, but
FHA statistics showed that this work would only begin to flow if the BHPs
emphasized the modernization of commercial buildings.!?* In the MCP’s
first year, loans for commercial modernization represented only 11 per-
cent of total modernization funds advanced, an insignificant percentage
that the FHA blamed on program nomenclature that hindered borrow-
ing for commercial property improvements. Despite the FHA's efforts to
promote all types of building modernization, the MCP was frequently
viewed as a housing plan, an understandable misperception given that
it was sponsored by the Federal Housing Administration and promoted
by the Better Housing Program. The trade publication Stores noted in
February 1935, for example, that many merchants had not taken advan-

tage of the MCP because they were unaware of its “commercial usage.”!%°
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To rectify this, the FHA now began promoting the MCP with a new mar-
keting slogan, “Modernize Main Street: Better Housing for American
Business.” This local effort was paralleled by a new national campaign,
as the FHA enlisted retail trade associations and corporate manufactur-
ers to promote commercial modernization. The joint local/national effort
worked: in 1936 modernization loans for commercial property increased
to 47 percent of funds advanced as store building activity climbed.!2¢

It was the imminent liberalization of the MCP in the spring of 1935 that
led the FHA to formulate “Modernize Main Street” as a specialized sales
campaign to stimulate more extensive commercial modernization projects
than had been financially feasible before the $50,000 loan limit went into
effect.!”” Even though the FHA predicted that the higher loan limit would
encourage the modernization of such large revenue-producing properties
as office buildings, apartment houses, and institutional structures, the
agency was especially interested in capturing the store construction mar-
ket historically lodged on Main Street. Because of what the FHA called
the “numerical importance” of smaller stores, as a class they had the po-
tential to generate a high volume of modernization activity.'?® Having de-
termined that approximately 750,000 stores were in need of urgent mod-
ernization, the FHA estimated that 10 to 15 percent of those would
modernize during 1935 and that it was reasonable to expect an annual
modernization rate of 5 percent among all retail units.'** Based on a
minimum expenditure of $1,000 per store—just enough to purchase a
new storefront of modest size and design—the FHA estimated that Main
Street would generate a volume of modernization work between $75 and
$100 million annually.3°

Statistical data also indicated that the majority of Main Street retail-
ers had deferred capital investments since at least 1932 due to a lack of
available funds or a lack of available financing: “Many merchants have
delayed plans for modernization because of a desire to conserve resources
and keep their working capital free for operations.”!*! Data collected
by the National Retail Dry Goods Association (NRDGA) supported the
FHA'’s claim: the trade group found that retailers in the under-$75,000-
volume class, which included most independent stores, had been unable to
finance even a normal program of modernization, estimated to be $2,384,
simply because they lacked the funds to do so. Had sufficient financing
been available, however, 75 percent would have modernized. This was
in marked contrast to the chain stores, which had invested in capital
improvements so regularly since 1929 that, according to the FHA, store
modernization was now recognized as “the strongest trend” in retail. It
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was because independent Main Street stores had been unable to follow
this trend that the FHA was now “offering government aid to smaller
merchants,” giving them “a clear-cut opportunity to modernize without
any burden on present cash resources”—that is, through the instrument
of the MCP.'*? Utilizing earlier industry analyses, the FHA understood
that small retailers needed to modernize because of intense market com-
petition. As the agency described the situation: “It is the modernized
shops which attract neighborhood trade, and when one merchant makes
improvements his competitors are literally forced to do so.”133 Without
government assistance, independent retailers would be unable to mod-
ernize and unable to compete in the fierce Depression marketplace; and
if they were unable to compete, they would be forced out of business
at an even higher rate, worsening the social and economic effects of the
Depression.

In directing its nearly eight thousand local BHPs to cultivate Main
Street retailers, the FHA deliberately exploited the nature of Depression-
era retail competition, especially between chains and independents, in
order to convince the latter to modernize. In Better Housing the FHA
stressed that “the small merchant particularly is affected when buying
shifts into other channels and when sales volume that he has enjoyed
is directed to other stores.” It counseled the BHPs “to help merchants
keep in step with Main Street”—a Main Street presumably lined with
modernized chains, those other channels absorbing the small merchant’s
sales volume. While fierce competition made the small merchant a likely
prospect for modernization, it was the job of each local BHP to make
him realize that since “modernized stores had taken his trade away from
" only by modernizing his own store could he recapture that lost
trade.!3* Despite numerous oblique references to chain stores, the FHA
never explicitly blamed the chains for the predicament of the indepen-
dents since it clearly did not want to offend the very retailers whose
early and comprehensive modernization programs gave credence to the
FHA's beneficial claims for capital improvements—programs that would
continue under the liberalization of the MCP. In addition, the FHA rec-
ognized that the presence of modernized chain stores on Main Street
served as a primary competitive example for the modernization of inde-
pendent retail establishments that the agency was now promoting. Thus,
the FHA realized that it would be counterproductive to criticize modern-
ized chain stores since they were the formal model the agency hoped the
independents would emulate. If there was a certain irony in encouraging
the independents to make themselves over in the image of the chains, on

him,”
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whom blame for the present endangered state of the small retailer was
popularly placed, no one seemed to notice.

Modernizing for Profit

This was probably because Main Street found itself in the midst of an-
other FHA-sponsored promotional blitz as the BHPs distributed new
commercially focused literature. The principal promotional piece, Mod-
ernize for Profit (FHA-180), was introduced in the summer of 1935 as “A
Manual for Merchants” that explained the liberalized ($50,000) terms of
government-insured credit and the supposed efficacy of store modern-
ization (fig. 2.8).13° The manual’s initial distribution of 300,000 pieces
was accompanied by a new series of direct-mail letters (500,000 pieces)
addressed to the “Merchants of America” and to “Mr. Retailer.”!3¢ In
content, these letters ranged from simple explanations of the MCP to de-
tailed store improvement checklists and always included, as did Modern-
ize for Profit, before-and-after case studies to illustrate modernization’s
potential for architectural change and building improvement.3”

Charged with following up on the government’s mass mailings, partic-
ipating BHP communities organized new store-to-store surveys intended
to familiarize merchants with the Main Street program. In New Jersey the
state BHP appointed a “special state-wide Modernize Main Street com-
mittee,” which hosted more than three dozen “Modernize Main Street”
dinners, including a banquet for five hundred in Newark attended by local
businessmen and Chamber of Commerce members, with special invita-
tions extended to small merchants and large retailers alike. Concurrently,
paid “interviewers” swept through the business districts of Newark, Jer-
sey City, Paterson, Trenton, Camden, and sixty-four other locales to cul-
tivate Main Street modernization prospects. According to its organizers,
this campaign “was in no sense a canvass but was presented as a business
service.”! In Missouri the state Chamber of Commerce promoted mod-
ernization among merchants and owners of commercial property through
special “Main Street” meetings held in cities and towns with a history of
organizing for town improvement. The Chamber of Commerce retained
a local architect as a modernization adviser to provide free design advice
to those in attendance at each meeting.'®

In San Francisco the effort was even more intensive as the local BHP
and the city’s three merchants’ associations sponsored a three-phase
“Modernize Main Street for Profit” campaign. In the first phase, begun
in the fall of 1935, unemployed members of the San Francisco Architects’
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Figure 2.8 Modernize for Profit: A Manual for Merchants, Manufacturers and All Owners
of Business Property. Published in conjunction with the liberalization of modernization
credit in 1935, this manual detailed the operation and benefits of the MCP and had an
initial distribution of over 300,000 pieces. The cover features shoppers on Fifth Avenue in
New York. (FHA, Modernize for Profit, 1935, title page. National Archives and Records
Administration, Record Group 31.)
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Association photographed the city’s principal and secondary commercial
blocks and prepared sketches and cost estimates for modernizing every
building. In the second phase, local merchants were invited to meetings
with slide shows featuring before-and-after views of modernized San
Francisco buildings and before-and-after sales figures intended to prove
modernization’s profitability. Finally, a merchant canvass commenced in
the spring of 1936 beginning in the Presidio and the Marina and contin-
uing in two dozen of San Francisco retail districts. The greatest successes
were recorded on Market Street, the city’s historic commercial core, and
in Union Square, the city’s destination shopping center in the 1930s.
During the canvass, merchants were given renderings of design possi-
bilities, along with copies of Modernize for Profit, and were informed
that if they modernized their establishments, the California Institute of
Cabinet Manufacturers would paint, free of charge, any empty buildings
that might detract from the appearance of newly improved stores. The
stores modernized in downtown San Francisco as a result of the local
Main Street campaign demonstrate the range of styles, materials, and
techniques that became standard to modernization practice in the 1930s,
appearing simultaneously in the commercial districts of the country’s
largest cities and its smallest towns (fig. 2.9).140

While the FHA and its BHPs worked to promote the modernization
of individual stores, they simultaneously encouraged a collective ap-
proach to Main Street improvements that might serve as the foundation
for overall civic betterment and beautification.!*! Group modernization
projects usually called for the improvement of all buildings on at least
one side of a commercial block, though improvements on both sides of
a block were obviously preferred, and multiblock sites were more de-
sirable still. The goal was to stabilize property values, restore rentals
to profitability, and counteract creeping blight, not only in individual
buildings but in assemblages of buildings in which the physical and fiscal
disposition of each affected the whole. According to FHA logic, mod-
ernization had a kind of reverse domino effect in a commercial district:
if one unrenovated building would eventually bring a block down, then
one modernized building would eventually pull it back up. To maximize
this impact, the FHA stressed the benefits of collective modernization:
“When area standards are raised—your own property naturally becomes
7142 Here, as usual, the FHA recognized that appeals to
individualist self-interest were crucial to the success of the group project.

After selecting blocks that might benefit most from a group project,
the BHP planning committee enlisted volunteer architects to prepare

more valuable.
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Figure 2.9 Dunnes “When the Day Is Done” cocktail lounge, San Francisco. With its
glass blocks, aluminum framing, and neon sign, this modernization typified the work
generated by local retail property canvasses in the second half of the 1930s. (Pencil Points 20
[August 1939]: 500. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia
University.)

renderings and detailed drawings of proposed improvements to the cor-
ridor or district, and these were usually accompanied by before-and-after
views of the selected block or blocks. This was the case in Minneapolis,
Minnesota, where several “obsolete” commercial blocks of Nicollet Av-
enue were selected for group modernization in the winter of 1935. In
the 1930s Nicollet Avenue, a street rising from the banks of the Missis-
sippi River and traversing the downtown core, was considered the city’s
principal business artery, the location of its largest department stores
and best office buildings. As the city’s commercial development shifted
inland, the oldest blocks of Nicollet Avenue, those closest to the river,
faced declining sales and property values and increased vacancies. The
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Figure 2.10 Nicollet Avenue in Minneapolis, Minnesota. The photograph shows an “ob-
solete” commercial block selected for a group modernization of its buildings. That scheme,
depicted in the rendering, simplified and regularized the facades to give them the appearance
of a newly built block-long structure. The proposal also included access to a rear parking
lot through a midblock alley indicated by the tall pylon at the center. (Better Housing, June
10, 1936. National Archives and Records Administration, Record Group 31.)

designated downtown blocks were redesigned to create “a pleasing and
harmonious appearance” that avoided monotony across the corridor by
treating each side of the street as an autonomous unit. This produced four
separate building ensembles, each in the guise of a newly built, block-long
structure.'®? The most important element of the modernization scheme
with respect to Nicollet Avenue’s retail profitability was its accommoda-
tion of the automobile in off-street parking reached through a midblock
alley and advertised with a large neon sign on a two-story stepped pylon.
The intention was not simply to make the modernized blocks look “new
and improved,” but to make them appear as a modern shopping center,
with as many shopping center amenities as could be fashioned out of the
existing agglomeration of buildings (fig. 2.10).

After such group modernization schemes were prepared, the BHP
planning committee would make public presentations to convince prop-
erty owners to accept the proposed improvements. In outlining this gen-
eral procedure, the FHA stressed the importance of soliciting and securing
the participation of all building owners: “They must be made clearly to
see the advantage to be gained from common action.” At the same time,
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however, the FHA noted that no formal or legal “mutual bind” was nec-
essary, only “a simple form of agreement among property owners to
join in a group enterprise,” as in Oakland, California, where downtown
property owners participated in a “cooperative” modernization campaign
to fight declining rents and increased vacancies in the oldest commer-
cial section of the city.'** Their goal was simultaneous improvement
of the district rather than overall visual coordination, since this would
have been too expensive to achieve given the diversity of the building
stock.!#

Overall coordination made more sense on a smaller scale, as in Wes-
laco, Texas, a small town on the Mexican border, where a modernization
exhibition prompted merchants to “completely transform the appearance
of Main Street” (fig. 2.11). The Weslaco Chamber of Commerce paid for
an architect, R. Newell Waters, to prepare sketches of the town’s busi-
ness blocks showing how the buildings—mostly one-story, false-front
brick structures—might be remodeled to “fit into a definite architectural
pattern.” % The sketches were turned into detailed watercolor renderings
and displayed in a storefront remodeled according to Waters’s scheme to
serve itself as a graphic modernization display. While the majority of
Main Street modernization schemes employed identifiably modern ar-
chitectural styles, Waters wanted to “dramatize the romantic history of
the region for tourist appeal.” He made over Main Street in the Spanish
Mission style, much like Santa Barbara, California, where zoning regu-
lations of the 1920s prescribed the Mission style for all buildings.!*’ In
Weslaco this entailed the installation of a variety of “distinctive Span-
ish features”: stuccoed facades studded with brightly colored tiles, clay
tile roofs, archways and heavy piers, decorative projecting eaves, and
uniform signage with a vaguely Baroque typeface. Romance aside, the
modernization scheme still had to serve the requirements of contempo-
rary merchandising, so Waters inserted modern glass storefronts into the
spaces between the bays. All of this was made possible by the First Na-
tional Bank of Weslaco, which provided $12,000 worth of FHA-insured
modernization loans with building owners and merchant tenants sharing
their repayment. By the summer of 1936, nearly all of the forty-five
structures on Weslaco’s two-block Main Street had been altered accord-
ing to Waters’s designs, including the local gas station “eyesore” and the
Piggly Wiggly, a chain grocery store that replaced its standard black-and-
metallic front to fit in with the community.'*® To celebrate the success
of its modernization program—it reportedly generated a 50 percent in-
crease in business—Weslaco held a Mexican-themed street festival that
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Figure 2.11 Main Street in Weslaco, Texas. Not all modernization schemes relied on the
imagery of modern architecture. Here, R. Newell Waters used the Spanish Mission style
to transform a block of store buildings. His scheme was paid for by the local Chamber of
Commerce and had the backing of the local bank, which extended $12,000 in modernization
credit to realize the project. (Architectural Forum 66 [March 1937]: 60. Courtesy of the
Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)

complemented the “air of old Spain” that its modernized Main Street
now possessed.

For the FHA, the success of such enterprises depended upon a rhetorical
balance between Main Street as a repository of hometown nostalgia and
Main Street as a harbinger of progress:

No longer need Main Street remain a row of antiquated and uninviting
structures, offensive to the eye of every citizen who has pride in his home
town, and unfitted to the requirements of those who tenant them. The old

burg may put on a new front and a show of beauty and utility.!*°

While an investment in beauty satisfied Main Street’s community ori-
entation, an investment in utility satisfied its business orientation. This
duality, permeating the entire BHP, was effective because it so accurately
reflected the booster culture of Main Street in the 1930s. But another
delicate balance also contributed to the New Deal’s success in convinc-
ing Main Street to modernize—the balance between local and national
support. Within the BHP, local campaigns relied on the extensive efforts
of the federal government to promote modernization, and the same was
true of the building industry as a whole. While local architects, contrac-
tors, and suppliers worked hard to sell modernization to Main Street
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merchants, the success of their efforts depended on support at the na-
tional level. To this end, the FHA would enlist corporate manufacturers
of building materials to promote modernization the same way the BHP
did, through a deft conflation of public and private, of patriotism and
profit, and of civic and business interests.

93






[ CHAPTER 3 ]

Marketing Modernization

Late in 1937 the Independent Grocery Association (IGA) ran a contest to
encourage its grocer members to exceed their regular sales quotas of meat,
can goods, and produce. Like many sales gimmicks of the era, the [GA con-
test relied on the lure of desirable prizes to motivate local merchants to out-
sell their rivals. In this case, winners were to receive not a trip to Hollywood
or a late-model convertible, but something that a Depression-stricken
independent merchant would have found far more appealing—a spar-
kling new modern storefront (fig. 3.1). This one featured blue-and-yellow
structural glass and extruded aluminum framing and was intended as an
IGA-branded facade, a standardized package of architectural features and
signage that immediately identified the store as part of the IGA network.

This network was formed in the early years of the Depression by inde-
pendent merchants who affiliated as a so-called voluntary chain to com-
pete with corporate retailers, who had expanded aggressively in the gro-
cery sector.! Participating grocers worked as national or regional groups
to exploit the same economies of scale in distribution that gave the chains
their competitive advantage. IGA members also cooperated in adver-
tising and marketing, and here, too, they followed the example of the
chains, paying close attention to the way they were actively modernizing
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LUMINOUS STOREFRONTS OF
L-O-F GLASS AND METAL
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Figure 3.1 Storefront designed by Libbey-Owens-Ford for the Independent Grocery As-
sociation, 1937. This blue-and-yellow model, offered as a prize in a sales competition,
was intended to give stores owned by members of the IGA voluntary chain a consistent,
branded look. It was eventually installed on storefronts in Warsaw, New York; Wheeling,
West Virginia; East Troy, Wisconsin; and Spokane, Washington. (Libbey-Owens-Ford,
1938 Advertising Scrapbook. Courtesy of Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company Records,
MSS-066, Ward M. Canaday Center for Special Collections, The University of Toledo.)
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their retail units, updating standard storefront models with bold designs
intended to grab consumer attention and, hopefully, scarce consumer dol-
lars as well. By the mid-1930s, under intensifying competitive pressure
and with the encouragement of the FHA, the IGA began to promote store
modernization in its member newsletter, the IGA Grocergram, dutifully
explaining the operations of the Modernization Credit Plan, the business
benefits of building modernization, and the merchandising attributes of
modern design.

For the latter, they turned to the expertise of building material manu-
facturers, many of whom had been promoting modernization throughout
the decade. In fact, one of the nation’s leading manufacturers of architec-
tural glass and metal, Libbey-Owens-Ford (LOF), had designed the IGA’s
storefront and donated the contest prizes, all of which had been awarded
and installed by the early spring of 1938. According to testimonials,
the contest winners—member grocers in Warsaw, New York; Wheeling,
West Virginia; East Troy, Wisconsin; and Spokane, Washington—were
delighted with their prizes.? Their satisfaction is not surprising since
these stylishly modernized storefronts were the products of a highly so-
phisticated marketing campaign, one that was orchestrated by U.S. cor-
porations with the encouragement of the federal government in order to
sell modernization on American Main Streets.

K2
R4

The National Housing Act will make it possible for many of your
independent competitors, as well as yourself, to obtain money easily for
remodeling their stores. That is why now is the time for you to remodel
your stores with Pittsburgh Store Fronts to keep pace with the increased
competition which the benefits of the NHA create in your markets.’

The Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company placed this advertisement, one of a
series, in Chain Store Age in the fall of 1934. Intended to stimulate sales
of PPG’s storefront construction materials, these advertisements capital-
ized not only on the well-known rivalry between chain and independent
retailers, but also on the recently commenced, federally sponsored mod-
ernization program. PPG was referring to the low-interest, government-
insured loans newly available through the Modernization Credit Plan
(MCP) enabled by the National Housing Act’s Title I. The MCP, as the
ad correctly stated, did provide independent retailers with access to capital
they had previously lacked—capital that would help prime the pump of
an economy in desperate need of stimulation once it was spent on ar-
chitectural design, building materials, and construction labor. It was not
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coincidental that PPG mentioned the NHA explicitly in its Chain Store
Age advertisements. The nation’s largest glass manufacturer was simply
following the Federal Housing Administration’s recommendation that
U.S. companies “further the successful operation” of the modernization
program through a national publicity drive.*

Industrial Cooperation

From the commencement of the Better Housing Program in the sum-
mer of 1934, the FHA sought the cooperation of major industries, but
initially the agency’s energies were focused on the organization of local
campaigns in those cities and towns where Main Street would become
the front line of the modernization effort. With over three thousand lo-
cal initiatives already in operation by September, the FHA’s leadership
turned its attention back to the national scene, laying plans for “a huge
advertising campaign” intended to “give momentum to the program.”
In contrast to the local efforts, over which the FHA maintained careful
control from Washington, the national efforts were more laissez-faire.
“Industry understood that it would have to take the lead in modernizing,”
FHA head James Moffett declared.” To encourage such leadership, FHA
officials traveled across the country, holding conferences, visiting trade
group meetings, and attending businessmen’s luncheons, addressing or-
ganizations such as the National Association of Manufacturers and the
National Industrial Advertisers Association. In these addresses, the FHA
made it clear that the government was not seeking the altruistic partici-
pation of American industry in some “educational campaign,” but their
participation for profit in what public relations director Ward Canaday
called “a market greater in size and volume than any the world has seen
before.”®

By the end of 1934, this promise of market expansion had convinced
over forty-six hundred manufacturers to “actively cooperate” with the
BHP. This group included not only those firms who stood to benefit di-
rectly from modernization, but also those who understood that the pro-
gram’s potential for immediate economic revitalization would translate
into improved business conditions in other spheres. Despite the FHA's
focus on independents, chain retailers were among the earliest to join
with the agency, eager to burnish their troubled reputations and recast
their store expansion and improvement campaigns in a new light of gov-
ernment cooperation. The Kroger Grocery Company distributed mod-
ernization literature to customers and employees and displayed FHA
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posters in every store the chain operated, in addition to pressuring its
bankers to extend modernization credit and allowing PPG to feature its
stores in their Chain Store Age advertisements. However significant the
promotions undertaken by firms like Kroger may have been, it was the
cooperation of national companies in building and allied industries that
the FHA deemed most essential to the effort to modernize Main Street.”

For manufacturers who had watched the demand for their building
products shrink steadily since 1929, the FHA’s promise of market ex-
pansion and positive public relations had no small appeal.® Indeed, many
of the firms the FHA enlisted in the modernization drive had already
demonstrated a public commitment to economic recovery by serving on
Herbert Hoover’s National Committee on Industrial Rehabilitation or-
ganized in 1932. Working to end the “prostration” of the capital goods
industries, the short-lived committee promoted a nationwide effort to
modernize factories, plants, and related retail establishments. Some of
the same manufacturers had also demonstrated an active interest in find-
ing greater markets for their products by organizing the Rehabilitation
Corporation, a credit finance company specializing in the modernization
of income-producing buildings. Even more recently, as the Moderniza-
tion Credit Plan itself was in formation in the spring and summer 1934,
these manufacturers met with New Dealer Raymond Moley to formulate
their own approach to ending the Depression “by promoting cooperation
between government and business.” They eventually incorporated as the
Committee for Economic Recovery to sponsor nonpartisan studies of na-
tional economic problems, including the depressed state of the building
industry.’

Since the pro-business/for-profit orientation of the MCP and the Main
Street initiative were sympathetic to these various enterprises, it is not
surprising that the FHA found its earliest industrial supporters from
within these ranks, including such blue-chip firms as American Radiator
and Standard Sanitary, General Electric, Johns-Manville, Libbey-Owens-
Ford, Pittsburgh Plate Glass, Ruberoid, U.S. Steel, Westinghouse, and
Weyerhaeuser. The FHA expected these manufacturers to carry out the
actual marketing and selling of modernization, for which the agency
had laid the groundwork with its promotional blitz in the summer and
fall of 1934. By its own account, the agency had worked hard to “drum
using its considerable PR acumen to “rally
publicity into more effective channels,” including the press and radio.

’

up business for industry,”

In the end, however, American manufacturers would have to “sell the
products” themselves if they seriously wished to “bring about a re-birth
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of sales and production activity in the building and building materials
industries” after five years of Depression-induced stagnation. !

While asserting that product sales were entirely the manufacturers’
responsibility, the FHA was hardly suggesting that they undertake these
promotional efforts alone. As detailed in the FHA's Bulletin for Manufac-
turers, Advertising Agencies and Publishers, architecture, building, and
retail trade journals would assist them in this effort by simultaneously
making modernization a “keynote of editorial campaigns” that promoted
the New Deal initiative in the interest of national recovery, while present-
ing it as unbiased reporting of a topical issue.! These campaigns included
an exhaustive array of modernization articles and regular columns, deal-
ing with policy and finance, technique and practice, retail and material
trends. Portfolios and “plate” sections, before-and-after case histories,
and building-type studies offered graphic modernization illustrations to
inspire architects and merchants alike. Like all FHA cooperation, this
content was undertaken for profit. Modernization articles in magazines
attracted modernization advertisements from manufacturers, and those
advertisements produced revenues. It was a simple equation, but a cru-
cial one: modernization’s successful promotion hinged on it and, by ex-
tension, so did modernization’s ability to stimulate depressed building
activity.!? This equation also reveals how what the government called in-
dustrial cooperation was, in fact, closer to a kind of industrial complicity,
or at least questionable reciprocity as, in effect, big government was sup-
porting big businesses to encourage them to support other big businesses.

Perhaps the most enthusiastic assistance was provided by Building
Modernization magazine. With an editorial mission to “foster the build-
ing modernization movements [sic] as a step toward national recovery,”
it featured architects writing about their modernization and commercial
design work. In articles such as “More Profit Store Fronts” and “Sales
Psychology in Store Modernization,” architects proffered practical advice
based on their own experiences while also endorsing specific building
products. In the fall of 1936, Building Modernization sponsored a Store
Modernization Conference at Pennsylvania State College to promote
“good design on Main Street.” A rare event that included both sellers
and buyers of modernization, the conference was attended by architects
and contractors as well as retail executives and merchants, with architect
Ely Jacques Kahn and store planner Charles Swanson as keynote speakers.
The conference also included an exhibition of “successful store modern-
ization work” that toured the state under the auspices of the American
Federation of Art, indicating how far everyday commercial modernization
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had progressed in the minds of the general public, retailers, and the ar-
chitecture profession in the short time since the national movement co-
alesced.

Manufacturers also had the assistance of the government, with the
FHA counseling that they link themselves as closely as possible to the
federal program: “Tie your company or your products in with the Federal
Housing Administration program,” and declare that “its objectives are
your objectives.” This generally took the form of modernization-themed
advertisements featuring the FHA, the National Housing Act, the Mod-
ernization Credit Plan, the BHP logo, and, increasingly by 1935, Main
Street, which the federal government had effectively co-opted as New
Deal territory.' Following the FHA directive to emphasize profitability
as the main reason to cooperate, a U.S. Steel ad deftly cultivated interest
in modernization practice among architects while it cultivated interest
in sheet metal for modernization work: “There’s Money in Remodeling
Store Fronts. . .. [T]his modernization movement has proved a profitable
one to the architect, the engineer and the builder.” Revere Copper & Brass
promoted the FHA admonition to “be your own first customer” with the
headline “It Pays to Practice What You Preach” and an illustration of a
Revere dealer’s workshop modernized with a sheet-copper storefront to
attract similar jobs.!®

Such advertisements were the most common type of FHA tie-in since
they required little additional expenditure if a manufacturer was already
engaged in national publicity. Similar reasoning led many manufactur-
ers to adapt other existing promotional materials for program tie-in,
including a range of specialized literature—letters, flyers, booklets, and
portfolios—demonstrating the general, artistic, and technical aspects of
a given product. Manufacturers sent these directly to architects, con-
tractors, and retailers, and placed them, in abbreviated form, in Sweet’s
Catalogue File and in retail equipment directories. Over the next few
years, an incredible volume of tied-in promotional literature appeared,
from Ruberoid’s Modernizing Money, explaining the company’s FHA-
approved “Easy-Payment Plan,” to Kawneer’s Book of Storefronts, il-
lustrating “what hundreds of progressive merchants have done to boost
profits.” Often these booklets were simply reissues of older publications
updated for rhetorical currency by replacing “remodeling” and “improve-
ment” with “modernizing” and “modernization.”1¢

However successful print advertisements and promotional literature
were, in the FHA’s conception they were only the beginning of the man-
ufacturer’s campaign. For the FHA was not simply asking industry to
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“revive selling efforts”; the agency was asking it to expand those ef-
forts until building material manufacturers were engaged in a range of
promotional activities far more extensive than any they had previously
undertaken.'” By 1937 expanded PR activities had become common enough
for Architectural Forum to remark that the “building industry was be-
coming aware of major advertising trends,” as indicated by the adoption
of “promotion methods customarily used to bolster sales of cigarettes,
cosmetics, and breakfast foods”—in other words, gimmicks.!® The ad-
vantage of using modernization as a sales gimmick was that it could be
deployed with equal effect upon two particular market segments: archi-
tects and merchants whose joint interest in modernization as a building
practice, a credit plan, and a putative business booster was crucial to the
movement’s success. The double appeal to architects and merchants was
necessary for building material manufacturers because, unlike manufac-
turers of consumer goods, they had to approach their market by what
one industry analyst called “a devious route.” Since orders for build-
ing products did not come directly from the merchant/consumer, but
rather from the architect, acting as a middleman, it was necessary for the
manufacturer to sell both groups on the company’s products.'’

The manner in which manufacturers might effect this double selling
via the modernization movement was explained in trade journals such
as Building Supply News and Building Material Merchandising Digest,
each of which devoted an entire issue to the sales opportunities pre-
sented by the Modernization Credit Plan late in 1934.2° As detailed in
the journals, this selling would ideally encompass a varied program of
nonprint tie-ins as well, including nationally sponsored special events,
industry-specific customer services, and product exhibitions and confer-
ences. The latter were often sponsored by a group of manufacturers or
a trade association. The Producers’ Council (a coalition of manufactur-
ers affiliated with the American Institute of Architects) and the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce organized yearly Construction Industry confer-
ences in which sessions on modernization and the Main Street initiative
were regularly slated: architect Ralph Walker moderated a session on
“Modernizing Commercial Buildings” and F. T. Brown, chairman of the
Kansas City BHP, chaired one on “Modernizing Main Street.”?! As de-
scribed by Dorsey Newson, special assistant to FHA PR director Canaday,
these tie-ins were limited only by “the ingenuity of the Sales and Ad-
vertising Departments of national manufacturers.”?? Newson’s comment
suggests the degree to which advertising and marketing strategies would
drive the modernization program throughout the 1930s. And as these
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strategies became more prevalent in the producer goods industry that
had previously ignored them, the result was an unprecedented narrow-
ing of the cultural distance between building and consumerism in the
United States.

If promotions tied in with the federal modernization program offered,
in the FHA’s view, “great opportunities” to members of the building
and building services industries, they also gave them “important re-
sponsibilities.”?* In practice, this duality became one of the tie-ins’ prin-
cipal attractions, allowing manufacturers to aggressively market their
products to maximize sales while doing so under a banner of corporate
responsibility, goodwill, and patriotism—a strategy as appealing during
the Depression as it would be during World War II. This sort of national-
ist emphasis is evident in a 1935 General Electric advertisement tying GE
wiring materials to the expansion of the MCP, building modernization,
and the Main Street initiative (fig. 3.2). The copy runs below a maplike im-
age of the United States bisected by a banner carrying GE’s civic-minded
yet self-interested message to “Modernize Main Street Electrically.” The
banner itself resembles a coast-to-coast highway, an elongated Main
Street lined with commercial, institutional, industrial, and residential
buildings all apparently in need of GE products. Discreetly reinforcing
GE's patriotic intentions, most of the buildings are flying flags. Explicitly
reinforcing GE’s selling intentions (and utilizing clichés of contemporary
advertising), overscaled electrical outlets, switch plates, and fuses float
disembodied above Main Street.* The remaining iconography, depicting
a Spanish galleon and an ocean liner—emblematic of the antiquated past
and the improved future—reinforced the modernization theme.

General Electric continued to tie its advertising to the Modernization
Credit Plan throughout the 1930s, repeatedly deeming that the “electri-
cal convenience” of its air-conditioning and lighting systems were most
especially useful for “Main Street establishments” since they promised
to attract customers and build profits. GE frequently borrowed one of the
FHA’s most familiar sales arguments, establishing the psychologically
potent link between building improvement and business improvement
that was crucial to modernization’s appeal.”> One of General Electric’s
earliest tie-in promotions was its credit finance subsidiary, the GE Con-
tracts Corporation. Immediately after the MCP went into effect in 1934,
GE reorganized the Contracts Corporation into an FHA-approved lender
to take advantage of the obvious promotional value such an association
held. The FHA clearly approved of GE’s strategies, which it described as
“impressive testimonials of cooperation.”?
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Figure 3.2 “Modernize Main Street Electrically,” General Electric advertisement. This
type of advertising tie-in by building material manufacturers became more frequent after
the liberalization of modernization credit in 1935. It explicitly mentions the FHA and
the new $50,000 loan limit while promoting GE products for modernization. (Building
Modernization, March 1935.)

The country’s leading manufacturer of asbestos and asphalt building
materials also transformed its credit finance subsidiary into a modern-
ization lender for promotional purposes and met with such success in
extending government-insured credit that it was praised as an industry
leader in the vanguard of recovery.?” Johns-Manville had been work-
ing to change sales and promotional strategies in the building industry
well before the Depression. Indeed, Atlantic Monthly gave J-M credit
for “modernizing the building industry,” an assessment that stemmed
largely from its pioneering pre-Depression effort to bring such consu-
merist conveniences as installment buying and easy credit into the realm
of durable goods.?® In fact, ]-M’s Million Dollars to Lend program, ad-
ministered through eleven hundred J-M agents nationwide, had been
one of the credit finance models for the Modernization Credit Plan itself.
Thus, J-M was in a unique position to take advantage of the market-
ing opportunity of the FHA’s modernization program. After the start of
the BHP, J-M sponsored FHA-related radio broadcasts, including high-
profile speeches by officials James Moffett and Stewart McDonald, and
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organized a “motor caravan” that toured the country during 1935, stop-
ping in over six hundred cities and towns to “capitalize on the NHA at
the point of sale” by taking building products directly to Main Street.?

In the fall of 1935, J-M tied in use of its products explicitly to the
Main Street initiative, demonstrating in a Chain Store Age advertisement
how “Johns-Manville Modernizes a Main Street Shop.” In the “before”
photograph, the store had a pressed-tin ceiling, plaster walls, a jum-
bled arrangement of overstuffed furniture, and a checkerboard linoleum
floor. In the “after” photograph, the modernized store has an integrated
scheme with a drop ceiling, resurfaced walls with continuous decorative
bands, streamlined combination display case/seats, and a lustrous striped
floor—all fabricated with J-M products. In presenting its asbestos and
asphalt products as a quartet of coordinated materials, ]-M effectively
modernized its product line for store installations, modifying the way it
merchandised certain products to make them more appealing to retailers.
J-M’s Asbestos Wainscoting, a wall-cladding material, became Asbestos
Flexboard. In transforming Wainscoting into Flexboard, the product shed
any potentially negative associations with old-fashioned, heavily pan-
eled interiors, replacing them with associations more appropriate to the
fight-the-Depression ethic of the mid-1930s: flexibility, adaptability, and
responsiveness to change. Equally appropriate to this ethic was the em-
phasis J-M placed on affordability. Not only did the company stress the
low cost and “economy” of its products, but also the availability of its
government-rate, deferred-payment plan for Main Street store owners
who wanted to modernize but did not think they could afford it.*

In January 1936 a speaker at a J-M-sponsored building industry forum
accurately explained what J-M and other building material manufacturers
were doing “to spur a definite revival in the building industry.” Because
the Depression had effectively ended the “self-generating demand” for
building materials, it was now necessary to actively stimulate demand
by engaging in “creative merchandising.” Though interest in modern-
ization presented a great marketing opportunity, creative merchandising
meant more than simply increasing advertising and the distribution of
promotional literature.>! It meant researching new uses and applications
for materials already present in product lines and deploying these uses
to reposition materials in the building industry through advertising and
promotion. Ideally, in the mid-1930s, these new applications were com-
patible with the aesthetic and technical requirements of building mod-
ernization, permitting a tie-in with the FHA, the MCP, and the Main
Street initiative.
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Structural Glass: A Marketing Case Study

Of the numerous building materials subjected to this sort of creative mer-
chandising during the Depression, including plastic laminates, porcelain ena-
mels, extruded metals, even marble and terra-cotta, one material stands out
as a compelling example of a product marketed expressly for modernizing
buildings on Main Street America.>* As a building material, structural glass
had been available since around 1900 when technological advances in the
manufacture of flat glass made possible the development of opaque, pig-
mented, highly polished, vitreous non-load-bearing slabs.* Since its non-
porous, hard finish made structural glass impervious to dirt and stains—
and supposedly to germs and odors as well—it was initially marketed as a
substitute for marble under trade names like Sani-Onyx and Novus Sani-
tary. These brands were used primarily in hospitals, lavatories, cafeterias,
and other environments in which cleanliness, sanitation, and hygiene
were of central concern.®* In such interiors, structural glass was applied
to a variety of wall surfaces and fixtures, including wainscoting and base-
boards, table and countertops, and toilet and shower partitions. Though
color options were limited to white and black, the antiseptic gave way to
the glamorous during the 1920s, especially after the introduction of faux-
stone effects and sandblasted and inlaid decorative patterns. With the
dual influence of the 1925 Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs
in Paris and Hollywood motion picture sets, especially Cedric Gibbons’s
work at MGM, American designers were soon using structural glass to
panel the walls of chic foyers and voguish bathrooms. Though there were
nearly a dozen manufacturers of structural glass by the mid-1920s, two
brands dominated this market: Carrara, manufactured by the Pittsburgh
Plate Glass Company and introduced in 1906, and Vitrolite, manufactured
by the Vitrolite Company of Chicago and introduced in 1916.

By the time the stock market crashed, U.S. production of structural
glass was nearly 5 million square feet per year. This was less than 4 per-
cent of the total plate-glass output, but it was significant enough for the
trade journal Glass Industry to boast that “structural glass has arrived,”
coming into its own as “a modern, efficient, economical material”—
characteristics that would make it especially compatible with storefront
use in the coming decade.”® The glass industry’s enthusiasm for the ma-
terial was echoed by the design community. In 1930 furniture designer
Paul Frankl regarded structural glass as one of the new industrial materi-
als most “expressive of our own age.” Two years later industrial designer
Walter Dorwin Teague lauded it as a material that “fit in particularly well
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with modern design trends” and predicted that it would “figure promi-
nently in buildings of the future.”%® Despite these positive assessments,
as the Depression set in yearly structural glass production declined to 1
million square feet, and when construction activity hit bottom in 1933,
the material’s market prospects appeared as gloomy as those of every
other building product.?”

Pittsburgh Plate Glass

That year, as glass manufacturers regrouped after numerous bankrupt-
cies, mergers, and acquisitions, PPG emerged as the industry’s leader,
dominating the depressed flat-glass market with its Polished Plate and
Carrara products. As the New Deal got under way, PPG president H. S.
Wherrett was already implementing recovery measures initiated by the
National Committee on Industrial Rehabilitation, carrying out the com-
pany’s $350,000 pledge to modernize PPG’s factories and equipment and
its promise to promote building improvements with glass.>® Though the
latter effort was fairly limited, it must have alerted PPG executives to
the possibilities of promoting modernization to reverse the downward
trend of glass sales. When the MCP went into effect in 1934 and the
FHA sought the cooperation of leading manufacturers, PPG immediately
threw its corporate weight behind the Title I initiative, agreeing to “gear
advertising and selling plans to the Housing Act to the fullest possible
extent.” That fall the company initiated a promotional campaign that
expanded in scope and intensity over the next several years, eventually
reaching yearly expenditures in excess of $1 million.? Crucial to this
campaign was PPG’s successful market repositioning of its Carrara brand
structural glass from an interior paneling to an exterior facing easily
applied to run-down Main Street storefronts. By the end of the decade,
structural glass storefronts had become so nearly ubiquitous that Glass
Industry, in an article about the Carrara brand, described the material as
“a staple architectural item . . . familiar to the ordinary citizen.”*°

Since structural glass had been successfully repositioned once before,
from a sanitary to a decorative material, it was not fantastic to think that
the public would accept it in yet another new context, as a wall surface on
the outside of buildings, where the product had not generally appeared.*!
Already in 1932, when Walter Dorwin Teague praised Carrara by name,
he noted that the very same qualities that made it so advantageous in sani-
tary installations made it equally practical for “exterior purposes.” In fact,
architects were employing it on building facades in sufficient quantities
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that the exterior use of black structural glass trimmed in chrome had
apparently become “a vogue” in urban centers by late 1933.4? At that
moment, however, while PPG and the Vitrolite Company both acknowl-
edged the potential of structural glass in “refined exterior settings” and
“modern storefront work,” they were not yet marketing it for this pur-
pose beyond scant advertising references.*> Though the 1933 Committee
for Reconditioning had the idea to “remodel store fronts in glass” as the
“basis for a merchandising campaign,” for PPG this did not yet include
structural glass.** Indeed, when the company listed its products for store-
front use in Chain Store Age’s 1933 “Equipment and Construction Direc-
tory,” PPG’s Polished Plate and EasySet Metal were the only “essential
materials” included.* Carrara structural glass was nowhere to be found.

One year later, however, PPG made Carrara the feature material of
its storefronts, announcing in the 1934 directory that its metal settings
were “new and improved. .. designed especially for use with Carrara
Structural Glass.” Now available in black, white, jade, ivory, and gray,
Carrara was described “ideal for modern storefronts.” In the 1934 edi-
tion of Sweet’s, the first to place materials for storefronts together in a
single catalog section, PPG further promoted “Carrara for Storefronts,”
claiming that the material had “been developed to meet the require-
ments of outdoor uses” and offering its first catalog of storefront designs
with full-size storefront details.** When the FHA’s Main Street effort
commenced in 1935, PPG began featuring what it called “outstanding
installations of Pittco Store Fronts,” chosen as much for their geographic
distribution—a shoe store in Wisconsin, a grill room in Texas, a beauty
salon in Connecticut—as for their quality of design.*” While PPG contin-
ued to market Carrara for interior use, its storefront applications became
increasingly important to the company’s promotional strategies since it
allowed PPG to increase sales of a material already in the product line
without retooling for the new application. While there were certainly
compelling aesthetic reasons for promoting structural glass as exterior
facing—namely, its perceived modernity—PPG was counting on simple
economics to create market dominance: in terms of the combined cost of
purchase, labor, and installation, structural glass was one of the cheapest
facing materials then available.*s

The Pittco Store Front

There was a larger sales strategy at work as well. Prior to 1934, as PPG
later explained, “you bought your facing material from one source, your
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glass from another, your metal sash and paint and incidental materials
from still others.”*’ Though the plate glass used in display windows was
arguably the most important of these materials, it was also the least
expensive.’’ Of the remaining materials, there were metal frames man-
ufactured by the Kawneer Company, which PPG distributed, and, if the
bulkhead was not metal, facings of stone, marble, tile, or brick, none
of which PPG supplied or manufactured.’ From the company’s point
of view, it was losing out on two-thirds of the products required for a
typical storefront at precisely the moment when the efforts of the FHA
were creating a market for complete storefronts. By early 1935, however,
PPG laid claim to the entire storefront of frames, facings, and windows
when it introduced an extruded metal of its own design and manufacture
to be used as a window setting, with Carrara as a bulkhead facing. PPG
could now boast that it had developed “a new type of store front con-
struction” with a product line that included all three components of the
standard storefront—Polished Plate Glass, Carrara Structural Glass, and
Store Front Metal—now marketed under the single “Pittco” brand name
(fig. 3.3).2 It was not by accident that the introduction of the Pittco Store
Front coincided with the FHA’s March 1935 announcement of the “Mod-
ernize Main Street” initiative. In conjunction with that initiative, PPG
president Wherrett predicted “at least a 50% increase” in the number of
stores that would install new fronts in 1935. He further estimated that
the potential existed for $1 billion of modernization work—knowing full
well that his company was poised to capture this Main Street business
with its trio of Pittco products.”

Beginning in 1935, PPG promoted its Pittco line with a campaign built
around storefront modernization, tied in with the FHA, and directed si-
multaneously to merchants and architects. The largest component of this
campaign was print advertising created by Batten, Barton, Durstine &
Osborn, one of Madison Avenue’s leading advertising firms. These ads
employed a variety of techniques current in the mid-1930s. Testimonial-
style ads appeared in both design and retail magazines, and featured per-
sonal statements from satisfied PPG customers, those merchants who had
modernized their stores with Pittco fronts and claimed that business had
improved as a result.>* Editorial-style ads featured page layouts that re-
sembled actual editorial content and attempted to engage the reader’s full
attention. With so many trade journals running articles and special fea-
tures about modernization and the MCP, PPG's three-column advertising
format, densely worded copy, and FHA-inspired headlines had a definite
editorial resemblance. Typical editorial copy not only explained the MCP,
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Figure 3.3 “It Pays to ‘Modernize Main Street’ with a New PITTCO Store Front.” The
editorial-style copy of this Pittsburgh Plate Glass advertisement was intended to blend
seamlessly with the modernization articles that appeared in retail and architecture journals
in the 1930s. (Chain Store Age, June 1935, 73.) The storefront pictured was fabricated of
plate glass, black and jade Carrara, and extruded metal, all manufactured by PPG.
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but also deployed nearly every sales pitch in the FHA’s considerable
arsenal to convince merchants that a Pittco front “makes an outmoded
store new and attractive. . .impresses potential customers...[and] re-
sults in jumping sales.”>® Regardless of its content, advertising copy was
often accompanied by photographs depicting run-down or abandoned
stores transformed with Pittco products. The FHA encouraged the use of
such photographic pairs, since they enabled merchants “to quickly see
the point” of modernization and enabled architects to see how products
were being used in modernization work. In their subject, layout, and
captions, PPG’s before-and-after pairs often resembled the moderniza-
tion case studies alongside which they appeared in Architectural Record,
Building Modernization, Box Office, Progressive Grocer, or any of the
other specialized trade journals featuring them after 1934.5¢

If PPG’s modernization advertisements were keyed to the needs and
interests of merchants and architects, so, too, were its customer ser-
vice programs, notably the Pittsburgh Time Payment Plan, introduced
early in 1936. Though PPG distributors and sales representatives had
already been assisting customers in securing modernization loans from
private financial institutions, with the Pittsburgh Plan they were now in
a position to make the loans themselves, speeding up the modernization
transaction and adding to corporate profits, since PPG now collected the
5 percent interest on the notes. When describing the Pittsburgh Plan in
retail advertisements, PPG claimed that its purpose was to “make it easy
for [a] merchant or property owner to finance the purchase of a new
Pittco Store Front”—a predesigned, ready-to-install unit, now as easy
to finance and purchase as a new refrigerator or car. Here was a man-
ufacturer of producer goods thinking like a manufacturer of consumer
goods and engaging in a consumer-oriented merchandising of building
materials that the FHA encouraged, since, for all intents and purposes,
the MCP was a consumer credit mechanism. Lest architects be concerned
that they were excluded from this storefront transaction, PPG revealed
that the Pittsburgh Plan contained a provision for the architect’s fee and
assured them that the company claimed that storefront design should
come from the architect and not the manufacturer.>’

For the merchant determined not to use an architect, PPG maintained
“a special staff of store front experts” available for field consultations.
PPG claimed these experts were “perfectly equipped,” with the assis-
tance of PPG’s nationwide distribution system, to provide “instant and
efficient service”—whether the customer was an independent merchant
seeking the design and installation of a single “individualized” store or
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a corporate retailer seeking “identical store fronts for a chain all over
the country at the same time!” In a different context, PPG’s merchant-
oriented storefront experts became “a staff of special architectural rep-
resentatives” whose main responsibilities were “rendering the architect
every assistance.””® These representatives were PPG’s so-called mission-
ary men, publicity agents who generated goodwill for the company by
contacting architects and contractors to discuss and promote—but not
sell—products in a relaxed professional dialogue. FHA cooperation pro-
vided the PPG’s missionary men with an ideal opportunity to initiate
contact, while the growing interest in Main Street modernization may
have influenced the company’s decision to identify their field represen-
tatives as “Store Front Specialists.”>

When PPG’s missionary men took to the field, they were equipped
with a range of promotional materials issued in connection with the
Pittco/FHA modernization campaign, most of it typical of the publica-
tions all building material manufacturers offered in the mid-1930s. In
the fall of 1934, PPG introduced How Modern Store Fronts Work Profit
Magic, “a helpful handbook of storefront facts,” containing product in-
formation, price lists, before-and-after photographs, and “statistics on
business improvement due to Pittco-remodeling.”®® Geared equally to
merchants and architects, the booklet emphasized the profitability and
economy as much as the aesthetic merits of PPG products. Publications
intended specifically for an architectural audience, such as PPG’s AIA File
Folders, included full- and quarter-scale detail drawings of product lines
along with examples of recommended applications.®!

In 1936 such examples grew into a Design of the Month series, di-
rect mailings intended to bring Pittco Store Fronts to the attention of
architects on a regular basis, on the theory that repetition would lead to
specification of Pittco products. Each mailing offered style suggestions
and construction advice, as well as sketches and plans for a new store-
front design.®? Though PPG credited these monthly designs to its team of
Pittco Store Front experts, in fact they were prepared by Walter Dorwin
Teague, whom PPG retained as a research and design consultant in 1935.
Having earlier sung the praises of structural glass for facades, Teague
now had the opportunity to explore its potential for himself. By March
1936 Teague's firm had completed some three dozen designs for a variety
of commercial establishments, representing nearly every type of store
along a typical Main Street, including a bakery, grocery, drugstore, five-
and-dime, shoe store, and cocktail lounge. Twelve of these were selected
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for the Design of the Month mailings; others appeared in PPG product
literature as representative examples of the “modern store front.”®

Store Front Caravan

In early September Teague’s Pittco Store Front designs were exhibited
in New York City and were about to embark on a 50,000-mile two-year
tour, visiting major cities and towns east of the Rocky Mountains “to
encourage retailers to modernize their establishments.”®* Plans, but not
specifications, of the designs were available to the public upon request.
As usual, PPG was careful to point out that the aim of the exhibition was
not “to supplant the services of the local architect but rather to cooperate
with him.” The company would cultivate interest in Pittco Store Fronts,
and architects would duplicate them for their clients from the Design of
the Month portfolio.®® For the New York City and touring exhibitions,
the latter dubbed the “Store Front Caravan” because it was mounted on
the back of a truck, Teague and his staff turned their storefront designs
into scale models fabricated of actual Carrara, Polished Plate, and Pittco
Metal and finished with a high-degree of detail (fig. 3.4). At one-seventh
scale (approximately 3.5 inches wide), with fully detailed interiors and
displays stocked with miniature merchandise, these models resembled
the product samples that traveling salesmen used to demonstrate the
quality of their wares. If merchants were satisfied, they would order the
full-scale version from the salesmen, which was exactly what PPG hoped
would happen with the Store Front Caravan.®®

According to PPG, Teague’s models embodied “the latest develop-
ments” in storefront design, construction, lighting, and color, which
was accurate enough, though their formal vocabulary was fairly well-
established by the time the caravan left Manhattan in September 1936.
Each of Teague’s designs was a legible composition of four basic storefront
elements—entrance, bulkhead, window, signboard. These were arranged
to meet the specific retail needs of the designated store type but were
also intended for easy adaptation to a variety of uses by altering the
color scheme, window size, or typeface. Most had flat facades with flush,
off-center entrances. A few models had slightly recessed doorways ac-
commodating curving bulkheads, two-sided display cases, or a shadowbox
signboard. The goal of the storefront models was to show Pittco products
to their best advantage and to demonstrate their potential range for archi-
tectural effects. To this end, Teague and his staff utilized as much Carrara
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Figure 3.4 Pittco Store Front Models designed by Walter Dorwin Teague. These one-
seventh-scale models of luggage, china, and gift shops were made of Pittsburgh Plate
Glass materials. Regarded as the “latest” in storefront design, they toured the country
in 1936 and 1937 as part of a “Store Front Caravan.” Plans were available to merchants
and architects upon request. (Real Estate Record, September 19, 1936, 14. Courtesy of the
Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)
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and Pittco Metal as possible, often reducing the size of the display win-
dows to provide a greater facing surface and sometimes producing fussy
detailing (the jewelry store’s excess of extruded bronze trim; the cocktail
lounge’s stepped-in bulkhead). Teague appears to have employed triple-
color schemes for most of the models, with black, white, or ivory as the
dominant facing color. Other Carrara shades (jade, orange, red) were used
as decorative trim, which was the only way these colors were marketed at
the time. Though the caravan models were more restrained than many of
the modernized storefronts then appearing on the nation’s Main Streets,
they were representative in terms of color, massing, and signage, and Ar-
chitectural Forum was probably right when it concluded that the models
would be of “considerable influence in stimulating further remodeling
plans.”¢’

Judging from the amount of press it generated, the Store Front Cara-
van was an unqualified success, with favorable write-ups and photographs
of the models appearing in numerous publications inside and outside of
the building industry. The FHA featured the caravan in its January 1937
Clip Sheet, noting that it had been “planned in conjunction with the
Modernize Main Street campaign” and offering free reproductions of
the designs.®® It was characteristic of the reciprocal nature of the mod-
ernization movement that the federal government would assist in the
publicity efforts of one of the nation’s largest manufacturers, with one
of the nation’s leading advertising firms in its employ. That reciprocity
would be demonstrated repeatedly throughout the decade, especially af-
ter the nation’s other leading glass manufacturer joined the FHA’s effort
to promote building modernization and national recovery on Main Street
America. This new industrial cooperation stimulated a series of promo-
tional reactions from PPG, beginning with the corporation’s decision to
hire Walter Dorwin Teague in the summer of 1935.

As PPG explained it, the company’s decision to seek Teague’s advice
was motivated by “the belief that the next few years will see glass more
strongly emphasized in building and decoration.”® While PPG’s antic-
ipation of architectural trends may have appeared as a forward-looking
public relations offensive, it was actually part of a defensive strategy, with
PPG acting to protect its market share. But this was probably not obvi-
ous in the summer of 1935, when PPG dominated the field of storefront
modernization and sales of commercial architectural glass. Its advertise-
ments were everywhere; its press coverage was positive; and it had just
released a series of films, coproduced with Westinghouse in conjunction
with the FHA, championing store modernization as the path to national
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economic recovery.”’ The promotional effort that PPG began tentatively
in 1933 had yielded impressive results, bringing a noticeable upturn in
sales and a concomitant increase in the company’s net profits. By July
1935 PPG reported a sales record of ten thousand modernized storefronts
fully specified with Pittco products. Largely as a result of PPG’s achieve-
ment, production of structural glass had rebounded; by the end of 1935,
it had reached nearly 2 million square feet, double what it had been the
previous year.”! But PPG’s leadership in storefront modernization, in
structural glass sales, and even in FHA cooperation was about to be chal-
lenged. For in creating a promotional campaign that had so successfully
attracted public attention, PPG had also attracted the attention of others
in the glass industry, notably the firm of Libbey-Owens-Ford. At that
moment PPG’s chief competitor in plate-glass sales and overall corporate
rival for the title of America’s preeminent glass manufacturer was poised
to take the lead in the nationwide effort to modernize Main Street with
glass.

Libbey-Owens-Ford

In March 1935, as the FHA commenced the Main Street initiative and PPG
officially launched its newly named Pittco line of storefront products, rival
glass manufacturer Libbey-Owens-Ford (LOF) established a New Uses
Department at its Toledo, Ohio, headquarters, charged with the task of
“creating glass business.” Neither a research nor a sales department,
New Uses was a merchandising department, the company’s first. Made
necessary by the economic stagnation of the Depression, the department’s
business-creating agenda was clear: “to develop new uses of glass, to offer
new designs of glass products, to stimulate glass in architecture.” With
LOF’s product line then limited to plate, window, and safety glass, the
department faced a formidable challenge, but over the next several years
it developed a number of “specialty products” that became integral to LOF
manufacturing and sales. All of these were storefront products; structural
glass was the first.”

The company that set out to add structural glass to its product line
in the spring of 1935 was still a relatively young enterprise, having
incorporated only in 1930. Nonetheless, LOF was already the second
largest glass manufacturer in the country, formed through the merger
of two venerable American glass works, Libbey-Owens Sheet Glass and
Edward Ford Plate Glass. LOF’s size and heritage all but guaranteed that it
would become a major player in the glass industry, but the new company
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did not fare well in the early years of the Depression: its profits declined
every year after the Crash, hitting bottom in 1934—the same year that
PPG, cooperating with the FHA, posted a 44 percent increase in profits.”>
According to its 1934 Annual Report, LOF had also been promoting the
FHA program in the belief that it would help improve business in the
short term. Though the company claimed to be “cooperating in every
practicable way with the FHA,” its efforts consisted mainly of internal
promotion, with LOF encouraging employees to volunteer with the Better
Housing Program and to modernize their homes.”*

With PPG showing increased sales and profits, apparently as a result
of its FHA tie-ins, and giving every indication that its promotion of mod-
ernization with Pittco-Carrara storefronts would intensify throughout
1935, LOF knew that to effectively utilize the FHA program, in-house
cooperation was not enough. It, too, would have to undertake an ag-
gressive, external effort to promote modernization on Main Street. LOF
also knew that in its long-term potential for generating corporate good-
will, cooperating with the FHA had a business value greater than its
immediate potential for increased sales. And since LOF president John
Biggers was—like the heads of PPG, Westinghouse, and other early FHA
partners—a founding member of the Committee for Economic Recov-
ery, LOF’s policies were bound to reflect that body’s avowed interest in
government/business interaction. LOF’s decision to launch an intensive
promotional program for modernization in 1935 may have also been in-
fluenced by the personal efforts of FHA public relations director Ward
Canaday, whose hometown lobbying in Toledo on behalf of his agency
would have been too persuasive for Biggers or his company to ignore.”

Thus, in March 1935, when LOF established the New Uses Depart-
ment, it did so fully aware that the FHA was working to expand markets
for building materials and create demand for “increased building and
store front modernization.” What LOF must have soon realized, how-
ever, was that the material that appeared most likely to “be in increased
demand during the next few years” was precisely the material the com-
pany did not have in its current product line—structural glass.”® LOF
acted quickly in the spring of 1935 to develop a structural glass worthy
of the LOF name, accomplishing this through a big-business tactic typ-
ical of the Depression: it bought a cash-strapped factory, the only one
manufacturing a structural glass with enough brand recognition to seri-
ously challenge PPG’s Carrara. That brand was Vitrolite, manufactured
in a Parkersburg, West Virginia, by the Vitrolite Company of Chicago,
which became a division of LOF in May 1935.

117



Chapter Three

Prior to its acquisition, the Vitrolite Company had done its best to
remain competitive during the Depression, despite declining sales and
PPG’s increasing market presence. The company continued to advertise
Vitrolite into the early 1930s and had recognized, earlier than PPG, the
potential of marketing structural glass for modern design and exterior
uses. In 1934 it published Vitrolite Storefronts and Building Exteriors,
hoping to capture the burgeoning market for “modern storefronts.”””
Even before the Depression, Vitrolite had seen the advantages of pro-
moting the modern characteristics of structural glass, rather than its
associations with traditional cladding, and color, in particular, became an
important marketing tool. Having introduced a range of hues as early as
1922, Vitrolite was publicized as “the colorful structural glass” at a time
when PPG was emphasizing Carrara’s resemblance to marble and jet.”®
Color was still Vitrolite’s distinguishing feature when it was acquired by
LOF: it was available in ten colors and additional variations, a veritable

“rainbow of colors from which to choose.””?

The Modernize Main Street Competition

In purchasing the Vitrolite Company in May 1935, LOF’s timing was
impeccable: a mere six days after the sale was finalized, President Roo-
sevelt signed the amended National Housing Act into law.%° By then
LOF had already placed two-page advertisements in the June issues of
the four major architecture journals announcing its sponsorship of an ar-
chitectural competition timed to coincide with the $50,000 expansion of
government-insured modernization credit. Calculated to make the LOF
name synonymous with the FHA’s effort to stimulate commercial build-
ing modernization, of stores in particular, the competition was called
“Modernize Main Street.” Though PPG had used this FHA slogan in
its advertisements, LOF co-opted it, upstaging its chief competitor and
garnering the equivalent of an official endorsement from the FHA in a
letter from agency head Stewart McDonald, who congratulated LOF for
its contribution to the implementation of the amended NHA:

Your new “Modernize Main Street” Architectural Competition is a most
constructive and timely development in the growing interest in
modernization and reviving construction. Your plan will stimulate the
interest of many architects and builders and will encourage the specific
action of business property owners throughout the country.8!
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McDonald’s letter appeared alongside the competition brief when it was
published in Architectural Record, which conducted the competition for
LOF under the guidance of professional adviser Kenneth K. Stowell, AIA.

Stowell’s participation was auspicious. As editor of Architectural Fo-
rum (until May 1935), Stowell was a vigorous supporter of the National
Housing Act who repeatedly used the pages of the Forum to call at-
tention to its “great potentialities of good for the architect,” knowing
that the profession as a whole needed to be encouraged to take small-
scale building modernization seriously as a legitimate form of practice.®?
This support included a series of modernization competitions in 1934
designed to stimulate architectural interest in “minor as well as ma-
jor building rehabilitation.”%3 By 1935 Stowell was also something of an
authority on building modernization, having authored the book Modern-
izing Buildings for Profit, which appeared shortly before the competition
was announced.®* Intended as a practical manual for architects, build-
ing managers, commercial property owners, and their long-term tenants,
Stowell’s book was a comprehensive treatise on the subject, covering such
topics as determining feasibility for modernization, financing moderniza-
tion (he endorsed the MCP), and modernizing structure, equipment, and
style in a variety of building types including offices and hotels, restau-
rants and bars, and shops and stores.

The latter were the focus of the LOF competition, which offered
$11,000 in cash awards, including four $1,000 first prizes for the best
design to modernize the interior and exterior of a drugstore, apparel
shop, food store, and automotive service station. As Stowell crafted them,
each individual store design problem allowed competitors great latitude
in approach and execution: no fixed budget and “complete freedom” in
terms of style, materials, and construction.®® Nonetheless, entrants were
well aware of the MCP’s $50,000 loan limit and the competition’s spon-
sorship by Libbey-Owens-Ford to promote its glass products in store
modernization.®® The use of Vitrolite was never explicitly stated in the
program since this would have revealed the competition merely as cor-
porate PR rather than as a corporate contribution to national recovery.
To promote this latter interpretation, LOF sought to make clear that it
was not only attempting to sell its glass products, but to foster an ac-
tivity of national import: “The Main Street of every city, town, village
and community has at least these four business establishments. Better
merchandising demands the modernization of thousands of them and bet-
ter financing makes it possible.”®” The competition announcements and
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program included photographs depicting those nationwide Main Streets
whose stores demanded modernization (fig. 3.5). Though a few vacant
buildings appeared as a visible reminder of the Depression, the majority
of the buildings were occupied and ordinary. They were not especially
in disrepair; they were merely undistinguished and old-fashioned, with
painted valances, appended signs, and symmetrically disposed facades—
emblematic of the architectural hodgepodge that characterized so many
U.S. business streets.®® This unrarefied tableaux of the everyday—the
Uptown Pharmacist, the Downtown Market—mirrored the text of Stow-
ell’s program. At once civic-minded, democratic, and appearing to make
a significant contribution to the architectural and planning problems rep-
resented by Main Street, Stowell directed competitors to assume that the
stores were utterly typical, occupying standard twenty-five-foot front-
ages and serving “an average American community rather than the luxury
class.”® In other words, they were sufficiently quotidian that architects
might have ignored them were it not for the extenuating circumstances
of the Depression.

According to the program, successful modernization schemes would
place the requirements of merchandising above all other concerns, focus-
ing especially on the design of the facade to “establish the character of
the store” in a manner “consistent with the quality of the merchandise.”
Here Stowell acknowledges a defining aspect of building modernization
in the 1930s—its preoccupation with the store exterior as the principal
carrier of all architectural and retail intentions. This facade orientation
was necessary, as Stowell explained it, because the goal of moderniza-
tion was to attract the attention of the public, “to make the passer buy,
inviting him or her to stop and shop.” Inside, the layout and appoint-
ments were required to “fulfill the promise of the front” in terms of its
display of goods and services for sale, serving as a discreet architectural
background for merchandise.”® Stowell was clearly seeking what might
be called universal solutions to the store modernization problem, but he
was also interested in stimulating designs to serve as a corrective to what
were regarded as Main Street’s most egregious visual afflictions. Thus,
he qualified the program'’s stated freedom of design: deeply projecting
signs and show windows were not permitted, and designers were encour-
aged to carefully consider the relationship between sign, window, and
facade, treating them as integrated, rather than independent, composi-
tional units.”> However preliminary Stowell’s attempt at architectural
intervention on Main Street, his larger purpose was not lost on the com-
petition’s jury. Indeed, in their report the jury went so far as to commend
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Figure 3.5 Announcement for Libbey-Owens-Ford Modernize Main Street Competition.
This announcement appeared in all of the major U.S. architecture journals in the summer
of 1935. The photographs represent typical Main Street stores (food, drug, clothing, and
gas station) that the competition sponsors determined were in need of modernization.
(Architectural Forum 62 [July 1935]. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts
Library, Columbia University.)
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Stowell for the service he rendered “in the interest of raising the standard
of public taste and commercial design.”%?

The jury met in late August to consider the merits of designs submit-
ted by more than three thousand architects—nearly one-third of all those
registered in the United States in 1935—many of whom submitted mul-
tiple designs for more than one of the program'’s store categories.”> Con-
sisting of five architects and two merchandising experts, the jury clearly
reflected the aspirations of the program and the prominence of the com-
petition (fig. 3.6). Chaired by J. André Fouilhoux, the jury also included
Albert Kahn, William Lescaze, John Wellborn Root Jr., and Frank R.
Walker. Presumably each was selected for the expertise he would contrib-
ute to an evaluation of Main Street designs. Kahn’s utilitarian approach
to architectural problems, evident in his factories and commercial lofts,
was well-suited to judging whether the entries satisfied the functional re-
quirements of selling, especially in terms of plan and equipment. Lescaze,
well-known for his PSFS Building, was able to appraise the street-level
showmanship of the designs in terms of the modernist brio they
displayed. The other members of the jury brought specific knowledge of
retail environments the architects may have lacked. Kenneth C. Welch
was a designer with the Grand Rapids Store Equipment Company, one
of the country’s largest manufacturers of store fixtures and furnishings.
He was also a frequent contributor to the architecture journals of articles
in which he demystified the science of merchandising for designers.”

It was most likely the input of the merchandising experts that allowed
the jury to quickly eliminate those designs that, however “creditable”
aesthetically, did not represent a “solution for successful merchandising.”
This issue appears to have been the single most important factor in
determining the winning entries. Indeed, the consideration the jury gave
to a design’s materials, colors, and style was based on its contribution
to this major objective of the program: to attract attention and display
goods to their best advantage. The jury evaluated how well the architect
had “analyzed both the actions and reactions of the purchasers, and the
psychology, methods, and routine of selling.””> In other words, prizes
were awarded to those fifty-two designs that would appeal most directly
to Main Street merchants contemplating modernization.”

As a group, these winning storefront designs were remarkably coher-
ent in terms of site, style, and materials. Responding to the program'’s
demand for typical solutions appropriate to any and all U.S. Main Streets,
the designers completely disregarded urban context. Neither adjacent
buildings nor upper stories appear in the majority of winning drawings,
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Figure 3.6 Modernize Main Street Competition jury at work. Albert Kahn points to a com-
petition board while other jurors—including Kenneth Stowell, William Lescaze, Frank R.
Walker, and J. André Fouilhoux—look on. The jury concluded that the competition would
raise standards of retail design across the country. (Architectural Record 78 [October 1935]:
209. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University, and
Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company Records, MSS-066, the Ward M. Canaday Center for
Special Collections, The University of Toledo.)

so that the stores resemble newly built taxpayers or exurban commercial
strips more than modernizations on densely built Main Streets. Nearly
all the designs made extensive use of plate glass and, since the competitors
were mindful of their sponsors, of Vitrolite as well. Most were trimmed
with extruded metal fittings of chrome, stainless steel, aluminum, or
bronze. Signage typically complemented the metal trim, frequently with
the addition of neon, though cut-out Vitrolite letters were not uncom-
mon. According to the jury, these materials were utilized with a high
degree of “workmanship” in compositions distinguished by an overall
“simplicity,” rather than “extravagance” in design.” This was a crucial
distinction in the Depression era, when formal concerns, especially in
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Figure 3.7 LOF Modernize Main Street Competition winner (Honorable Mention): Joseph
M. Hirschman, Apparel Shop. The exuberant asymmetry of Hirschman’s design—achieved
through his manipulation of entrance vestibule, display windows, and signboards—
stamped the storefront as legibly modern. His scheme also called for blue, white, and
yellow facing with stainless-steel lettering. (Architectural Record 78 [October 1935]: 233.
Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University, and
Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company Records, MSS-066, the Ward M. Canaday Center for
Special Collections, The University of Toledo.)

the context of building modernization, were imbued with national social
significance and the line between simplicity and extravagance was the line
between a serious response to the economic crisis and a frivolous flouting
of it. Circa 1935 formal extravagance was synonymous with Ameri-
can commercial design of the late 1920s—those skyscrapers, department
stores, and movie palaces with lavishly decorated repeated fields of flo-
ral, chevron, frozen fountain motifs, patterned tiling and brickwork, and
customized and hand-finished metalwork, much of it elaborately detailed
and finely tooled. The winning LOF Modernize Main Street entries must
be set in opposition to these immediate commercial precedents in order
to properly understand their so-called simplicity. As will be discussed in
chapter 5, this simplicity does not necessarily imply a visual austerity,
but rather an effort, influenced in part by European modernism, to create
visual interest more through the manipulation of the basic compositional
elements of the storefront, rendered in a few basic building materials,
than through additive decorative effects.

All fifty-two of the winning entries were articulated in a broadly de-
fined modern syntax influenced by the International Style of European
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ELEVATION ON MAIN STREET

Figure 3.8 LOF Modernize Main Street Competition winner (Honorable Mention): Now-
land van Powell, Food Store. Van Powell’s use of enlarged porthole windows was unusual
for a grocery, but the overall effect of the storefront—with its speed lines, pylon-like
sign, and neon channel letters—was typical of many competition winners. (Architectural
Record 78 [October 1935]: 252. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library,
Columbia University, and Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company Records, MSS-066, the
Ward M. Canaday Center for Special Collections, The University of Toledo.)

modernism. Modified by the requirements of competitive retailing, this
modernism was transformed in the winning designs into a series of iden-
tifiable features: flattened planes and poster-like facades, often highly
colored, asymmetrical compositions with strongly defined horizontals
and verticals, curved bulkheads, and signage expressed in bold graphics
with contemporary typefaces (figs. 3.7 and 3.8). While many of these for-
mal features were already gaining architectural currency in the United
States, the Main Street entries surely fostered their further dissemina-
tion. Indeed, the jury report was unequivocal about the impact these
winning designs would have on the commercial landscape of the United
States, concluding that the winners would have “a far-reaching effect on
raising the standards of store design,” on directing architects’ interest in
the modernization field, and on providing merchants with “a guide as to
what an intelligent public taste will demand.” Even more emphatically, it
declared that the winning designs would “stimulate the interest and imag-
ination of store owners throughout the country and induce them to bring
their stores up-to-date,” especially since the competition coincided with
“the government’s extensive program to ‘Modernize Main Street.””%
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The jury also predicted that the winning designs would be widely cir-
culated and much discussed in the fall and winter of 1935-36. To the
undoubted satisfaction of LOF and the FHA, the results of the Modernize
Main Street Competition were well-publicized in building industry and
retail trade journals. In addition to the Architectural Record’s comprehen-
sive coverage, Pencil Points, Architectural Forum, and the National Real
Estate Journal, as well as Drug Topics, Progressive Grocer, Apparel Arts,
and Gasoline Retailer, all published a selection of prizewinning entries,
usually with pro-modernization captions enjoining architects to design
and merchants to commission similar schemes for commercial property
improvements.” Building Modernization used its coverage of the win-
ning designs to inaugurate a new monthly feature, a “Modernizing Main
Street” column.'® The competition was considered newsworthy even by
the advertising monthly Tide, which discussed the winning designs on its
marketing page and hailed LOF’s success in capitalizing on and fostering
the public’s interest in modernization.'?!

Not surprisingly, LOF promoted the results of the competition exten-
sively in product literature and advertisements. Having sponsored the
Main Street competition to “crystallize the most competent thought” on
modernization, LOF could confidently announce that the prizewinning
designs represented the “best” and “most authoritative” architectural
consideration of the problem of modernizing for profit. According to the
company, this consideration led to a significant conclusion: “Various kinds
of glass, a comparatively inexpensive building material, dominate al-
most all current architectural treatments of the modernized store.”1%2
Since LOF now owned all submitted entries, it published them as graphic
testimony to support such a claim. Even more importantly, the entries,
especially the winning designs, filled a void in the company’s promotional
portfolio, since LOF did not yet possess those mainstays of modernization
advertising—before-and-after photographs of buildings remodeled using
the manufacturer’s products. In fact, even after such images of Vitrolite
installations became available, LOF continued to promote the Main Street
designs. As late as 1939, winning entries appeared in a pamphlet prepared
for distribution at the “Glass Carnival,” LOF’s corporate pavilion at the
Golden Gate International Exposition.'®

However convincing the competition designs were as advertising il-
lustrations, this was not the limit of their promotional use. In November
1935 LOF released a full-color book reproducing every winning scheme
with elevations, plans, sections, details, and specifications—but not work-
ing drawings, which would have rendered the services of an architect
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unnecessary. The book also included detailed descriptions of individual
LOF products and concluded with a discussion of “FHA Financing,” fea-
turing a monthly payment calculation chart using LOF’'s MCP-insured
Modernization Budget Plan. 52 Designs for Modernizing Main Street
with Glass was available through LOF dealers and was distributed to
merchants, landlords, and all “logical prospects for modernizing.”'%* For
LOF, 52 Designs was simply a lavish promotional piece intended to in-
crease sales of its building products, especially newly acquired Vitrolite.
For merchants and architects, it was a ready reference for effective mod-
ernizing ideas that, having been approved by leading retail and design
authorities, could be consulted with confidence for solutions to merchan-
dising or architectural problems.

The success of LOF’s Modernize Main Street Competition led several
other manufacturers to generate interest in their products by sponsoring
architectural competitions with programs similarly focused on stores and
modernization.'®> Most important with respect to the subsequent devel-
opment of LOF’s storefront products is the competition Owens-Illinois
sponsored in 1939 to promote the use of Insulux Glass Block. The program
called for the partial “remodeling of an obsolete block on Main Street”
in the heart of “the women'’s shopping district” in a midsize midwest-
ern city. The specific problem was to modernize three stores—an apparel
shop, beauty salon, and restaurant—located in a single business property
whose owner had been informed that his tenants planned to vacate their
quarters unless they were “brought up to date.” This property owner,
according to the program, wished to use Insulux on the building’s mod-
ernized store facades because it was equally effective day and night and
because it connoted “a modern, up-to-date establishment.”!% That the
program acknowledged a client and a commercial scenario indicates how
much the climate for modernization had progressed since the 1935 LOF
competition: from an abstraction to a fact, from a type of work generally
eschewed by the profession at large to one regarded as “realistic” and
“a problem of everyday practice.”1%” In selecting the winning designs, it
was the disposition of the “modern storefronts” with which the jury was
most concerned. While some of the winning designs made extensive use
of Insulux, rear-lit to create evenly glowing facades, most used it as a lu-
minous accent, in multiblock panels of various sizes, and in combination
with plate glass and structural glass, as was standard for store design by
1939.19 The fourth prize went to M. Righton Swicegood, a 1931 MIT
graduate, who had taken first prize for his drugstore in the LOF com-
petition. His Owens-Illinois designs, particularly his restaurant—with
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its off-center entrance, glass-block panels, and structural glass signboard
and bulkhead—were, as his drugstore had been before, utterly represen-
tative of the currents of American commercial architecture in the late
1930s. Between Swicegood’s Vitrolite drugstore and his Insulux restau-
rant, there had passed four years of relentless promotion of storefront
modernization by the building industry—by material manufacturers and
the architecture profession alike. LOF, flush with the success of the Mod-
ernize Main Street Competition, carried its own promotional momentum
well into 1936, the end of which would see the company record its most
profitable year ever, due to increased demand for flat glass of all types
and stimulated, according to President John Biggers, by interest in and

sales of Vitrolite.1®?

The Colorful Storefront

That John Biggers could observe with satisfaction at the conclusion of
LOF’s 1936 fiscal year that Vitrolite was “subject to growing demand”
was due largely to the tremendous marketing effort the company had
undertaken since the conclusion of the Main Street competition. This
effort represented a significant investment of corporate resources, not
only in advertising and sales, but in product development, continually
measured against the activities of PPG and other glass-manufacturing
rivals.!'? The staff of LOF’s New Uses Department, rechristened the Ar-
chitectural Services Department, was traveling the country as missionary
men, addressing architects and merchants and meeting with the com-
pany’s independent distributors and local jobbers to encourage the use of
Vitrolite in modernization. They provided technical data and sales infor-
mation and supplied design ideas through “visual demonstrations,” in-
cluding displays of the Main Street competition designs and photographs
of Vitrolite installations in modernized buildings, examples of which LOF
began compiling early in 1936.1!1

At the same time, Vitrolite product manager Frank Sohn was preparing
another series of designs in conjunction with the LOF Art Department to
illustrate the use of Vitrolite in ways the Main Street competition entries
had not. Sohn, the man credited with turning Vitrolite into “the color-
ful structural glass” in 1922, now demonstrated the product’s additional
“color possibilities,” emphasizing veined agates—golden, orchid, jade,
emerald, royal blue, and walnut—which were available in light, medium,
and dark.!? One reason LOF publicized Vitrolite’s agates was that these
colors distinguished the product from PPG’s Carrara, which, early in
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1936, was only available in five standard colors and four trim colors (i.e.,
sold only in small sizes). Vitrolite, by comparison, was available in sixteen
colors, all sized for facing and trim. Vitrolite’s finishes, also emphasized
in Sohn’s design series, similarly set LOF’s product apart from Carrara.
In addition to high polish, the standard structural glass finish, Vitrolite
was available in chipped, mirrored, or matte finishes. By contrast, PPG’s
comparable “suede” Carrara would not appear until 1939.1*3 LOF circu-
lated Sohn's twelve storefront designs—including drug, food, and apparel
types as well as a restaurant, bar, men’s store, and bakery—through nor-
mal promotional channels: in Sweet’s, in advertisements, in portfolios
for jobbers and LOF distributors, and in pamphlets and circulars made
available to LOF representatives for distribution to anyone interested in
using Vitrolite to “transform the obsolete, characterless store front into
the New, Modern, Outstanding Front.”!4

Sohn’s storefront designs had a decidedly different look than the ma-
jority of the Modernize Main Street Competition winners.!> One of
the most striking differences was the conspicuous absence of the curved
bulkheads and windows, which were one of the principal design features
of the competition’s winning entries. Present, instead, were faceted bulk-
heads and windows that stepped back toward recessed entrances in angles
right, acute, and obtuse. While this lack of curved Vitrolite-faced bulk-
heads and curved Polished Plate windows may have resulted from the
designer’s personal preference, it was more likely informed by manu-
facturing realities. When Sohn was preparing his storefront designs in
the winter of 1935, LOF had no facilities for bending structural glass.'1®
The company’s situation for bending plate glass was only marginally
better. Though LOF had a licensing agreement with the Invisible Glass
Company of America to bend glass for store installations, this remained
impractical because of cost and limited distribution. But with 52 Designs
in release across the country, and including in its pages a great number of
storefronts specifying curved architectural elements, it was only a matter
of time before LOF jobbers would be called upon to deliver bent glass. Re-
sponding to apparent increased demand, LOF established a glass-bending
department in the spring of 1936. By the summer that department was in
commercial operation, and LOF was supplying its customers with curving
panels of Polished Plate and Vitrolite, as well as ribbed Blue Ridge Glass.
A year later the department had proven such a success that LOF was
forced to install two additional bending furnaces in order to meet further
increased demand, as this ubiquitous formal element of the streamlined
storefront found its way to Main Streets across the country (fig. 3.9).'"
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Figure 3.9 Ostergaard’s bakery, Racine, Wisconsin, 1937. Installed by the Patek Brothers of
Milwaukee, this storefront featured the bent glass bulkheads that LOF began manufactur-
ing in response to demand generated by the Modernize Main Street Competition. (Libbey-
Owens-Ford, Vitrolite Album. Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company Records, MSS-066,
Ward M. Canaday Center for Special Collections, The University of Toledo.)

Within LOF’s corporate hierarchy, the responsibility for spotting a
design trend like the use of curved glass on storefronts fell to the Archi-
tectural Service Department. This made sense given its mandate to find
new uses and new markets for the company’s products in anticipation of,
butalso in response to, growing demand. Having accurately gauged public
interest in structural glass and bent glass, the department appears to have
made two subsequent determinations in 1936, both related to the further
development of what LOF called the Vitrolite Store Front and the further
marketing of LOF products in store modernization. The first concerned
the growing interest in storefront illumination, which had evolved along-
side the interest in storefront modernization. This was partially related
to the development and popularization of lighted signage, of neon in par-
ticular. However, following the 1935 introduction of Insulux glass blocks
by Owens-Illinois, which achieved a glowing luminosity when back-lit,
storefront illumination soon involved the development of modern archi-
tectural effects equally visible day and night. This gave a storefront what
advertising ad copywriters called “24-hour selling power,” providing a
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maximum return on an investment in storefront modernization, of par-
ticular concern during the Depression.!’® In 1936 LOF’s Architectural
Service Department determined that the company needed a material to
complement Vitrolite, to be used to create interesting lighting effects,
to enhance nighttime visibility, and, most importantly, to compete with
Owens-Illinois’s Insulux. In less than a year, the Vitrolite Store Front
became the Luminous Store Front.

In developing a product to compete with Insulux, LOF was not in-
terested in simply bringing out its own version of the glass block. PPG
was already doing this in partnership with Corning Glass.!'? Seeking to
replicate the effect of glass block rather than its look, LOF developed the
luminosity of one of its existing flat-glass products. This, it was hoped,
would minimize the company’s investment of capital and time and enable
LOF to get its Luminous Store Front product on the market as quickly
as possible. Basically, LOF wanted to combine the facing capabilities and
chromatic range of structural glass with the luminosity and brilliance of
glass blocks, while exploiting the potential of a material preexisting in its
product line. A short time from development to manufacture was crucial
because Insulux, or some other product, might become fixed in the minds
of architects and merchants as the luminous material of choice.!?’ What
emerged was a material that combined the properties of Vitrolite and In-
sulux into an ingenious hybrid—Vitrolux—that offered “luminous color
as an integral part of the structure itself.” This color-fused tempered plate
glass was put on the market in the spring of 1937 as Vitrolite’s “logical
companion.”*?! Since 1935 LOF had been tinting its clear Polished Plate
Glass in shades of blue, green, and peach to “keep pace with modern ar-
chitectural and decorative trends,” and Vitrolux developed logically out
of this colored product, broadening its storefront applications by provid-
ing a middle ground of light transmission.!?? Neither transparent, like
tinted plate, nor opaque, like structural glass, Vitrolux was translucent.
Produced by fusing colored ceramic coatings to the plate substrate, Vit-
rolux was also tempered, making it stronger than ordinary plate glass
and able to withstand the heat of prolonged rear illumination.

If Vitrolite added color to the modernized storefront, Vitrolux made
the color glow. Available in eighteen translucent colors, ten of which
matched Vitrolite’s non-agate tones, Vitrolux was used for flush or panel-
type illuminated areas (i.e., affixed to the front of a lighting unit), espe-
cially storefront signboards and upper facades, and the ceilings of display
cases and vestibules.’?® When lit, Vitrolux transmitted an even, diffused
light, the intensity of which varied with the color; otherwise it had a soft
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Figure 3.10 The Baron Stiegel Room in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, 1938. LOF promoted
this restaurant design as an example of Luminous Store Front that combined Vitrolite
bulkheads with a rear-lit Vitrolux signboard. (Sweet’s Catalogue File [1940]: sec. 18, cat.
2; and LOF 1940 Advertising Scrapbook. Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company Records,
MSS-066, Ward M. Canaday Center for Special Collections, The University of Toledo.)

luster akin to Vitrolite. Opaque Vitrolux was also available, used mainly
for sign letters set in a translucent Vitrolux field (the reverse was also
possible). When used in these various combinations, Vitrolux’s colorful
luminosity provided a striking counterpoint to Vitrolite facing and plate-
glass windows, giving the storefront “after-dark brilliance” that made
“night brighter than day,” as LOF’s copywriters aptly put it (fig. 3.10).12*
Since Vitrolux had to be installed in conjunction with lighting units in
order to take advantage of its luminosity, LOF marketed the product
extensively to electrical contractors and utility companies, encouraging
them to promote the Luminous Store Fronts in order “to increase the
night time power load.” Here LOF was coordinating its products with yet
another New Deal initiative, notably the programs of the Rural Electrifi-
cation Administration, which were expanding electrification nationwide.
Claiming that American cities and towns were “being kept years behind
the times” by un-illuminated storefronts, LOF offered a variety of elec-
trically oriented sales aids, including a store modernization manual with
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illumination data supplied by General Electric and a Vitrolux Demon-
stration Kit that came with color samples and a miniature light box for
convincing demonstrations of Vitrolux’s luminosity and translucency.'?

The Complete Storefront

According to the company’s records, in 1937, with Vitrolux firmly es-
tablished in its product line, along with Vitrolite and Polished Plate, LOF
finally surpassed rival PPG in the marketing of glass for store moderniza-
tion. But PPG still had the lead in storefront metal since Pittco sashes had
already been on the market for two years. Hence, LOF determined that it
needed a metal trim to “tie its store-front package together.” Following
PPG’s example, LOF designers Dean Lowry and Robert Pinney developed
their own extruded metal trim with a cushioned glass-mounting system,
and in the spring of 1937 the company patented a pressure-controlled,
shock-absorbing extruded aluminum sash.!?® LOF heralded Extrudalite
as “revolutionary,” referring not only to its mounting mechanism, but
to its sash profiles, which, LOF claimed, represented the “streamlining”
of traditional classical moldings, a stylistic change significant enough to
prompt PPG to redesign its own sash profiles along more modern lines
in 1938. Equally revolutionary, in LOF’s own exalted view of itself, was
its merchandising of Extrudalite in three sizes and three price ranges
to satisfy budgets both modest and luxurious—a promotional pitch that
clearly responded to economic realities (fig. 3.11).1%

The introduction of metal sashes enabled LOF, like PPG before it, to
market itself as a full-service supplier of modern storefronts, but before
the company could market itself as such, the Depression intervened once
more. The economy declined steeply in August, bringing on the so-called
“recession” of 1937 and causing LOF, like so many other American busi-
nesses that autumn and winter, to experience “a substantial falling-off
of sales.”12® Making matters worse for marketers of store moderniza-
tion, the MCP and Title I of the National Housing Act had expired in the
spring, in a stunning display of bad timing. Though LOF was in a position
to continue modernization financing through its Budget Plan, the gov-
ernment would no longer insure the loans it made, a disquieting thought
as this most recent manifestation of the economic crisis worsened. When
it became clear in the late fall that Title I would be reinstated, American
manufacturers undoubtedly breathed a collective sigh of relief.!?’

It was in anticipation of the MCP’s renewal that LOF unveiled the
Complete Storefront in November 1937 at the annual New York and

133



Eitrudaille Membar -

Me. 300
Entrunolile Membs
Mg, 15

Figure 3.11 LOF Extrudalite Storefront Metal, introduced 1937. Standard extruded alu-
minum sash members were available in three sizes and styles that the company claimed
were revolutionary for their streamlining of traditional molding profiles. The section cuts
show the sash grips for window glass and facing glass. (Sweet’s Catalogue File [1940]: sec.
19, cat. 6. LOF 1940 Advertising Scrapbook. Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company Records,
MSS-066, Ward M. Canaday Center for Special Collections, The University of Toledo.)
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Figure 3.12 LOF, “Modern Shopping Center,” 1937, rendering of retail units. This seven-
eighths-scale model was displayed at the New York and Chicago auto shows in the fall
of 1937. The five contiguous storefronts—for a florist, grocery, dry cleaner, bakery, and
department store—were all fabricated with materials in LOF’s Complete Storefront line.
The colorful, high-gloss storefronts must have provided an ideal backdrop for the new model
cars on display. (Libbey-Owens-Ford, “Colorful Storefronts” [1937]. Libbey-Owens-Ford
Glass Company Records, MSS-066, Ward M. Canaday Center for Special Collections, The
University of Toledo.)

Chicago automobile shows, the largest in the country, with combined
attendance that topped half a million people.’*® LOF announced that it
now offered “EVERY material required in the construction of the modern
storefront,” and as a demonstration LOF partnered with General Motors
to produce an exhibition of model storefronts to serve as a setting for
GM'’s display of its 1938 Chevrolets. This was no miniature caravan; it
was a “Modern Shopping Center”: a nearly full-scale (seventh-eighths)
installation of five contiguous store units, fabricated entirely of Com-
plete Storefront products (fig. 3.12). A decontextualized one-story strip
containing a flower shop, food store, dry cleaner, bakery, and department
store, the Modern Shopping Center was equally adaptable for Main Street
modernizations or new construction on the urban periphery. Most likely
designed by H. Creston Donner of the LOF Architectural Service De-
partment, each store elevation was simplified for legibility of parts and
materials, yet still recognizable as the modern(ized) retail types that had
become common since 1935: broad, interior-revealing display windows
and low bulkheads on the ivory (Vitrolite) and red (Vitrolux) Centre
Food Store, round porthole displays fitted with plate-glass shelves on
the white (Vitrolite) Modern Baker.!®! LOF placed great stock in the
marketing value of such exhibits, observing of a similar Complete Store-
front installation that Donner designed for its Toledo showroom that “a
prospect who can leave without signing an order for a complete glass
front most certainly has Herculean sales resistance.”13?

Though it may have fulfilled this sales function, it is questionable
how successful the Modern Shopping Center was as a backdrop for the
new model Chevys, given that the stated goal of the LOF storefront
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was “to compel attention.” Surely, bulkheads, side panels, and signs of
bright Vitrolite and glowing Vitrolux, trimmed in gleaming Extrudalite,
were just as visually engaging as the Duco-lacquered teardrop fenders
and chrome-plated, speed-lined radiator grilles of the Master De Luxe
Chevrolet. It made sense that the storefronts on display had the poten-
tial to outshine the cars on display since both car and storefront were
repackaged to sell during the Depression with new streamlined models
introduced each year and available for purchase on virtually identical
time-payment plans. That such formal and fiscal similarities existed was
not, of course, coincidental. Not only was there a direct relationship be-
tween the auto financing offered by GM and the government-insured
modernization credit offered by LOF, as discussed in chapter 2; there was
an equally close connection between the appearance and aspirations of
the streamlined car and those of the streamlined storefront, as will be
discussed in chapter 4.

Following its introduction at the auto shows, the Complete Storefront
was announced to the architecture community in February 1938 in si-
multaneous advertisements in the four principal professional journals, as
well as in local architecture publications serving major markets like New
York and Chicago. To architects, LOF offered the Complete Storefront
as “a service” in which Vitrolite, Vitrolux, Extrudalite, and Polished
Plate were brought together for ease of design and specification—and
ease of promotion as well, since after 1938 LOF stopped advertising
its storefront products separately.!3> The Complete Storefront was an-
nounced to merchants beginning in March, the delay allowing architects
to familiarize themselves with the full product line in advance of their
potential retail clients. LOF’s promotional coverage in the retail field
throughout the spring and summer was exceptionally thorough, with
Complete Storefront advertisements appearing in Baker’s Weekly, FTD
News, Meat Merchandising, and Motor Monthly, among many others.
LOF promoted the four-product line with what were, by then, routine
modernization pitches: increased patronage, reduced maintenance, and
an identification of the store owner as “a progressive retail merchant.”13
All of these sales angles came together in a promotional piece explaining
why the Complete Storefront was “a business asset.” The folder was
lavishly illustrated with twenty “smart designs,” photographs of LOF
storefronts installed coast-to-coast, from Daniels Hat Shop in New York
City (Phillip Associates, designers) to Foster’s Restaurant in San Francisco
(Farr & Ward, architects) with chain and independent dry cleaners, bak-
eries, markets, gas stations, movie theaters, and shoe stores at eighteen
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135 These modernized stores are characterized

destinations in between.
by a series of familiar glass and metal elements: curved bulkheads, off-
center entrances, deep vestibules, portholes and shadowboxes, enlarged
signboards, and contrasting color schemes. As a group they serve as a
graphic testament to the legacy of LOF’s architectural competition, illus-
trating the degree to which Main Street had been modernized since 1935.
But from the company’s point of view, there was still much work to be
done.

Three years after the FHA introduced the Modernize Main Street
initiative, and three years after LOF began its campaign of promotional
tie-ins, the company was still encouraging jobbers and architects to “look
up and down Main Street.”!*® Though by 1943 LOF had abandoned the
Complete Storefront in favor of the Visual Front, as it began marketing
Tuf-Flex tempered plate glass to meet the growing demand for “the open-
faced architecture introduced pre-war,” modernizing Main Street would
remain a promotional touchstone well into the postwar era. In 1956, when
LOF declared “Main Street open for business,” it might easily have been
1936, so little had the promotional pitch changed. Merchants were still
“discovering that attractive buildings are good business” and still seeking
to replace “drab, uninspiring storefronts” with “the clean, uncluttered
look of 20th century architecture.”!%”

In the late 1930s, for Libbey-Owens-Ford and many other American
manufacturers of building materials, store modernization had not yet
lost its viability as a sales angle, nor had Main Street lost its poten-
tial as a territory for sales prospects. And neither was likely to in the
near future—at least not until another national crisis would prompt an-
other coordinated response, as the Depression had before (World War II
and advertising supporting the U.S. mobilization). As a sales theme, the
original FHA tie-ins had incredible longevity. Even if references to the
FHA or the MCP were largely omitted by the end of the decade, mod-
ernization and Main Street had become apparently self-perpetuating,
dominating building material merchandising until 1941 with nearly the
same arguments and persuasions that were current circa 1935, though
with varying degrees of intensity related to the life cycle of Title I. In
1939 Westinghouse introduced two new lighting units “designed for
‘Main Street’ Commercial Applications” and deemed appropriate there
because they were “modernly-styled” and had a “low initial and operat-
ing cost.” With equal confidence, Johnson Service Company proclaimed
that “when Johnson controls the temperature on Main Street customers
shop there more and more.” Below the headline two stylishly dressed
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Figure 3.13 “An appreciation of architecture long overdue.” By the time this Owens-
Mllinois advertisement appeared in 1939, the modernized storefront had become ubiquitous
on Main Street, but manufacturers of storefront materials continued to utilize the same
themes that brought them success throughout the decade. Here Insulux Glass Block is
described as a “merchandising asset” with the ability to stop traffic. (Architectural Record
85 [April 1939]: 125. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia
University.)
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shoppers head toward a modernized Main Street, its buildings and its
cars clearly streamlined.'

As for the glass manufacturers, though LOF, PPG, and Owens-Illinois
had used these themes longer and more consistently than any other mar-
keters of storefront products, they were not about to tamper with such a
successful formula—one that had spoken so effectively to architects and
merchants that the glass-faced, modernized, streamlined storefront had
already become very nearly a design cliché. Despite, or perhaps because
of, this cliché, there was a real sense in 1939 that Main Street, to a great
extent, had been modernized. That year, though Owens-Illinois pro-
claimed that “Main Street now recognizes sound architecture as smart
business”—as if the goals of the movement were a fait accompli—the
copy optimistically predicted that modernization would continue its work
of “replacing those antiquated nightmares that are all too much in ev-
idence on merchandising thoroughfares.” These were represented by
before-and-after photographs of the Walker Brothers Dry Good Com-
pany in Wichita, Kansas (fig. 3.13). What Owens-Illinois purposefully
ignored was the fact that little more than the vicissitudes of architectural
fashion separated the Luxfer Prism transoms of the old facade from the
Insulux Glass Block windows of the new. But such was the nature of
storefront improvement for, as Architectural Forum observed in 1934,
“modernization is only relative.”** That statement was more significant
than anyone could have realized in the mid-1930s. As the movement to
modernize Main Street gained ground through the efforts of the fed-
eral government and the building industry, the relativity of commercial
design—its insistence on the mutability of architectural canons and on
the ephemerality of consumer culture—would come increasingly to the
fore.
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[ CHAPTER 4 ]

The Architecture of Consumption

In 1936 the Star Electrical Supply Company hired a young New Jersey
architect named Barney Gruzen to modernize its premises on Market
Street in downtown Newark. The existing turn-of-the-century structure
was a small-scale loft building with double-height showroom space on
the ground level and offices and storage space on the upper levels. Its
architectural aspirations were modest and eclectic: a little gothic tracery,
a bit of classical molding, some picturesque ironwork. These were largely
overwhelmed by the various commercial proclamations Star Electrical
had made over the years: a large billboard mounted above the cornice on
the main facade and an even larger advertisement painted across all three
stories of the blank side facade. By the mid-1930s, the building and its
advertising superstructure were considered woefully out-of-date and in-
sufficient for the merchandising demands of the consumer culture, not
least because the products Star Electrical sold were so indisputably mod-
ern. To counter any potential perception of obsolescence by members
of the buying public, the company modernized, determined to make its
building appear as up-to-date as its inventory.!

Gruzen'’s redesign was exceptionally thorough and reflected the de-
cade’s dominant strategies of commercial modernization. He eradicated
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Figure 4.1 Star Electrical Supply Company, Newark, New Jersey, designed by Barney
Sumner Gruzen in 1936. These before-and-after views demonstrate the dramatic impact
that building modernization sometimes achieved, especially through the use of modern
materials like glass block and enameled steel. Gruzen treated signage and advertising as
integral to his scheme, transforming the entire building into a showcase of the electrical
equipment sold within. This was especially evident at night. (Architectural Forum 64
[May 1936]: 426; and Architectural Forum 67 [August 1937]: 103. Courtesy of the Avery
Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)
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Figure 4.1 (Continued)

all traces of the original exterior, along with any architectural age mark-
ers, behind a wraparound facade of light blue glazed terra-cotta and bands
of windows filled with alternating panels of glass block and plate glass
(fig. 4.1). At the ground level, Gruzen opened up a dark, narrow vestibule
into a boldly asymmetrical arrangement of glass display cases of varying
heights and widths all showcasing Star Electrical’s light fixtures. Treat-
ing the necessary signage as part of an integrated architectural scheme,
Gruzen deployed oversize sans serif letters in orange porcelain enamel
steel and ultramarine glazed terra-cotta to create a graphic sequence above
the displays and below the cornice. However striking this composition
was during the day, at night it was literally electrifying, as the entire
building advertised the company and its wares: neon signs, an electric
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clock emblazoned with a star, rear-lit glass panels, and, of course, electric
lamps, torcheres, sconces, and chandeliers in the display windows.

In producing this legible and programmatic alignment between the
building and the goods for sale inside, this modernization was emblematic
of the relationship between architecture and consumer culture in the De-
pression era. Like so many streamlined consumer products, the Star Ele-
ctrical building was repackaged to appear new and improved, even though
in essence it remained the same store it had always been. But Star Electri-
cal’s proprietors, as well as its customers, willingly accepted this repack-
aged image because what they were looking at was more than simply a
modernized building; it was an antidote to the Depression.

K2
L4

No doubt the ten years beginning with 1930 will be referred to by future
generations as the Streamlined Decade.

So predicted the critic Emrich Nicholson in his 1945 book Contempo-
rary Shops in the United States, a portfolio of mostly prewar commercial
work culled from the pages of Architectural Forum. Nicholson used the
term streamlined, in the broad sense of “improved in appearance or mod-
ernized,” to characterize that recent period when “progressive design”
found widespread public acceptance in commercial buildings as merchants
and architects turned increasingly to “modern developments” in mate-
rials, technology, and style.? Time has borne out Nicholson’s prediction
about the decade: streamlining—with its speed lines, rounded corners,
banded windows, and sleek facades—is regarded as a hallmark of the vi-
sual culture of the 1930s (fig. 4.2). Beyond mere prognostication, Nichol-
son’s comments also make vivid an aspect of commercial architecture that
has rarely been understood, especially as it relates to building modern-
ization: its connection to consumer culture. This may seem like stating
the obvious since commercial architecture, by its nature, is always in the
service of commerce and consumption. But it was only in the 1930s, and
largely through the widespread occurrence of building modernization,
that architecture began to respond to consumer culture in explicit and
deliberate ways by assimilating its aims, its practices, and its products.

In Contemporary Shops, Nicholson explained how streamlined build-
ings arrived on the nation’s Main Streets as “an outgrowth of design in
other fields,” a shift in scale that was due “ironically enough to the eco-
nomic depression beginningin 1929.” Merchants, he implied, modernized
their stores under increased competitive pressure, following the lead of



Figure 4.2 The Griddle restaurant, San Francisco, 1937. This storefront exemplifies the
streamlining effects that were commonplace by the end of the 1930s, especially the rounded
corners, speed lines, and sleek skinlike facades. Many of these forms originated in industrial
design, especially the restyling of consumer products as a way to increase sales during the
Depression. (Libbey-Owens-Ford, Vitrolite Album. Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company
Records, MSS-066, Ward M. Canaday Center for Special Collections, The University of
Toledo.)
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manufacturers who had embraced product restyling to create “eye appeal
and more sales.” In his description, these were “styling jobs that aimed for
the simplification of surface contour and the use of new color schemes”
to produce “modern autos, railway cars. .. practical kitchens and shiny
bathrooms.”* Nicholson discerned a trend now acknowledged as historical
fact: that the streamlining of vehicles and products emerged in the early
years of the Depression under the aegis of corporate manufacturers to
create demand for consumer goods glutting the marketplace in the wake
of a 40 percent decline in consumer spending since 1929. Companies such
as General Motors, General Electric, Hoover, and RCA brought in in-
dustrial designers like Raymond Loewy, Norman Bel Geddes, and Henry
Dreyfuss to streamline a wide range of durable goods and household ap-
pliances, mainly by changing form or style and not function or technol-
ogy. Simultaneously, they retained advertising agencies like Calkins &
Holden and Batten, Barton, Durstine & Osborn to promote the new cars,
refrigerators, vacuum cleaners, and radios by convincing the public that
the appliances they currently owned were obsolete, out-of-date, and not
modern.*

For Nicholson, there was an obvious connection between these stream-
lined vehicles and products and streamlined commercial buildings: “It is
only natural that the buying public should expect our stores and shops to
be as inviting, interesting, and up-to-date as the products on the shelves.”>
In other words, the improved appearance of stores was a necessary corre-
late to the improved appearance of consumer goods. Thus, in Nicholson’s
conception, the linkage between streamlined products and streamlined
buildings was direct and causal. In this linkage, which Nicholson stated so
matter-of-factly, was the foundation of a theory of building moderniza-
tion during the Great Depression. Espoused by federal officials, corporate
manufacturers, and architects and embraced by independent merchants
and chain retailers, this theory was predicated upon the existence of a
critical relationship between building modernization and consumer cul-
ture. Born of the Depression and fostered by it, this relationship would
bring advertising, obsolescence, gender, and fashion to bear directly on
the everyday architecture found on the nation’s Main Streets.

Streamlining: A Metaphor for Progress

No group articulated this theory more clearly than industrial designers
and advertisers. These so-called “masters of publicity” grasped the implicit
lessons of streamlining in advance of their contemporaries in government,
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business, and architecture, and recognized the possibility of extending
the restyling of individual products to the restyling of the broader environ-
ment.® Designer Norman Bel Geddes refused any fixed boundaries be-
tween architecture and design, embracing both in his totalizing vision
of a present and future in which streamlining functioned as a metaphor
for progress, prosperity, and modernity. Geddes tirelessly promoted this
vision throughout the decade, in his 1932 book Horizons, in his unreal-
ized projects for the 1933 Century of Progress International Exposition
in Chicago, and ultimately in the Futurama, the pavilion and exhibition
he designed for General Motors at the 1939 New York World’s Fair.

Equally exuberant in promoting streamlining beyond product design
was Egmont Arens, head of Industrial Styling at the advertising firm of
Calkins & Holden. In 1934 Arens mounted a one-man campaign to pro-
mote streamlining as a boosterish slogan and a business method for na-
tional recovery through increased consumption. In Arens’s view, stream-
lining was relevant to anyone engaged in the exchange of goods and
services, meaning virtually all Americans, be they workers or managers
for large corporations, small-town merchants, or members of the buying
public. Determined to reach as many of these Americans as possible, Arens
delivered slide lectures to civic groups across the country and in November
sent a telegram to President Roosevelt explaining how his “streamlining
for recovery” effort had “captured American imagination.””

Among scores of recovery schemes sent to Washington during the
New Deal, Arens’s proposal was taken seriously enough to be forwarded
toan appropriate agency, in this case the Federal Housing Administration.
At that moment, with the Modernization Credit Plan in operation and
the Better Housing Program in place, the FHA was in the midst of its
own national campaign to promote modernizing as a slogan and method
for recovery. That New Dealers would have immediately recognized an
affinity between Arens’s streamlining scheme and the FHA’s modernizing
effort is not surprising, if only because by mid-decade the two terms were
closely allied in the public’s mind.® For its part, the agency also saw a
correspondence between its goals and Arens’s and arranged for him to meet
with the advisory committee of its Industrial Division, whose membership
included representatives from General Electric, Johns-Manville, Pittsburgh
Plate Glass, and Libbey-Owens-Ford, all of whom were actively promoting
modernization. With the committee’s blessing, Arens designed a motor ca-
ravan fitted with building product displays and outlined a plan for the FHA
to use streamlining as “a selling tool,” thus transforming it “from a mere
commercial enterprise into a movement of some national significance.”’
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Arens’s concept of selling streamlining, though lacking policy specifics,
was virtually identical to the FHA’s conception of modernization as a
“sales effort” designed to improve the appearance of the nation’s buildings
while improving the nation’s economy. Despite these similarities, Arens,
ever the ad man, regarded streamlining as superior to modernization from
a marketing standpoint. In his report to the FHA advisory committee and
in a telegram sent to President Roosevelt, Arens explained that because
of its apparent psychological associations with products that were viewed
by the public as “modern, efficient, well-organized, sweep [sic] clean and
beautiful,” streamlining was the most evocative, and thus appropriate,
term to express the goals of the FHA’s modernization program, especially
since these went beyond improving buildings, credit availability, and even
the economy to improving the American standard of living.!” Despite
Arens’s entreaties, the FHA never substituted streamlining for modern-
izing in its promotional literature or in its program nomenclature, which
was fixed by the congressionally approved mechanism of the Moderniza-
tion Credit Plan. Nonetheless, streamlining was vitally important to the
FHA's work even in advance of Arens’s involvement in 1934. For the stream-
lining of consumer goods—a practice engendered by the Depression and
conceived as a curative at once selfishly motivated by business concerns
and socially meaningful as a psychological panacea—provided something
far more significant than a slogan; it provided a model for the moderniza-
tion program as a whole.!! In 1924 Lewis Mumford suggested that it was
“this side of exaggeration to say that today a building is one kind of manu-
factured product on a counter of manufactured products.”*? A decade later
it hardly seemed an exaggeration at all, as the combined effects of the
Depression and building modernization blurred traditional boundaries
between producer and consumer goods and made a widespread, mass-
produced architecture increasingly seem like a realistic possibility.

Modernized Buildings as Consumer Goods

In a general economic sense, consumer goods are a category of products
including durables, like cars and refrigerators, and consumables, like food
and clothing. They are distinguished from producer goods, those raw or
processed materials and/or tools used to make durables and consumables.
In a general cultural sense, while fulfilling certain basic needs or uses, con-
sumer goods also satisfy less tangible desires and represent a network of
social meanings or values shaped by producers and consumers and medi-
ated by advertising and marketing.!> As a theoretical and practical model
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for the modernization movement, consumer goods—and more specifi-
cally the streamlining of consumer goods—must be understood in two
ways: economically, as a model for guiding the building industry in the
creation of new markets and the cultivation of new consumers for its pro-
ducts and services (as discussed in chapter 3); and culturally, as a model
for educating the consuming public to comprehend in buildings and ar-
chitecture a range of associations and images the government deemed
necessary to help alleviate the crisis of the Depression.

This consumer goods model is firmly embedded in the discourse of
building modernization: in its rhetoric and propaganda (written by ad-
vertising and marketing specialists), in its procedural policies and fiscal
structure (modeled on consumer credit practices), in its formal expres-
sions (borrowed from the restyling methods of industrial designers),
and in its distribution methods (influenced by door-to-door selling tech-
niques). Embedded in this discourse are what can be called the consump-
tion constructs of modernization, a series of analogies or paradigms that
effectively subsumed architecture into the consumer culture as they were
deployed by the corporate/government publicity machine. These con-
structs operated in two distinct ways, often concurrently: first in building
modernization as a consumption strategy, and second in the modernized
building as a consumer product.'* Modernization’s deliberate use of this
consumer goods model led to the increasing commodification of architec-
ture in the 1930s. While architecture is always related to and influenced
by market fluctuations and the economy as a whole, as modernization
eroded distinctions between durables and consumables, this relationship
intensified. Now buildings—or parts of buildings—were produced, pack-
aged, advertised, and sold on Main Street. There they were purchased by
a willing and able American public, members of an expanding consumer
culture who, in the words of Robert and Helen Lynd, were increasingly
“hypnotized by the gorged stream of new things to buy.”'> And during
the Depression, as that stream overflowed with storefronts, the purchase
of those new things was charged with social urgency as never before.

Historians of consumer culture have observed how the material abun-
dance resulting from the gradual improvement of factory production at
the turn of the century, and especially after World War I, gave rise to new
imperatives for creating consumer demand. If consumption was to keep
pace with accelerated production, the stimulation of demand for goods had
to transcend utility and rely on other criteria. Manufacturers and their
publicist/apologists, the advertising agencies, began to promote a thera-
peutic social vision in which particular goods were explicitly associated
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with particular states of well-being, a not insignificant claim in the rapidly
changing and uncertain modern world. Consumption became a palliative,
assisting in the supposed realization of aspirations or assuagement of
anxieties, be they personal, public, local, or national. Though the crisis
of the Depression revealed consumption’s social curatives as illusory and
precipitated a popular distrust of promissory advertising, as aspirations
went unfulfilled and anxieties became more acute in the years after 1929,
the therapeutics of consumption became even more potent.'® In fact, in
1934 Robert Lynd commented in President Hoover’s report on recent
social trends that since 1929 “selling commercial products as substitutive
reactions for more subtle forms of adjustment to job insecurity, social
insecurity [etc.] had advanced to an effective fine art.”!” Indeed, manu-
facturers, their advertising agencies, and their industrial designers now
facilely associated restyled consumer goods with a specific state of well-
being adjusted to the realties of the Depression. Enter streamlining, with
its evocations of a speeding machine, a smoothly functioning society,
and a prosperous future all made available to consumers with an easily
purchased promise of modernity.

The scope of that therapeutic promise widened in 1934-35 as the gov-
ernment and its corporate partners promoted building modernization
through an association with consumer goods: “Now, for the first time
in history, owners may repair, alter, and improve their properties on an
even better basis than that upon which they have purchased automobiles,
refrigerators, washing machines, and other accessories.”!® This may have
seemed like preying on a consumer society already enthralled and over-
extended with installment buying, but the government reassured the
public that modernization was a national need and a patriotic duty. Seek-
ing to allay consumer suspicion and relieve consumer anxiety, the gov-
ernment explained that modernization would “telescope the future into
the present” by bring prosperity into the Depression.'” Thus, without
guilt, companies extending modernization credit during the Depression
deliberately repeated the advertising mantras of the consumer credit craze
of the 1920s: “easy payment” and “no money down.”?° Modernization—
requiring no mortgage, collateral, or down payment—satisfied the sup-
posed instant gratification desires of the American consumer’s restless
“installment soul” and, at least in the government’s view, proved un-
equivocally that “building owners like to buy improvements this way
just as they do automobiles.”?! This therapeutic satisfaction was true
whether they were buying an entire storefront or facade or merely some
of its individual elements, such as a sign or a display case.
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It is not surprising that the federal government so easily assimilated a
therapeutic vision of consumption. Not only had consumer goods man-
ufacturers like General Motors and General Electric played a key role in
the formulation of the modernization program, but many New Dealers,
including FHA officials, subscribed to the belief that under-consumption
was to blame for many of the country’s current economic and social prob-
lems. If under-consumption of the products and services of the building
industry, implicit in deferred maintenance and repair, was responsible
for the run-down state of the nation’s buildings, then it followed that re-
newed consumption through modernization would serve as an economic
and social palliative. If modernized storefronts fulfilled this therapeutic
function more convincingly than restyled consumer goods, this was more
a matter of scale and site (a building on a public street) than of a signifi-
cant qualitative difference between the two, since both were products of
the same corporate capitalist machine. As with consumer goods, the store-
front’s success or failure as a therapeutic image of prosperity hinged on its
legibility to the American public. Of course, by the time the Depression
hit, the public was fully equipped to read such imagery, having been long
exposed to the visual, linguistic, and psychological practices of advertis-
ing, to such an extent, in fact, that some critics, such as Soviet writers
Ilya Ilf and Evgeny Petrov, bitingly observed that without advertising the
average American would no longer be able to cope with modern life.??

At a basic level, the modernized storefront was an advertisement,
selling both a product, the store’s actual merchandise, and a promise of
prosperity, progress, and modernity. As the FHA noted, “The front of a
business house is its best advertisement.” Modernizing this front would
not only “convert a building into an efficient salesman,” but also “dis-
play national spirit . . . and a commitment to broad recovery.”?> While the
Depression produced the explicit social content of the storefront’s adver-
tising message, the concept itself was already present in commercial archi-
tecture before the Crash. In 1929 the critic Shepard Vogelgesang wrote
in Architectural Forum of “America’s return to architecture as adver-
tisement” after decades of suppressed commercialism when “commerce
took refuge in palazzi or retired behind columned arcades.” According
to Vogelgesang, increased competition in the late 1920s led merchants
and store designers to reconsider the storefront as a means of attracting
public notice. Influenced by the 1925 Exposition des Arts Décoratifs in
Paris, they began to realize that attention could be directed to the store as
much through distinctive architecture as through appended signage. This
led to the emergence of so-called “advertising fronts” or “billboard” type
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stores, as they were known in the 1930s.%* Both terms referred not only to
a storefront’s promotional intent, but also to its architectural expression,
in which signage and facade were treated as an integrated whole.

According to store designer Morris Lapidus, the billboard-type facade
had “the same principles as a poster,” with displayed merchandise and
sign letters instead of an image and text.?’ The poster-like qualities of the
billboard front were enhanced when the modernization encompassed the
building’s full facade. With the upper stories, including existing windows,
clad in structural glass or porcelain-enameled steel, the facade became, es-
sentially, a two-dimensional field. The treatment of the “billboard” could
be straightforward, a flat background for signage, or more elaborate, as in
Lapidus’s abstract, almost cubist, composition for the Peggie Hale cloth-
ing store in Birmingham, Alabama (fig. 4.3). Lapidus arranged colored
bands and rectangles to create a visual play of projection and recession that
would distinguish the store from those adjoining it. The goal, obviously,
was to turn the modernized facade into “savvy advertising” that would,
according to Building Modernization magazine, “act as the merchant’s
brass band,” drawing in customers.?® Lapidus used similar terms, noting
the “pulling power of storefronts” and likening them to “circus barkers”
and “ballyhoo artists” soliciting passersby.?” In making this architectural
equivalent of a sales pitch, the modernized storefront attempted to convey
an essential message: “Here is a progressive, up-to-date store.”?® While
comprehension of this message required that the public recognize certain
architectural forms as progressive and up-to-date, legibility was equally
predicated on the opposite. It was necessary that the public recognize
other architectural forms as unprogressive and out-of-date. Moderniza-
tion cultivated this awareness through the most important concept it
borrowed from advertising—obsolescence.

Obsolescence

The FHA was unequivocal in acknowledging that obsolescence lay at the
foundation of its modernization program. In Modernize for Profit, the
widely distributed merchant’s manual used to introduce the $50,000 loan
limit in the summer of 1935, the agency declared, “Here, then, is oppor-
tunity for the business men of America to protect themselves against the
costly results of obsolescence.” This was represented in visual terms by a
spectral collage of apparently antiquated buildings calculated to scare
merchants and business property owners into modernizing, lest they,
too, fall victim to obsolescence.? While Modernize for Profit identified
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Figure 4.3 Peggie Hale clothing store in Birmingham, Alabama, designed by Morris
Lapidus in 1934. This chain store typifies the billboard-type approach to building mod-
ernization. Here Lapidus treats the whole facade as a two-dimensional graphic field for
advertising the retail occupant. Such billboard facades became commonplace as the De-
pression worsened and many buildings were abandoned above the ground floor. (Photo
permission from Chain Store Age, November 1934, 116. Copyright Lebhar-Friedman, Inc.,
425 Park Avenue, NY, NY 10022.)

the dangers of obsolescence as a loss of customers, increased operat-
ing costs, and decreased profits and property values, the term’s actual
meaning remained obscure. Though the FHA specified the necessity of
improving antiquated mechanical systems (heating, lighting, plumbing,
etc.), this referred exclusively to technological obsolescence of the sort
the real estate industry had promoted since the 1920s when it began to
call for the modernization, and even the demolition and replacement, of
tall office buildings from the nineteenth century. For the FHA in the
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1930s, obsolescence was a much broader concept, one the agency defined
as “the loss of value due to all causes except physical deterioration.”3°
This was also confusing because the physical deterioration of buildings
through outright neglect or slackened maintenance had been one of the
principal justifications for the government’s modernization program. In-
deed, physical deterioration was linked directly to the loss of property
values. In Bulletin No. 1, for example, the FHA stated that the nation’s
buildings were suffering from “the ravages of five years of depreciation
and obsolescence,” with an implied distinction between the two terms.*!

Arthur C. Holden, an architect and consultant to the National Recov-
ery Administration, clarified this distinction in the Survey Graphic in
an article titled “Modernization—Ballyhoo or Progress?” Arguing, like
the FHA, that “depreciation and obsolescence [were] serious problems,”
Holden defined the former as “the physical wearing out of property” and
the latter as “the psychological wearing out of property.” Depreciation,
Holden contended, was controllable and even avoidable through adequate
maintenance and repair to offset deterioration. Obsolescence was more
problematic because it introduced potentially elusive criteria for evaluat-
ing whether a building was worn out: “Obsolescence takes place because
styles change.”3? Here the determinants for worn-out property seemed
to move far away from a building’s utility, or even its state of repair, to-
ward factors that, in the words of Robert Lynd, were “less tangible [but]
scarcely less potent” in the pressure they exerted on the building owner—
cum-consumer.>?

Within this concept of obsolescence, the power of style was largely
psychological and lay in its very intangibility. Understood to be artifi-
cially created and socially controlled—produced by some complex of factors
known as “public taste”—style was restless and changeable. It accelerated
in tempo with modern life and was just as destabilizing to the individual
consumer, who barely had time to acknowledge the “style of today” before
it became the “style of yesterday.”3* A Libbey-Owens-Ford promotional
pampbhlet prepared for the 1939 Golden Gate Exposition in San Francisco
vividly demonstrates this in relation to commercial buildings (fig. 4.4).
Using an 1839-1939 timeline of shopkeeping similar to Raymond Loewy’s
product evolution charts, LOF depicted a “modern age characterized by
fast tempo [with] every phase of life...stepped up to a new high.”*
Predicating a building’s need for modernization on a style-based concept
of obsolescence allowed government and corporate publicists to manip-
ulate merchants and property owners more easily than if modernization
was based simply on the necessity of physical repairs, since, like most
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Figure 4.4 Keeping Store Today, 1939. This LOF pamphlet depicts a century in the evolu-
tion of the American store, from the frontier trading post to the contemporary shopping
strip. According to LOF, intense retail competition had created the “age of showmanship”
in which stores must continually keep pace with design trends lest they become obsolete.
(Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company Records, MSS-066, Ward M. Canaday Center for
Special Collections, The University of Toledo.)

consumers, they were thought to be psychologically vulnerable on matters
of taste. Adding further complexity, merchants were not modernizing sim-
ply for themselves, but for their customers, who, the FHA argued, would
“ordinarily avoid stores of obsolete appearance.”*® Borrowing this con-
cept intact from the marketing of consumer goods, modernization publi-
cists inculcated a fear of obsolescence—that “most relentless of all compe-
tition . . . applying to our greatest national asset, our real property”—in
order to create a desire for its antidote: the modernized building.>”

Style obsolescence emerged as a codified marketing strategy sometime
around 1930, as manufacturers and advertisers attempted to increase de-
mand for surplus goods born of overproduction. As promoted by adver-
tising executive Earnest Elmo Calkins, so-called “artificial obsolescence”
was intended to encourage “new buying” through the redesign of prod-
ucts to make them look “markedly new”—exclusive of any technological
improvements. These redesigns were intensely promoted through mar-
keting that cultivated contempt for a product’s former appearance in
order to convince consumers that they could not be stylish without pur-
chasing the different-looking, but functionally unchanged object.>® The
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psychological manipulation inherent in artificial obsolescence gave rise to
complaints from consumer advocates like Stuart Chase, who campaigned
against mass psychology and urged consumers to resist artificial demand.
Even Calkins himself was uncomfortable with the implications of artificial
obsolescence and ultimately came to believe, like Chase, that the strategy
was foisting unnecessary products on an unsuspecting, gullible public.*’
The FHA seems to have suffered no crisis of conscience about obsoles-
cence, possibly because of the advertising and business backgrounds
of FHA officials and their close relationships with corporate manufact-
urers.*® Even so, it was somewhat problematic for the government to
borrow as potentially exploitative a marketing strategy as artificial obso-
lescence for a program intended as a sincerely civic-minded, grassroots
fight against the Depression.

Progressive Obsolescence

By the time the government co-opted style obsolescence, the general con-
cept had already been redirected away from the artificial toward an ide-
ology known as progressive obsolescence that appeared as pro-active and
consumer-oriented. Though the term was coined by business publisher J.
George Frederick, progressive obsolescence’s chief apologist was his wife,
Christine Frederick, home economist, consumer advocate, and author of
the influential Selling Mrs. Consumer. Frederick defended progressive
obsolescence as the consumers’ “willingness to take hold of anything new
either in the shape of a new invention or new designs or styles or ways of
living.” For Frederick, the consumer, as much as the manufacturer, was
controlling obsolescence. In her conception, the consumer was not a pas-
sive object, but an active subject making deliberate choices and decisions
in his/her free acceptance of the new. Frederick’s use of the term progres-
sive was particularly important since it suggested “progress” and “the
modern world” while dispelling any negative associations of falseness and
wastefulness connoted by artificial obsolescence. The latter she defined as
“a readiness to scrap or lay aside an article before its natural life of useful-
ness is completed,” with the implication that this discarding or rejection
was purely arbitrary.*! The difference between the two forms of style ob-
solescence was principally a matter of intent: artificial obsolescence lacks
clear motivation, while progressive obsolescence is motivated by the dy-
namic impulses of modernity. Three aspects of Frederick’s progressive
obsolescence are especially relevant to building modernization. First, the
wholehearted acceptance of the new requisite in progressive obsolescence was
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understood as endemic to the United States as “a common-clay American
trait.” Second, style obsolescence was just as important as technological
obsolescence and represented the “principal operative” in contemporary
American consumer society. Third, progressive obsolescence was both a
consumer practice and a producer gimmick since, according to Frederick,
consumers were as eager to buy the new as producers were to sell it.*?

Corporate and government modernization literature is filled with sim-
ilar conclusions. Modernization supporters consistently posited the urge
to fight obsolescence as a natural and national compulsion, part of a
characteristically American anxiety complex. A writer for Building Mod-
ernization commented that “no one is more willing or anxious than the
American to keep up with the times, to keep up with the Joneses”—
referring to Arthur Momand’s popular comic strip of the 1920s in which
the mere presence of the wealthy Jones family compels their middle-class
neighbors to excessive spending in order to rival their standard of liv-
ing.*> FHA radio publicity used a similar argument but emphasized the
common-man angle typical of Depression-era advertising: “ordinary, av-
erage, run-of-the-mill, matter-of-fact American citizens” had no desire to
be “the bob-tail and the fag-end of the procession.” Rather, they desired
“to be modern,” which meant “keeping up-to-date.”** Contemporary
critics and consumers would have recognized the marketing code words
in each of these statements. By the end of the 1920s, many Americans
were familiar with, if not wholly literate in, such parlance, and cer-
tainly by the mid-1930s phrases like up-to-date and keeping up with the
Joneses were not only in common usage, but were understood as adver-
tising slang for the aspirations of material modernity.*

This desire to “keep up” manifested itself on a personal and communal
level, in the individual merchant and the town as a whole, bound up with
ideas of progress and betterment fundamental to the Main Street booster
culture, as discussed in chapter 1. Since there was always someone or
someplace that was bigger or more prosperous, the keeping-up mental-
ity fueled the competitiveness on which the modernization movement
was founded. “Rivalry,” according to the FHA, was an “incentive to
modernization.”#¢ In the overheated Main Street marketplace that pitted
the independent merchant against the corporate chain over scarce con-
sumer spending, keeping up with the store next-door was the only way to
survive: “The one sure way of keeping a step ahead of the competition.”*’
Following the advertising stratagem of therapeutic consumption, mod-
ernization propagandists contended that this innate American up-to-
dateness extended almost empathetically, from the individual to the
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building, with modernization itself posited as an obvious “cure for ob-
solescence.” Architects John A. Holabird and John W. Root (who would
later serve as a juror for LOF’s Main Street competition) agreed with this
assessment, commenting that building modernization meant “to fall in
line and keep step with the times.” LOF noted that “it is essential that your
store be as modern in its appearance as you are yourself.”*® Evidently,
up-to-date Americans required up-to-date buildings. The president of a
Chicago-based grocery chain admitted as much when he accepted pro-
gressive obsolescence as the rationale for a corporation-wide store mod-
ernization program. Because “people crave newness,” R. V. Rasmussen
explained, it was necessary to alter the store design every few years.*’ By
the end of the 1930s, even the F.W. Dodge Corporation took an “obsoles-
cence factor” into account when compiling statistical data on commercial
alterations and repairs, noting that the need to attract “public atten-
tion” was responsible for much minor building activity.’® In the FHAs
words, a “modernization-minded public [was] not likely to be attracted to
an unprogressive-looking building.” Hence, the FHA advised merchants
that “customers coolly pass by the stores that do not keep in step with
the times and patronize those that do.”>! The title page of Modernize
for Profit offered apparent photographic proof in an overhead shot of
a shopping street crowded with women in cloche hats and fur-trimmed
coats and men in fedoras and business suits: such smart and stylish con-
sumers would patronize only those stores that were “as modern as tomor-
row”°? (see fig. 2.8).

The FHA’s most outright, yet eloquent, defense of consumer-driven
progressive obsolescence in architecture occurs in a five-minute speech
prepared by the PR division in the spring of 1935 and released in a
portfolio of radio publicity as a “Talk for Merchants.” More than any
other statement found in the broad literature of modernization, this
speech reveals the movement’s underlying ideology, demonstrating once
again how fully modernization borrowed from the consumer culture:

It is a matter of historic record that when buying is resumed after any
period of depression, the buying public demand [sic] the new and the
different in merchandise. They are not interested in old merchandise,
dusted off and marked down. They are no longer interested in the old
stores, unless the old stores feel the urge to newness and the call of a new
day. When prosperity dawns after depression, we suddenly realize how
utterly tired we are of the fashions of yesterday. We tire not only of last
year’s fashion in clothing. We tire of old packages. We tire of old
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architectural forms. We tire of old methods of doing business. And this is a
form of restlessness that is absolutely right. It explains why tenants move
from old buildings into modernized structures. It explains why obsolete
stores lose patronage.>®

Interspersed with advertising phraseology emphasizing up-to-dateness
and contemporaneity, the speech also displays a calculated empathy with
American consumers as it shifts pronouns from the distancing “they” to
the inclusive “we.” In addition, FHA speechwriters are offering historical
precedent, as well as extenuating circumstances circa 1935, as rationale for
shifting consumer preferences and a reorientation of consumer demand
from the old to the new. “Newness,” that all-encompassing grail of con-
sumption, was apparently denied the buying public during the austerities
of the economic crisis, making the desire for it all the more acute.>* In the
FHA's reasoning, after a period of deprivation, the desire for the new was
so strong that building modernization was required perforce as a logical
extension of Depression-induced consumer ennui. Following the logic
of progressive obsolescence, the FHA validated a nation growing tired of
merchandise and even of architecture solely on the basis of style. This was
hardly a startling development: style has been a basis for architectural
restlessness at least since the Renaissance, and even in the 1930s in the
emerging conflict between modernism and historicism. Within the mod-
ernization movement, however, style consciousness and the cultivation
of mass taste in architecture were privileged as never before to the near
exclusion of other considerations whether functional or technological.
As is evident in the “Talk for Merchants,” the government was using
the economic hardships of the Depression to legitimize consumer de-
mand for new merchandise and new architecture based on aesthetics and
not necessities—thus simultaneously legitimizing the efforts of manu-
facturers to stimulate that demand. Arguably, the determination of ne-
cessities was entirely subjective. While some business leaders worried
that style obsolescence engendered self-indulgent, luxury consumption,
modernization experts argued the opposite because the nation’s buildings
needed some kind of repair and improvement after five years of deferred
work. However, as already indicated, under the influence of obsolescence
ideology, modernization implied something more than paint and plas-
ter, stimulating style-based renovations in which the visual trappings of
modernity were far more important than efficiency of plan or equipment.
In fact, it was in the presumed obsolescence of architectural style itself
that one could argue for the necessity, since within the prescriptions of
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modernization, a building’s obvious display of the “fashions of yester-
day” and “old architectural forms” would lead to an inevitable decline in
business, rent, or property values. With advertising legerdemain, build-
ing modernization’s publicists neatly resolved the vexing moral dilemma
of style obsolescence. Far from encouraging extravagant and wasteful
consumption in Americans, modernization encouraged the kind of ther-
apeutic consumption on which the dawning prosperity supposedly de-
pended. For the Main Street merchant, the government’s stamp of ap-
proval in the form of loan insurance transformed the purchase of a new
storefront from a luxury into an economic exigency. But the style-based
rationale articulated in the “Talk for Merchants” does more than simply
disclose the operation of obsolescence in the creation of consumer demand
for modernization. It also makes explicit analogies between architecture
and consumer goods and, by extension, implies that the modernization
consumer was no different from the so-called “typical consumer,” as
understood by manufacturers, advertisers, and designers in the 1930s.

Gendered Consumption

According to the marketing experts responsible for constructing her iden-
tity, the “typical consumer” of the 1930s was categorically assumed to be
a woman. This was because American women were understood to have
enormous buying power, with as much as 85 percent of all consumer
spending attributed to them.> In particular, women were assumed to
be the principal buyers of so-called style goods, products redesigned to
make them beautiful and/or fashionable, thus appealing to the supposed
changeability of the female sensibility. Indeed, American women were
thought to possess a psychological love of change and a natural predispo-
sition toward stylishness and up-to-dateness, an extreme manifestation
of what was regarded as a characteristic American trait. This essentialist
view—held by the majority of advertisers and marketing experts, and
even women'’s consumers advocates—assumed that women valued style
and appearance above all else.*®

As participating manufacturers and prospective modernizing merchants
were well aware, the modernization program could hardly overlook the
female consumer, since it was so driven by sales and preoccupied with
appearance. LOF and PPG consistently emphasized gender in storefront
advertisements, insisting that “the modern market owner . . . realizes the

vital importance of attracting women into his store.”>” The government
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was also aware of the importance of the female consumer, as evident
in FHA PR director Ward Canaday’s frank assessment: “The women of
America control our spending, and because they do control our spending
they have largely in their hands the ability to determine when this de-
pression shall end.”>® Because consumption was marked as female, this
statement seems to give women critical power to end the Depression;
but following the causal theory of under-consumption, it also places re-
sponsibility, if not blame, for the Depression upon female shoulders.
Nonetheless, the government viewed women as important moderniza-
tion consumers, even though their actual consumption of modernizing
products was largely limited to the home, since few women were in a po-
sition to make purchases for commercial buildings. This was the purview
of men, as the nation’s principal merchants and landlords.

Despite their apparent exclusion, women were not uninvolved in com-
mercial modernization; to the contrary, their influence was pervasive.”
Controlling consumer spending enabled women to exert power in the
commercial sphere, influencing not just style goods, but the space of the
marketplace, sites of consumption that were now, themselves, designed
and marketed for female appeal. This power may have been illusory in
reality, since the female appeal potentially embedded in those sites was,
itself, largely a construct of male-dominated corporate marketing. None-
theless, it was still a crucial determinant of the architectural form and
meaning of modernization within the commercial sphere, and another
example of the way that the consumer goods model shaped both the mod-
ernized building and building modernization.®® Recognizing their pur-
chasing power, building modernization appropriated female consump-
tion habits, producing in the modernized building the imprint of the
female consumer and reflecting what Ward Canaday called her “needs
and desires.”®! These are especially evident in those formal and psy-
chological elements that occur simultaneously in marketing and design,
supplying the modernized building, and the storefront in particular, with
a desired female charge.

In his 1935 book Modernizing Buildings for Profit, Kenneth Stowell,
sometime architectural editor and organizer of LOF’s Main Street com-
petition, posited an evocative analogy between modernized buildings and
style goods. He compared commercial buildings in need of modernization
to automobiles, noting that “even Ford found that it was not enough to
produce a car which would run at a low price. It must also have eye ap-

peal for the customer.”®? Stowell’s choice of Ford as style exemplar was
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hardly accidental. The last of the Big Three automakers to introduce the
yearly model change (following General Motor’s 1924 lead), Ford finally
succumbed to marketing pressure in 1927, offering color options and a
new body design in the Model A. Stowell’s analogy had a further implica-
tion: style consciousness, that perceived female trait, was so forceful that
even the great industrialist Henry Ford eventually capitulated. He did
so only grudgingly, however, with the complaint, quoted triumphantly
by Christine Frederick, that “we are no longer in the automobile, but in
the millinery business.”®® Ford’s ultimate recognition of the necessity of
appealing to women is the basis of Stowell’s argument for the importance
of gendered “eye appeal,” especially as related to obsolescence ideology.

While a new car model might possess a variety of technological im-
provements appealing to consumers, these were almost irrelevant if the
car’s styling had the appearance of last year’s model. To sell these im-
provements (or to sell the car even if there were no improvements), it
was necessary for the new model to possess some visual cue or hook—a
change in color, an added compound curve—that canceled the perceived
obsolescence and gave the car an aura of the new. Modernization was the
functional equivalent of the model change, serving to transform an out-
of-date building into one physically and psychologically in vogue. Mod-
ernization, like the model change, gave a building “new character and
atmosphere through style and design” that was intended to lure cus-
tomers and boost sales.®*

The chains were among the earliest retailers to pursue the parallels
between automotive and storefront model changes in the early years of
the Depression. Thom McAn Shoes, for example, introduced seven new
model storefronts during its first decade of existence, each one an “evo-
lution” from its basic “Model A” or original “white front” store. While
the new models were sufficiently recognizable as Thom McAn stores,
they were varied enough to “meet new conditions” in retailing caused by
the intensified competition of the Depression era.®® The government also
recognized the value of the restyled car analogy, with the FHA counseling
building material manufacturers to update their product lines and “bring
forward any ‘new models” with the latest improvements” that might at-
tract modernization consumers.®® The building/car style construct was
equally explicit in an LOF advertisement appearing in Motor Magazine:
“A smart-looking modern LOF storefront is to an up-to-date place of
business what the beautiful finish is to a modern motor car—a becoming
dress that sells through the eye.”®’
ing underscores the gendering of style consumption in modernization.

The added analogy to women'’s cloth-
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Facadism

The transformation of an old model building into a new model build-
ing was achieved in modernization the same way it was achieved in car
styling: by removing the visual appearance of obsolescence from the body
of the object. Modernization experts agreed that what marked a build-
ing’s exterior as obsolete was the manifestation of past architectural
styles, what Stowell called “excrescences” and “superfluous ornaments
and gimcracks.” To a consuming public being educated to recognize heavy
molding, pronounced cornices, jutting dormers, elaborate masonry, and
cast-iron storefronts as signifiers of age, these features rendered a build-
ing “an antiquated nightmare”—but not irrevocably. As the FHA put it,
“Buildings can be rescued from obsolescence by a few simple operations
on their exteriors.”%® The building, like a streamlined consumer good,
was stripped of ornament and details and sheathed in a veneer of materi-
als perceived as modern: Carrara and Vitrolite structural glass, Formica
and Micarta laminated plastic, or Enduro and Veribrite enameled steel.®
Manufacturers also recognized this as a basic strategy of modernization:
“Fussy details are discarded and clean lines and broad surfaces are the
rule. Color, too, is playing an increasing part in outside decoration.””®
Such surface restyling had proved a workable strategy for cars and refrig-
erators: that the gadgetry underneath the streamlined shell was messy
and the technology unchanged was inconsequential as long as the prod-
uct’s exterior was pristine and stylish. If the typical (female) consumer
was interested only in style, and never went beneath that shiny new sur-
face, she willingly drew the conclusion that if it looked new, it was new.
The surface restyling of the storefront operated similarly: the effacement
of obsolescence through stripping and sheathing branded the building
with an emblematic visual newness that supposedly stimulated a positive
psychological reaction (or asserted a psychological control) to influence
the consumer’s decision to enter the store.

This psychology was apparently at work even in commercial establish-
ments in which the decision to enter was more likely predicated on the
quality and price of the products for sale. In a movie theater, for example,
it would seem that the films being shown, rather than the appearance
of the facade, would have the most influence on box office receipts. But
the psychological power of visual obsolescence was apparently so all-
embracing in the 1930s that the architectural antidote of modernization
could single-handedly alter consumer habits, a claim that trade publications
like Better Theaters and Box Office emphasized throughout the decade.”!
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This was also the argument the General Porcelain Enamel Company used
to explain the success of the modernized Rialto theater in Waukegan, Illi-
nois (fig. 4.5). Age-marking elements like classical moldings, decorative
parapets, and a guy-wired sign were effaced by a cladding of black Veri-
brite, stainless steel trim, and a cantilevered, streamlined marquee with
neon lights. General Porcelain readily heralded the inevitable effectiveness
of the Rialto’s modernized facade: “Increased attendance? Of course!””?

Following a logic of surface, Kenneth Stowell argued that regardless
of structure or mechanics, “exterior design and decorative changes that
make the newness of the old building apparent” were most important
for attracting style-conscious tenants and customers. Surface restyling
was “the design that attracts the people that pay” and “the first line of
attack in the competition for customer patronage.” This fact alone, Stow-
ell believed, made exterior restyling of the facade the most important type
of modernization, and the one that should precede all others.” Store-
front manufacturers and the government wholeheartedly agreed with
this argument: the former because facade modernization offered the best
opportunity for increasing sales of their products; the latter because
through facade modernization a Main Street building might best function
as a public symbol of recovery during the Depression.”* For both, mod-
ernization effectively became facadism—*"architecture as shelter with
symbols on it,” as Robert Venturi would later put it.”> Three decades be-
fore Venturi’s famous formulation, modernization’s publicists and prac-
titioners were well aware of the scenographic and symbolic potential of
the restyled facade. This emphasis on the architectural surface produced
the most compelling implications of consumer goods as a model for mod-
ernization theory and practice. Through it the modernized building was
transformed into a colorful package, a streamlining skin job, and a stylish
costume, not only in corporate marketing, but on Main Street America;
and what was remarkable in the 1930s was that making these analogies
clear was the stated goal of much of the modernization work.

The Packaged Facade

The storefront is facade by definition, representing exteriorly all adver-
tising and architectural intentions. The storefront’s facadist strategies
during the Depression were simply the varied ways that exterior rep-
resentation was conceptualized within the discourse of modernization
filtered through the consumer culture. As already suggested, within that
culture women were thought to be especially responsive to the type of
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Figure 4.5 Rialto movie theater in Waukegan, Illinois, before and after modernization in
1936. The decorative grilles, parapets, and moldings were replaced with black Veribrite
facing and a cantilevered marquee. So strong was the supposed psychological power of
visual obsolescence that modernization alone was credited with increasing attendance at
this cinema, regardless of the film showing. (Architectural Forum 66 [March 1937]: 61.
Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)
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re/styling recommended for the modernized storefront, its experts as-
suming that women would find colorful and shiny surfaces as appealing
in a streamlined building as they did in a streamlined car or refriger-
ator. A basic marketing equation emerges here: a product designed to
visually appeal to women should be sold in a store possessing the same
visual qualities. In other words, form follows not function, but merchan-
dise.”®

As early as 1928, Randolph Williams Sexton, a contributor to Ameri-
can Architect, wrote that “the architectural treatment of the shop [should
be] as modern as the wares on sale.” Creative advertising writer Ralph
Richmond agreed, noting that the stylistic linking of the storefront and
the goods on sale would announce to the prospective customer: “Here
is modern merchandise, modernly offered for moderns.””” This was also
the rationale behind the FHA's repeated declarations to merchants that
“buyers demand not only the new and different in merchandise, but they
instinctively purchase that merchandise in places of business that present
a new and different appearance.” Thus, the buyers would equate an
“ultra-modern front” with “the latest and most up-to-date of anything”
for sale inside.”® Industrial designers seeking to extend their sphere of in-
fluence had been making similar claims since the beginning of the decade.
By 1940 Harold Van Doren argued for a progressive modernizing process
that started with the redesign of a package or a product, then moved on
to commercial fixtures and ultimately to the store or showroom itself.””
This was clearly the progression when Texaco inaugurated a chainwide
improvement campaign in 1934 to overhaul its forty thousand existing
units and to establish design guidelines for the construction of new units.
Under the guidance of Walter Dorwin Teague, the service station be-
came the largest and most visible element of Texaco’s corporate identity
program, the stylish purveyor of Fire Chief Gasoline and Havoline Wax
Free Motor Oil. Teague’s modernization scheme replaced the picturesque
“house with canopy” of the typical Texaco station with a flat-roofed box
whose vague factory aesthetic and bright architectural trademarking were
deemed appropriate to that most modern of machines in the 1930s—the
automobile.?

While the degree of stylistic correspondence between store and product
ranged from a generalized affinity to a literal equivalence (a program-
matic packaging of the facade in the form of the goods sold within), this
was invariably achieved through the use of those materials and forms
comprehended as modern by the consuming public. The use of glass or
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metal veneers and plastic laminates, rounded edges, and bold graphics—
characteristic of any number of products found in Main Street stores
of the 1930s—amounted to a visual re/packaging of the storefront as a
deliberate replacement of those old packages/architectural forms decried
in the FHA’s “Talk for Merchants.” It bears repeating that as a way of
conceptualizing exterior modernization, the packaged storefront directly
paralleled contemporaneous efforts to make a product look new and im-
proved by changing the outward appearance, but not the contents of a
given container—be it a restyled cereal box or refrigerator case. Such an
idiom was sufficiently popularized in the coming years that by 1941 the
editors of Architectural Record cautioned store designers against “the
notion that all architecture is packaging.”%!

By then, architects had been making this analogy for well over a de-
cade. As early as 1928, Morris Lapidus designed a “modern drugstore” in
New York City that, by his own admission, took its cue from the colorful
packages of drugs and cosmetics sold within. These, as Christine Fred-
erick noted, had themselves been restyled through “modernistic art” to
specifically appeal to women (who made nearly 90 percent of all drug-
store purchases).®? Following a similar storefront correspondence, Hor-
ace Ginsbern designed a new front for a Chock Full o’ Nuts coffee shop
that borrowed the company’s trademark black, yellow, and red color
scheme and patterning (fig. 4.6). This decorative device, along with Gins-
bern’s composition—which broke up the facade into small display units—
led Architectural Forum to favorably comment that the store’s design re-
flected its function of vending “small packaged goods”: the familiar Chock
Full o’ Nuts coffee cans and vacuum bags.®* When Cushman’s Sons Bak-
ers began modernizing its three hundred nationwide units in 1935, it, too,
sought to establish a clear formal relationship between the storefront and
its trademark package—a white bakery box with a blue script logo and
a blue “Grade A” ribbon. The earliest Cushman’s modernizations clad
the facade in white enameled steel, trimmed it in blue, and treated the
signboard as an oversize bakery box top. Eventually, Cushman’s brought
in Raymond Loewy to restyle the chain’s already updated image and to
provide a prototype for subsequent modernizations. Loewy redesigned
and significantly enlarged the signboard logo and transformed the stan-
dard display window into a semicircle, giving the whole storefront a more
emphatic streamlining effect (fig. 4.7).34

Even without obvious trademarking, a literal visual coordination of store-
front to product was a common modernizing strategy that often resulted
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Figure 4.6 Chock Full o’ Nuts in New York City, designed by Horace Ginsbern in 1936.
An example of a packaged facade, the black, yellow, and red color scheme and forms
of the display cases took their cues from the coffee cans and vacuum bags sold inside.
(Architectural Forum 65 [October 1936]: 317. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and
Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)

in humorously programmatic facades. In Boston an abandoned dry cleaner
was renovated into a cocktail lounge with a display window shaped like a
cocktail shaker and the glass panes of the entrance door shaped like a mar-
tini glass. On Wilshire Boulevard in Los Angeles, architect Marcus Miller
inserted an eight-foot tall camera of black Carrara, plate glass, and metal
trim into the facade of the Darkroom photography shop. In a general way
this display unit resembled cameras restyled in the 1930s by designers
such as Walter Dorwin Teague (fig. 4.8).8> Such packaging of the store-
front was concerned with transforming the modernized facade into an eas-
ily apprehended image and a legible symbol for consumption. Like other
facadist strategies, the packaged storefront focused on surface effects, but
this focus had more to do with the literal location of the modernization
than it did on its significance as an idea or metaphor. By contrast, within
the other facadist strategies, it is possible to identify three distinct meta-
phorical surfaces, each laying atop the other on the restyled storefront.
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Figure 4.7 Cushman’s Sons Bakers, modernized unit designed by Raymond Loewy in
1938. The white-enameled steel cladding and the blue lettering were meant to evoke the
chain’s trademark boxes. (Photo permission from Chain Store Age, November 1936, 114.
Copyright Lebhar-Friedman, Inc., 425 Park Avenue, NY, NY 10022. Architectural Forum
70 [February 1939]: 105. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library,
Columbia University.)
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Figure 4.8 The Darkroom on Wilshire Boulevard in Los Angeles, designed by Marcus
Miller in 1935. Here, the packaged facade is taken to a programmatic extreme that was
not unusual in Los Angeles. Miller gave the projecting display unit the appearance of a
streamlined camera, complete with lens, aperture ring, shutter release, and flash. (Library
of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, HABS-HAER [HABS, CAL,19-LOSAN, 33-

2024-1].)
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The Youthful Facade

The first of these surfaces is epidermal, conceptualizing facade modern-
ization as a skin job and evoking a typical approach to product restyling
in the 1930s.%¢ Skin in that industrial design context is a sleek membrane
stretched over the body of an object. But a building has a face as well, and
in modernization that patch of skin—the anthropomorphized facade—
was the most prominent. As the government noted in 1934, “The modern
American store should have a clean, inviting, smiling face.”®” A year later
the FHA’s promotional Clip Sheet announced the start of a trade-specific
campaign to modernize the nation’s seventy-five thousand beauty salons:
“Beauty Shops Will Have ‘Face Lifted.””%® Given that the accompanying
article was intended for publication in newspaper women’s pages, the
likening of facade modernization to face-lifting was probably intended
as cute wordplay, a double-edged cosmetologist’s pun. It would prove a
potent neologism. Today, referring to a building’s exterior restyling or
refurbishment as a face-lift is commonplace, but this was not the case
in the 1930s when the cervicofacial rhytidectomy was still a relatively
new procedure in the burgeoning field of cosmetic surgery. However, as
historian Elizabeth Haiken has shown, though the face-lift had not yet
become popular as elective surgery, the idea of the face-lift had already
emerged in the 1920s and 1930s as “a rational response to the higher
standards set by consumer culture and a way to achieve psychic balance,”
particularly for women. Further supported by a long-standing tradition
of self-improvement and an ardent belief in the efficacy of scientific
progress, the face-lift was viewed as an extreme but acceptable form of
therapeutic consumption.? Its purpose was obvious: to counteract the
aging process and improve the appearance of the skin by removing age
markers such as wrinkles and bags. The resulting face supposedly looked
younger and more beautiful; the face-lifted person, typically a woman of
a certain age, apparently regained her powers of physical attraction and
was thus able to socially compete with those younger than she. In a nation
enthralled with the ideals of youth and beauty, the face-lift was fraught
with cultural significance in the 1930s—for women and architecture.
Industry experts, government officials, and building material manu-
facturers all recognized the metaphorical power of the face-lift as a syn-
onym for facade modernization. The suggestive potency of this metaphor
clearly stemmed from its stability of meaning even when introduced into
the seemingly disjunctive context of architecture, for the purpose of the
building face-lift was basically the same as the human face-lift: to counteract
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the aging process and improve the appearance of the surface by removing
age markers, specifically those architectural elements deemed stylistically
obsolete. The resulting (modernized) facade supposedly looked youthful
and beautiful, modern and up-to-date, enabling the face-lifted building
to retain its power to attract customers and tenants and to gamely com-
pete with newer buildings. Though Kenneth Stowell cautioned that “it
would be foolish to think that all properties can be brought to the credit
side of the ledger by a face-lifting treatment,” he concluded that such a
treatment would make “the old building as new and modern in design
as any of its younger competitors,” giving it “a new lease on life and a
change of character.””® The FHA concurred: noting that at least 90 percent
of all American stores were “drab and uninteresting in appearance,” the
agency concluded that “Main Street face-lifting” was a necessity, and that
itwould do “more toward renewing the youthful appearance of a building
than almost any other rejuvenating operations.”?! Such cosmetic surgical
characterizations appeared with increasing frequency as the moderniza-
tion movement became widespread. In Middletown in Transition, the
Lynds cited a newspaper editorial that observed: “If Middletown is not
so improved pretty soon that she will not be able to recognize her ‘lifted’
face, it will not be the fault of good old Uncle Sam.””? Though the use of
a feminine pronoun to personify place was not unusual, it surely gained
rhetorical strength in the gendered context of cosmetic surgery.

Not surprisingly, manufacturers of storefront products were most en-
thusiastic about the face-lift as a cure for the blemishes of architectural
old age. PPG described how “attractive” the City Drug Store was after
“it had its ‘face lifted.”” Republic Steel urged architects to “modernize
Main Street with new faces for old buildings,” noting that “there’s a lot
of plastic surgery going on all over the country today.” Here the standard
before-and-after photographic pair was supplemented by a drawing of an
old man before and after his face-lift, showing the renewal of his youthful
appearance—a surprising image given the infrequency with which men
elected to have cosmetic surgery in the 1930s (fig. 4.9). At the opposite
extreme, Chase Brass and Copper, a manufacturer of pipes and fittings,
warned of “the penalty of “skin-deep” modernization,” which only cov-
ered flaws and did not correct them.”® Writing in the municipal affairs
journal American City, architect Henry Churchill also employed a nega-
tive metaphor to condemn all modernization as ineffective, but his indict-
ment that “facial uplift can no longer hide the wrinkles [of American
cities]” was driven by larger ideological arguments about the need for
comprehensive planning to forestall the spread of urban blight.”* The
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existence of such dissenting advertising and architectural voices demon-
strates how fully the face-lift was assimilated into the discourse of mod-
ernization. It existed as a rhetorical expression of modernization’s poten-
tial to counteract the real and symbolic ravages of the Depression and
as an architectural procedure—an operation that was, ironically, more
prevalent in the 1930s than the surgical procedure that inspired it.

The Beautified Facade

Though face-lift served as a general analogue to exterior modernization,
as an architectural procedure performed on the storefront’s surface, it
seemed to refer more to the first step in the modernization process, the
stripping away of a building’s age markers, than to the equally important
second step, the surface sheathing or recladding in a veneer of new mate-
rials. As a concept this application of materials utilized a set of consumer
culture referents closely related to those of the face-lift. Concerned with
youth-enhancing, beautifying effects, these referents were likewise gen-
dered, since women more than men were socially programmed to desire
a youthful and beautiful surface appearance. They were, however, far
more quotidian, engaging not “that strange new form of surgery,” as
Frederick Lewis Allen labeled the face-lift in 1931, but rather what he
called “the vogue of rouge and lipstick” and “facials. .. to restore the
bloom of youth.” In other words, they engaged cosmetics and the beauty
culture.”® Thus, Vitrolite was marketed in terms not merely suggestive
of lipstick, but worthy of Max Factor himself: “Beauty always Pays! For
color—depth of color, choice of color, permanent color, sheer loveliness
of color—there is nothing that holds a candle to Vitrolite.” Applied to
the surface of the building, Vitrolite was also analogous to a cold cream
applied to the face of a woman: “It glows. It gleams.” But it did not re-
quire continuous application, for unlike human skin, Vitrolite did not
“grow dull with age.” Instead, it offered “ageless beauty” without the
use of elaborate beauty treatments: “a damp cloth is the only facial treat-
ment Vitrolite ever needs.”? Such allusions to the products and services
of the female-oriented beauty industry in advertisements for a building
material directed at predominantly male architects and merchants clearly
reflect the consumer culture’s ever-widening sphere of influence. In addi-
tion, however, there existed an obvious correlation between modernizing
products and beauty products—a correlation recognized at the time and
manifest not just in the marketing of these products, but in their meaning
as well.
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Consumption of personal care products in the United States, of which
women purchased over 80 percent, had risen steadily since 1900 and even
during the Depression fell off only slightly. With this increased consump-
tion came a decided shift in the beauty culture. Women moved away from
the use of soap and water with an occasional application of powder toward
what historian Kathy Peiss has called “everyday cosmetic practices,” the
regular, if not daily, use of facial preparations and makeup.’” These prac-
tices, actively cultivated by beauty product manufacturers beginning in
the 1920s, were explicitly tied to the therapeutic consumption of cos-
metics as aids to the attainment of those same heightened standards of
appearance that created desire for the face-lift. Of course, cosmetics were
far more accessible, available for purchase at the corner drugstore or the
local beauty shop—sites that, themselves, were also increasingly subject
to these standards.

The modernization of the Lantieri Beauty Salon in New York, for
example, responded equally to heightened standards of appearance for
women and stores. In 1935 what had formerly been a parlor for hair
styling and manicures became a full-service salon, offering hair and nail
treatments, electrolysis, reducing, chiropody, facials, and cosmetology.
But in attempting to prove itself an “outstanding authority on beauty cul-
ture,” Lantieri’s had to look the part (fig. 4.10). As redesigned by Vahan
Hagopian, its low storefront with old-fashioned signs, painted transoms,
and heavy framing was replaced by a tall and slender storefront with
a nearly double-height extent of plate glass, neon signs, and two-tone
enameled steel facing. To enter the salon, customers passed beneath a pro-
jecting signboard depicting a woman'’s stylized head, her hair colored and
waved, her eyebrows plucked, her cheeks rouged, her lips painted. Once
inside the customer could choose to have any of those “improvements”
done to herself, or she could proceed directly to a streamlined “powder
bar” opposite the door to purchase customized beauty preparations.”®

While increased consumption of cosmetics was related to women’s oft-
stated interest in appearance and enthusiastic pursuit of youth and beauty,
it was also related to the emergence by 1930 of the made-up woman as
a female ideal. Dramatically reconceived in the post-World War I era,
this ideal was explicitly tied to larger social concerns as women, however
much their thinking was influenced by the sales efforts of beauty mar-
keters, began to look upon the use of makeup as an emancipating form
of self-expression. In the 1920s the lipstick, rouge, and mascara once
associated exclusively with prostitutes and actresses were suddenly em-
blematic of social and sexual freedom, and the painted face functioned
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Figure 4.10 Lantieri Beauty Salon in New York City, designed by Vahan Hagopian, 1935.
The before-and-after photographs show how Hagopian beautified the storefront by making
it appear more slender, with double-height display windows, and more colorful, with a two-
tone enameled steel cladding. (Real Estate Record, November 16, 1935, 19-20. Courtesy
of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)

as a highly visible rejection of the past and a repudiation of Victorian
manners and morals. In the 1930s it was “a sign of the times,” according
to Kathy Peiss. No longer shocking and virtually the norm, color applied
to a woman’s skin had become an expression of the present, of a wom-
an’s up-to-dateness and glamour. The painted face was thus a mark of
modernity—utterly intentional, freely displayed, and purposefully call-
ing attention to itself.”’

In relation to beauty culture, it is possible to understand building mod-
ernization as an architectural extension of everyday cosmetic practices.
What was facade modernization if not color applied to the surface of the
building to enhance appearance and make modernity visible? What were
modern surfacing materials if not architectural cosmetics rendered acces-
sible in the 1930s through the mass-marketing efforts of manufacturers?
Indeed, in his 1930 book Contemporary Art Applied to the Store and
Its Display, architect Frederick Kiesler had already referred to storefront
materials as “decorative cosmetics.”!% Just as powders, rouge, and lip-
sticks were newly available in an astonishing variety of shades and colors
(“28 shades to fit 28 types of skin”), aiding in the transformation of the
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Figure 4.10 (Continued)

lily-white complexion (the Victorian ideal) into the modern painted face,
so storefront materials were increasingly varied in the 1930s.1°! Vitro-
lite came in sixteen colors, including “suntan,” a cosmetic shade that
emerged circa 1929 reflecting the vogue for tanned skin. Kawneer porce-
lain enamel came in twenty-seven (including five shades of blue and
six shades of green), Formica and Micarta in nearly forty each. Just as
women supposedly needed expert advice in the application of makeup
lest she “overdo her cosmetics,” as Christine Frederick warned, so the
merchant needed the advice of the architect who might, according to
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Kenneth Stowell, “use his materials and colors in producing designs that
people cannot resist.”1%? Of course, even the architect ran the risk of over-
doing the modernized facade through applied colors: George Ketchum’s
redesign of the Kallet movie theater in Pulaski, New York, utilized seven
shades of Vitrolite: black, walnut agate, and red on the bulkheads; red,
gray, princess blue, jade, ivory, and gray on the billboard-like upper area.

In the journal Architecture, W. F. Bartels warned against such poten-
tially immoderate surface applications, offering the architect cosmetically
inflected design guidance that analyzed the storefront in terms analogous
to the made-up face: the storefront should not be “garish” or “repellent,”
but “in good taste” and “attractive.” It should not give the effect of “a
Coney Island side show” (a reference to the bearded lady or the reptile
girl?), but should instead possess “a sleek, clean-cut appearance.” It is not
insignificant that these latter terms were increasingly gendered as mas-
culine in the advertising parlance of the day. They were particularly uti-
lized in the promotion of men'’s toiletries, especially shaving accessories
such as Gillette safety razors and Williams’s Aqua Velva aftershave. For
Bartels, the designer had to be ever mindful of applying his storefront
materials, lest they create the wrong “psychological effect,” which in his
conception seemed to range from the chastely demure to the whorish or
freakish.!% Here he seems to echo Frederick Kiesler’s identical argument
about the “psycho-function” of a storefront’s materials and colors and his
warning against their excessive use.!% Ultimately, the psychological goal
was to achieve something in between Bartel’s extremes, as the architect,
through the colorful application of surface materials, creates a storefront
that, as PPG put it, “catches the eye, arouses interest, and issues a special
invitation”—modernizing cosmetics enhancing the come-hither look of
the store facade.1®

The Fashionable Facade

As the most significant modernizing action, the application of colored
materials to the surface of a building was metaphorically fluid: one ar-
chitect’s colored face paints became another’s colored fabrics without any
conceptual slippage. While modernization was largely unconcerned with
polemical distinctions between cosmetics and clothing, the latter pro-
vided the most crucial paradigm of surface—the facade as fashion. In
this paradigm, architecture clothes a building as fashion clothes a body,
and there exists a literal analogy between the modernized building and
stylish clothing—the old storefront clad in new materials. In advertising
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its Vitrenamel surface cladding, U.S. Steel claimed that it provided “good
sheets to clothe modern buildings.” The architect would design the clothes
and the company would produce them “‘tailormade’” to fit the front of
a given building.!% Similarly, LOF directed the merchant to “dress your

store in modern selling clothes,” positing modernization as the architec-
107
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tural equivalent of dressing for success.

The relationship between the storefront and clothing went deeper
than simple advertising analogies. Indeed, the very concept of the mod-
ern storefront was, to a certain extent, dependent on a fashion strategy
known as the ensemble. Promoted by makers of women’s apparel and ac-
cessories beginning in the mid-1920s, the ensemble was a series of goods
offered to the consumer as a complete, matched set. The appeal of the
ensemble lay in the degree to which it overrode consumer decisions
regarding personal appearance and taste by predetermining stylistic co-
ordination. By the 1930s the ensemble, especially the color-coordinated
ensemble, was a popular merchandising technique used to sell all man-
ner of matching goods from clothing, handbags, shoes, and lipsticks to
cameras, cars, home furnishings, and eventually storefronts.!% As noted
in chapter 3, prior to the modernization movement, PPG, LOF, and other
companies marketed storefront materials individually, offering product
lines of facings, trims, or window glass. By the mid-1930s, many of these
companies, especially glass manufacturers, were selling complete store-
fronts as fully accessorized ensembles for modernizing buildings, despite
the fact that these were not marketed directly to women.

LOF’s “Complete Storefront” line featured products with evocative,
coordinated names like Vitrolux, Vitrolite, and Extrudalite. According to
the company, these products were brought together “in ensemble” as a
line that was “pacing the vogue of modern merchandising,” but it is un-
clear whether this referred to LOF’s own sales techniques or those of its
merchant customers.!?” Brasco’s Modern Store Front line was “compre-
hensive and complete” with all products “in harmonious design.” It also
included “such important complementary items” as doors and frames,
awning hoods and boxes, grilles and sign letters, and bulkheads.!'® PPG’s
Pittco Store Front—consisting of Carrara structural glass, Pittsburgh
Plate glass, and Pittco Store Front Metal—was promoted as the “first
complete line ever to be designed deliberately, all at one time, with a pleas-
ing harmony and relationship of appearance, a real unity of design.”!!!
In each case, the language is clearly informed by coordinated merchan-
dising, for stylistic unity and harmony were the primary lessons of the
ensemble. As Christine Frederick observed in Selling Mrs. Consumer,
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“What building a complete costume ensemble has taught the American
woman is to buy her clothing, not as unrelated units, but with a harmo-
nious costume effect in mind.”!*? Like a woman buying a harmonious
costume, a merchant could purchase “a unified storefront of coordinated
materials—products meant to be used together.”!> The facade was now
as easily harmonized as a woman’s outfit, from shoe to hat or, as Brasco
advertised, “from sidewalk to coping, unified in character.”14

When government modernization strategists turned to the idea of the
ensemble, they were well aware of its impact on consumers and of its
consequences in the marketplace, where it was credited with encourag-
ing increased consumption. Operating in tandem with style obsolescence,
the ensemble trained the consumer to recognize potentially discordant
elements within a given visual field and to reconceptualize what had for-
merly been individual or periodic purchases as part of a unified whole.
In this respect, the ensemble was understood to have profoundly altered
American purchasing habits, of women in particular, by expanding the
definition of necessities. The FHA’s Ward Canaday noted this in 1935:
“The psychological fact is that American women do not stop with single
item buying. When they reach the point of buying a new dress, nine times
out of ten it means, new hat, new shoes, new gloves, in fact, a new out-
fit.”11> According to Canaday, this female propensity for ensemble buy-
ing could be exploited to stimulate home modernization and, depending
on the susceptibility or willingness of the woman, could lead to full-scale
exterior and interior residential redesign. But it could also be exploited
to stimulate commercial modernization by convincing the merchant that
his ensemble-savvy customers would instantly identify, and disapprove
of, any uncoordinated element in the storefront just as they recognized
unmatched or out-of-date items of clothing or accessories. In the compet-
itive world of Main Street, the poorly accessorized storefront would cause
those customers to patronize other establishments. Thus, the merchant
required a storefront in which signage, bulkheads, display windows, and
entrances were consciously coordinated. As the consumer turned to the
department store stylist, who could assist in the building of clothing en-
sembles, so the merchant turned to the architect, who utilized matching
building products to create appealing storefront ensembles. As a store-
front stylist, the architect would, in effect, put together facade “outfits”
that possessed a stylistically correct harmony of facing materials, metal
moldings, colors, and textures.

The objective of the ensemble, which so thoroughly informed the re-
lationship between fashion and modernization, was candidly stated by
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George D. Buckley of the FHA’s public relations division: “Before we are
through, we hope to have everybody thinking about his own property
the way every woman thinks about her clothes”—mindful of appearance,
desirous of current styles, and aware that the latest architectural fashions
were as easily purchased as the latest dress.!'® While obviously acknowl-
edging the significance of fashion in the architecture-as-clothing sense,
Buckley’s statement also evokes fashion’s temporal quality: its inherent
dynamism or “system of rapid change” that enables it to represent that
which is the newest and most up-to-date, desired by at least some portion
of the consuming public."'” When FHA head James Moffett announced
the necessity of “making modernization fashionable,” he implied this
changeable sense of fashion.!'® As an economic emergency measure,
modernization could not wait for gradual acceptance by the public; to be
successful it had to be in vogue, seized immediately as a fashion, or the
latest trend, to motivate style-conscious, obsolescence-fearing Americans
to modernize their buildings.

This had a clear implication for the fashionability of Main Street’s
architecture. Some critics have viewed the relationship of architecture and
fashion as paradoxical because fashion’s temporal and transitory nature
is seemingly antithetical to architectural practice, in which factors such
as size or scale, cost, and time lag from design to production appear to
limit a building’s capacity to respond to fashion’s stylistic vicissitudes.!*
In the 1930s, however, largely as a result of government intervention
and corporate cooperation, modernization practice obviated these factors,
collapsing the time lag, reducing the scale of projects, and making cost
less pertinent through the availability of insured credit. Modernization’s
raison d’étre was to force architecture to respond to the pressures of fash-
ion in order to stimulate the economy, creating, as FHA Deputy J. Howard
Ardrey observed, “an interest in up-to-the-minute ideas on building
materials, equipment [and] styles of architecture.”12°

From Wallflower to Belle

Modernization’s double fashion sense was explicitly demonstrated in a
1939 LOF advertisement that placed two gendered pairs of before-and-
after contrasts in evocative opposition as “the Wallflower of Main Street
becomes the Belle of the Avenue,” following a complete makeover of
woman and store, or woman-as-store (fig. 4.11).'2! Verbally and visually,
the wallflower and the belle represent the opposite extremes of the Amer-
ican woman as popularly understood within the consumer culture. At the
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Figure 4.11 “The Wallflower of Main Street Becomes the Belle of the Avenue.” This LOF
advertisement makes explicit how the distinction between old-fashioned and up-to-date was
frequently coded in terms of gender and sexuality. (Architectural Record 85 [April 1939]:
17. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)
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same time, they were made to represent the opposite extremes of the
American store, popularly understood as an architecture subsumed into
the consumer culture. In both pairs, the old-fashioned and out-of-date be-
comes fashionable and up-to-date through the palliative of consumption.
The wallflower, presumably unattractive and dowdy in her high-necked
frock with ruffled sleeves, stands alone, unable to attract the male gaze.
Similarly, the unmodernized store is unable to attract the customer’s
gaze because it is negatively marked by the obsolete features of its front:
scalloped-edged sign, cast-iron lintel with decorative rosettes, right-angle
bulkheads, and display windows out of scale with the merchandise. The
belle, by contrast, is good-looking and alluring in her revealing evening
gown, able to solicit the attention of three men.'??> Simultaneously, the
modernized store—sleekly dressed in green and blue Vitrolite and acces-
sorized in Extrudalite trim with a yellow Vitrolux sign—attracts multiple
shopping (female) customers.

Deploying “colorful, swanky” LOF products, the architect as a mod-
ernizing stylist at once dress designer and beautician, has made over this
wallflower into a belle. Through color, the architect gives the modernized
store her “looks,” making her “radiant with shopper-appeal, tenant-
appeal and sales-appeal.” As with a woman's painted face or modish dress,
the application of surface color has apparently introduced into the store-
front a sexual charge, expressed euphemistically in text but more bla-
tantly in image.'?* In becoming a belle, the modernized store has become
“a profit maker,” literally trading on her good looks to move merchan-
dise—an architectural expression of the advertising adage that sex sells.
Morris Lapidus eventually theorized the storefront’s sexual charge in
terms close to those presented in the LOF ad. According to Lapidus, the
storefront should attract and seduce by displaying both merchandise and
itself, as a woman in an evening gown displayed her décolletage or as
a female model in a life-drawing class draped and undraped her body
(fig. 4.12). In either case, Lapidus echoes Frederick Kiesler’s assertion
that the storefront must “stimulate desire.”!?*

In the modernized storefront, it was the architect (usually male) who
had the agency, orchestrating the display by manipulating window and
wall surface to attract and seduce the consumer. This may explain why a
male figure, standing in the foreground in front of the modernized store,
is given prominence in the predominantly female shopping/consuming
tableau of the advertisement. Whether he is the architect, the merchant,
or simply a pedestrian, he looks toward the store, seeming to gaze less at
the shoes on sale than at the shoe store itself. Actively looking, passively
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Figure 4.12 Diagram of storefront display by Morris Lapidus. Here Lapidus explains how
the store should attract the shopper’s gaze as a female nude attracts a viewer’s gaze. The
analogy applies equally to the merchandise and the storefront. (Architectural Record 88
[February 1941]: 118. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia
University.)

shopping, he is still consuming the other goods on display—the made-up
face, the draped body of the modernized storefront—as the three men in
the vignette above look at the belle. Ultimately, however, the male gaze
was secondary to the modernized storefront.

In the actual commercial sphere, the female gaze was far more critical.
Fixing upon the storefront and its products, assessing the style and fash-
ion being displayed in both, the female gaze was directly linked to the
purchasing power of the female consumer. She, too, is present in the LOF
advertisement. Standing close to the storefront, her torso is reflected in
the polished Vitrolite that seems to garb her, as it does the facade, in the
fabric of modernity. Her head is not reflected; through transparent plate
glass, shoes appear instead. Woman, merchandise, and storefront merge
on the modernized surface, each assuming and displaying characteristics
of the other—youth, beauty, fashion, color. Down below, however, where
the storefront meets the street, a strategically placed mirrored baseboard
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reflects the woman’s own shoes as she stands before the facade. While
she window-shops, her shoes are displayed with a critical clarity. Self-
consciously, she examines them, judges them, and finds them wanting. In
that moment the storefront gives architectural expression to a principal
determinant of the consumer culture, the exploitation of consumer anx-
ieties to produce an increased desire for goods. But if this is the implied
strategy of the mirrored baseboard and the woman’s inspection of her
shoes, it is also the strategy in the advertisement as a whole—where it
is simultaneously at work upon the merchant as he inspects his store.
For however much he may have been a savvy marketing expert himself,
within the realm of modernization, he was also a consumer, and as a
consumer he was subject to the same concerns as his customers—was his
store up-to-date and fashionable, or was it obsolete and old-fashioned?
Was he, in other words, a wallflower or a belle?

The contrast between the two becomes even more potent in the context
of the specified loci: “Main Street” and “the Avenue.” The former is that
ubiquitous commercial corridor identified as old-fashioned and obsolete
by no less an authority than the federal government. The latter refers to
Fifth Avenue, that exclusive commercial corridor regarded at the time as
the epitome of style and up-to-dateness, the antithesis of Main Street. As
it was understood in the 1930s, the oppositional pairing of Fifth Avenue
and Main Street served to distinguish between the perceived extremes of
American life, between the big city and the small town.'? In a broader
cultural sense, Fifth Avenue embodied change and modernity (the rapid
tempo of modern life), while slow-moving Main Street was viewed as
a repository of tradition and old-time values. In reality, as discussed in
chapter 1, expanding consumerism was obviating these distinctions by
cultivating Main Street’s aspirations toward and fashion-consciousness
of Fifth Avenue. What was true of clothing and cosmetics was also true
of commercial architecture: building fashions appeared first in New York
and then spread across the country. In both cases, the national chains
played a significant part in the style progression and fashion acceleration.

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, as the chains engaged in expansion
and modernization, they developed new designs for their flagship stores in
New York, on Fifth Avenue in particular. If these designs were deemed
a success, as judged by public approval and sales volume, they would
be utilized for new or modernized retail units elsewhere.!?® The store-
front that served as the Wise Shoe Company’s chain standard for nearly
eight years was originally designed for a store Wise opened on Fifth
Avenue in 1925. In its location and (modernistic) style, this store, the

185



186

Chapter Four

company’s first in New York, was regarded as “the ultimate in store-
front architecture.”1?” It was that Fifth Avenue ultimate to which Main
Street aspired as fashion and modernization accelerated. Such was the
implication of Architectural Forum’s favorable review of the modernized
Abraham (drug/smoke) Store, whose black glass and aluminum facade
would not have been out of place in the country’s style centers: “Neither
New York, nor Chicago, but Burlington, Vermont offers this shop of con-
temporary design.”'?® Thus, the architecture/fashion analogy implicit in
the wallflower/belle opposition was not simply a marketing strategy or
advertising angle. It was the reflection of a contemporary, consumer-
driven trend in commercial architecture that had, by the time the ad
appeared in 1939, already produced countless modernized and modern
belles on American Main Streets.



[ CHAPTER 5 ]

Modernism on Main Street

In 1937 a saloon keeper named John Francisco decided to transform his
corner bar on Park Street in Anaconda, Montana, into the Club Moderne
(fig. 5.1). At the time of the modernization, Anaconda was a classic com-
pany town of twelve thousand people, dominated by the smelting works
of the Anaconda Copper Mining Company (ACM). One of the largest em-
ployers in Montana, the ACM had ensured that Anaconda would become
a thriving industrial and commercial center and the leading metropolis of
the northern Rockies. Though far removed from any large metropolitan
centers, Anaconda saw itself, at least in the recollection of many longtime
inhabitants, as a cosmopolitan community every bit as sophisticated as
New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, and just as up-to-date in terms of
fashions, tastes, and habits.!

If the contemporary consumer culture in the United States left its
mark on Anaconda, so did American economic realities. When the price
of copper plummeted after the stock market crash in 1929, the ACM re-
duced its workforce and its wages by 30 percent. The company tried to find
new channels for copper and its alloys, even marketing Anaconda bronze
for modernized storefronts, but demand remained flat. As the Depres-
sion worsened, the corporate paternalism on which the town had relied
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Figure 5.1 Club Moderne bar and lounge in Anaconda, Montana, 1937. Designed by Boze-
man architect Fred Willson and built by Fred Wallus with materials supplied by W. P.
Fuller Paint of Butte. The Club Moderne demonstrates how deeply modern design pen-
etrated the American heartland in the 1930s and illustrates how the formal elements of
modernism served as a recognizable iconography of prosperity during the Depression.
(Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, HABS-HAER [HABS, MONT,12-
ANAC,1-A-1].)
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for half a century was met with increasing skepticism, and Anacondans
turned to the relief programs of the New Deal and to their own in-
formal networks centered on the town’s bars and social clubs to make
it through the crisis. Disillusionment with the ACM also reinvigorated
the local labor movement, culminating in a strike during the summer of
1934 that changed Anaconda’s balance of power and helped shape a com-
munity identity independent of the company. Though unemployment
and poverty remained critical issues after the strike, according to local
accounts, the town possessed a new sense of optimism about the future.?

It is against this social, economic, and political backdrop that John
Francisco’s Club Moderne must be seen. Surrounded on both sides by
modest brick-faced commercial blocks, the club’s four-color Vitrolite fa-
cade (ivory, black, yellow, and cadet blue) stood out as a modernization
of conspicuous individuality. Even without its tall pylon and perpendic-
ular sign, both sporting neon graphics, the building was noticeable for a
design that was strikingly modern: smooth curves on its corner entrance
and canopy, ribbon-like treatment of its windows, and the simplicity of
its detailing. As much as this appearance of modernism in Anaconda re-
flected the success of corporate marketing and progressive design in pen-
etrating the remoter regions of the American West, it also reflected the
degree to which small-scale commercial architecture embodied the sym-
bolic amelioration of the upheavals of the Depression—even in the re-
moter regions of the American West. For the Club Moderne was more
than just an up-to-date storefront; it was a resonant symbol of Ana-
conda’s Depression-era self-image, its name and its forms shaping an
iconography of prosperity as meaningful in Anaconda as in the rest of
Main Street America in the 1930s.

&
It is at the eye level or thereabouts that most of the changes have taken
place—not new buildings so much as new show windows and shop fronts.
This is mainly the work of the department stores, the specialty shops, and
those particular friends of a rather blatant form of modernism, the shoe shops.

Here, in a 1937 Sky Line column, critic Lewis Mumford described the
modernized storefronts and refurbished commercial exteriors that were
appearing regularly on the streets of New York City for nearly a decade.
As Mumford surely realized, by the end of the decade what was true of
Fifth Avenue was also true of Main Street, and his observations would
have accurately characterized virtually every commercial corridor in the
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United States in the later 1930s. One of the things Mumford appreciated
about the new storefronts—and that was valid whether they appeared
in big cities or small towns—was that they were helping to dissemi-
nate European modernist architecture in the United States. However,
though he strongly advocated modernism, Mumford did not uniformly
approve of all the new designs. In fact, he found many storefronts to be
“overemphatic and strident” and too often employing only the “slogans
and catchwords” of modernism rather than its “intellectual discipline.”?
In this criticism, Mumford articulated a crucial aspect of the small-scale
American modernism of the Depression decade.

When chain and independent retailers with stores lining U.S. Main
Streets embraced Mumford’s “blatant” modernism as their own, they did
so in conscious emulation of urban prototypes that had been among the
earliest buildings in the United States to reflect architectural trends ema-
nating from Europe and stylistic trends emanating from the discipline of
industrial design. One reason this occurred was that distinctions among
local, regional, and national consumer markets had largely collapsed since
the end of World War I, and retailers had begun to embrace the idea that,
in the words of architect Morris Lapidus, “selling the same products to
the same people is the same everywhere”* (fig. 5.2). As that sameness of
products spread across the United States, it was inevitable that spaces for
selling would respond in kind; but within American consumer culture in
the 1930s, it was also inevitable that the architectural response would be
far more complex than a simple homogeneity of stores all following, or
at least borrowing from, the precepts of European modernism. The com-
plexity of this response was, of course, rooted firmly in that consumer
culture, in those same anxieties that made the facade so important in the
modernized building.

Architectural Anxiety in the Modern World

The rhetorical strength required to convince merchants to train their
fiscal resources and competitive energies upon the storefront and to de-
ploy a popularized modernism as a retail strategy emanated from a very
precise, and obvious, source—the social importance placed on exterior ap-
pearance. The government itself articulated this clearly when the FHA,
cautioning merchants to “consider first your store front,” further ad-
vised them to “remember that even as the character of an individual is
first judged by outward appearance, so does the public judge a store by
its front.”> In emphasizing the importance of exterior appearance in an
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Figure 5.2 “Selling the same products to the same people is the same everywhere.” In
this collage Morris Lapidus superimposed shoppers on Congress Street in Portland, Maine,
onto the sidewalks of Dauphin Street in Mobile, Alabama, to illustrate the degree to
which U.S. consumer markets were increasingly homogenized. (Architectural Record 89
[February 1941]: 132. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia
University.)

individual’s relations with others, the FHA referenced two crucial social
impulses that would influence not only why but how buildings were mod-
ernized: the first was the reconceptualization of the self that emerged in
American society after 1900; the second was the related trend of societal
self-diagnosis that it produced. By the 1930s both of these had become
accepted facts of life in modern consumer society.

In an oft-cited essay on American culture in the twentieth century,
Warren Susman characterized the development of consciousness of self,
an awareness of one’s own being and actions, as a critical aspect of the
modern world, noting how changing visions of self and changing methods
of presenting self to society have marked particular cultural moments of
modernity.® The decades after 1900—which saw the rise of consumer
society in the United States as manufacturing, distribution, and sales
of consumer goods intensified—represent one such moment, when the
culture of personality superseded the culture of character. As a result,
self-worth based on one’s intrinsic moral qualities gave way to self-worth
based on one’s ability to impress others through surface projections of
comportment, manners, speech, and dress that were now understood as
accurate indicators of inner character. It was this latter idea, popularized
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as the “personality ethic” by Dale Carnegie, to which the FHA referred
in the statement cited above, but the government was hardly alone in
articulating this cultural shift in the context of modernization.

Advertising executive Earnest Elmo Calkins betrayed his awareness
of the power of the surface when he admonished Main Street Rotarians
to “give your town a personality” by improving its appearance through
coordinated building modernization.” LOF, too, recognized the currency
of the outer self, observing in 52 Designs to Modernize Main Street
with Glass that the storefront that “expresses the character of establish-
ment to the buying public” was performing the same function as “the
‘suit of clothes that makes the man’ and stamps him as successful and
progressive.”® Even more explicitly, PPG asked merchants to scrutinize
their storefronts as if they were scrutinizing job applicants: “When you
hire employees, why do you choose the ones you do? Past records be-
ing equal, isn’t it because of personality and appearance?” While PPG
used “personality” often in its advertisements, the term was never pre-
cisely defined, though it was linked to abstract ideas of attractiveness,
stylishness, and up-to-dateness and to architectural forms borrowed from
modernism.’ The emergence of this outer expression of self as a deter-
minant of relative quality was evident even in the architecture journals.
In a 1935 store design portfolio, American Architect declared that “the
personality of a store is stamped upon the front” and was indicated by
an arrangement of its forms and materials to reveal the character of the
establishment within.1°

The importance attached to personality and the outer self, first in peo-
ple and then in buildings, was predicated on a belief that in the compet-
itive, fast-paced modern world superficial appearances—perceived in an
initial, momentary appraising glance—would determine one’s success or
failure in all social interactions, whether personal or professional. This
belief, simultaneously cultivated and exploited in U.S. advertising in the
late 1920s, gave rise to one of consumer culture’s most potent narratives,
the parable of the “first impression.”!! The first impression was employed
initially to sell products related to personal appearance, especially cloth-
ing, personal care items, cosmetics, and even plastic surgery. When the
modernization effort commenced in 1934, its governmental, corporate,
and architectural publicists seized the first impression as a viable promo-
tional theme. There was a certain logic to using the first impression to
sell modernization, one that even made it seem less manipulative than
when it was used to sell other consumer goods. Even the most cynical
person might hope that an individual would be judged on something more
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substantial than a dingy smile, bad breath, or unfashionable clothes. But
how else would an unknown commercial establishment be judged if not
by the appearance of its front, by the way it impressed shoppers as they
passed it on the street—especially if it was an independent store lacking
the name recognition of a national chain? It made sense for the National
Retail Dry Goods Association to offer its merchant members this frank
assessment of their potential customers: “Let us make no mistake. People
are impressed by appearances—by first appearances.” According to the
association, the only way a merchant could guarantee a favorable first
impression was for the store to “put on a new front [by] modernizing
the exterior.”!? LOF related the idea of personality and outer self to the
storefront graphic terms when an exhortation to “put on a good front”
was accompanied by a pair of photographs that would not have been
out of place in advertisements for toothpaste or shaving cream: first, a
frowning man with messy hair, slumped shoulders, and a wrinkled collar;
second, a smiling man, with his head up, his hair smoothed, and wearing
a bright tie—presenting his “good front” to the world. As the smile and
fresh appearance paid off for the man, so Vitrolite would pay off for the
store and “transform the obsolete characterless store front into the New,
Modern Outstanding Front,” thus winning public approval.3

The goal of the first impression was to make consumers desire an
appearance that others would judge favorably, but first they had to un-
derstand how others saw them. Thus, it was necessary to cultivate self-
consciousness and to encourage rigorous self-scrutiny, forcing consumers
to look at themselves objectively as “today’s critical public” did.'* Earnest
Elmo Calkins regarded “alocal self-consciousness . . . which will soon seek
community pride” as a prerequisite for any Main Street modernization
effort.’> At the same time, the individual merchant-cum-consumer was
repeatedly admonished to be critically self-aware: “Examine your estab-
lishment with the eye of a customer.”!¢ If, in cultivating an awareness
of the stranger’s critical eye, advertising ran the risk of producing in
the individual an excessive self-consciousness and a pronounced sense of
inadequacy and unease, such emotional disturbances had already been
normalized, though not entirely neutralized, by widespread acceptance
of the existence of a psychological state known as the inferiority complex.

Recognized first by Freud’s associate Alfred Adler, the idea of the in-
feriority complex was introduced in the United States in the mid-1920s
through Adler’s lectures and especially his best-selling book Understand-
ing Human Nature. In the trend-driven 1920s, discussing the inferior-
ity complex became a fad, popularized as a justification for all manner

193



194

Chapter Five

of personal difficulties. In the Depression-ravaged 1930s, when self-
confidence was profoundly shaken, both collectively and individually,
the inferiority complex seemed to offer a genuine social salve and a rea-
sonable explanation for a demoralized populace. In both decades it turned
up regularly in newspapers and magazine articles and also in product ad-
vertisements, since the tradition of therapeutic consumption was easily
adapted as a confidence-building, anxiety-soothing palliative for feelings
of inferiority and insecurity.!” The success of the first impression as an
advertising parable lay in its ability to exploit Americans’ collective in-
feriority complex regarding social interaction and then offer a corrective
through consumption of some appearance enhancement, be it toothpaste,
Vitrolite, modernization, or modernism.

In explaining the cultural power of the inferiority complex in the 1920s
and 1930s, Warren Susman found that, like personality, it was deeply
rooted in certain anxiety-producing conditions of the modern world: fear
of losing one’s individual identity in the impersonal, anonymous crowd
of mass society and fear of not fitting in with the crowd, of not being
liked and thought well of by others. These fears, according to Susman, had
correlate desires: a need to stand out from the crowd and express individu-
ality, and a need to be a part of the crowd, to conform and be appealing lest
one stand out too much or call unfavorable attention to oneself.’® Already
present before the Crash, these anxieties were exacerbated by the Depres-
sion. As the social and economic crisis worsened, and general insecurities
increased, the need for the reassurance of the collective grew, and the
desire to belong intensified. At the same time, the necessity of millions of
Americans having to accept charitable and government relief weakened
the nation’s mythic self-reliance, thus increasing the need to express
autonomy and individuality—however bootless or purely symbolic.'

As it assimilated the psychosocial impulses of personality and inferior-
ity, via the strategies of advertising, modernization also assimilated these
anxieties. These, in turn, produced two distinct approaches to the store-
front, both of which informed modernization’s embrace of modernism:
one stressed the distinction of the individual store; the other stressed the
coordination of the commercial corridor as a group of stores. While both
of these approaches were evident on Main Street during the Depression,
they occupied almost antithetical positions, expressive of an opposition
between the Main Street corridor as a commercial reality and an archi-
tectural ideal. To some degree, all efforts to encourage modernization on
Main Street played off the anxiety of conformity and fitting in regardless
of the architectural style displayed. Certainly, at a basic level the social
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urge to belong informed the competitive urge to keep up, serving as the
underlying motivation of the FHA's assertion that “when one merchant
makes improvements his competitors are literally forced to do so.”?° The
psychological operation was obvious: the fear of not fitting in and being
judged inadequate was so great that competitors would follow the mod-
ernizing lead of a nearby store. No Main Street merchant wished to stand
out unfavorably as the only unmodernized establishment—the one that
was old-fashioned and un-civic-minded. As Architectural Forum noted
in 1939, “As more and more stores on Main are improved, modernization
tends to become not a question of choice but of survival.”?! The compre-
hensive modernization campaigns of the chain stores certainly enforced
this tendency for the independent Main Street retailer.

Some modernization advocates, including Arthur C. Holden of the
American Institute of Architects and S. R. DeBoer of the American Plan-
ning and Civic Association, optimistically believed that the pressure to fit
in might be exploited to spur group improvements. In this way, agglom-
erations of unmodernized Main Street buildings could be converted into
coordinated assemblages of complementary modernized units in emula-
tion of the uniformity and clean lines of the modern shopping center.
However, while Holden was hoping to realize the “architect’s dream for
a modernized Main Street” and DeBoer was calling for “a harmonious
whole,” both men overestimated the strength of the urge to fit in.?2 A
willingness to participate in the modernizing trend was not the same as a
willingness to forsake storefront identity to the “architectural control” of
visual coordination. In other words, a desire to be a part of a modernized
group was not the same as a desire to be part of a group modernization.

The more Main Street’s merchants felt compelled or required to mod-
ernize as a necessity of belonging, the less the simple determination to
modernize as an act of therapeutic consumption offered adequate com-
pensation for social and competitive insecurities. Modernizing to fit in
was not enough; it was necessary to modernize in order to stand out—a
fact that was critical in understanding the role that modernism was to
play on Main Street. Thus, the modernized storefront, as responsive to
the anxieties of the day as other consumer products, became a vehicle
for the expression of individuality—an apparently unique projection of
the outer self that could conquer anonymity and, to paraphrase Warren
Susman, make a nobody into a somebody.?® As the urge to stand out
from the Main Street crowd overwhelmed the urge to fit in, individuality
asserted itself in the discourse of modernization as a promotional strategy
and an architectural practice.
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Individuality through Modernization

In 1936 PPG declared in a Chain Store Age advertisement that “individ-
uality” in the storefront was the “most important of all qualities” since
it enabled stores to “stand out from their competitors.” Without it, PPG
insisted, business would go elsewhere. Three years later individuality
was still a prerequisite for storefront success whether a particular design
strove for a “simple” or “pretentious” architectural effect.”* When PPG
and other storefront manufacturers utilized individuality as an adver-
tising theme, they were simply appropriating what had already become
accepted storefront practice and a point of critical debate. In 1936 Ar-
chitectural Forum complained that the contemporary storefront was too
often the embodiment of “a peculiarly obnoxious form of rugged indi-
vidualism,” but this was less a denigration of specific individualized de-
signs than a commentary on the standing-out-from-the-crowd ethos that
dominated Main Street during the 1930s.2° As Depression-stricken mer-
chants desperately sought to distinguish themselves from neighboring
retail premises, considered direct competition for consumer attention
even when they offered dissimilar services or merchandise, individuality
of design, and the unique storefront expression it implied, became a veri-
table holy grail of modernization. This was true not only for independent
Main Street merchants, but for chain retailers as well. Always alert to
national changes in consumer attitudes and consumption habits, whether
these changes involved shoppers buying consumer products or merchants
buying modernization, the chains sought to adjust their storefronts ac-
cordingly.

Prior to the Depression, nearly all national chains adhered to a rigid
architectural policy of “complete standardization” in which chain iden-
tity was established through the use of unvaried trademark fronts. By
the early 1930s, in the face of deepening competition and mounting anti-
chain sentiment, some chains began to modify their trademark types
to respond to specific market demographics and local communities, but the
practice of “keying stores to locations” was not yet universally adopted. By
the mid-1930s, however, as the chains expanded and intensified their im-
provement programs in reaction to the government-assisted entry of the
independents into the store modernization arena, many chains allowed
storefronts to be redesigned with “a reasonable degree of individuality.”2°
The modernization programs of Regal Shoes and Childs restaurants il-
lustrate the breadth of this approach, from modest contextualizing to a
virtual retreat from standardization.
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For Regal Shoes, Morris Lapidus preserved certain visual elements that
readily characterized the chain, but transformed these as necessary to suit
particular locations and the chain’s desire for a more modern identity.
He retained the company’s trademarks—its green-and-gold color palette,
Old Modern typeface, and Cavalier boot logo—Dbut simplified them into
a straightforward arrangement of signboard and bulkhead with reduced
but more emphatic display windows between. In a further nod to the
Regal’s wish for an updated image, whenever possible Lapidus created
a storefront approximation of a Corbusian free facade, emphasizing the
distinctions between the structure (mirror-clad piers) and the enclosure
(plate glass extending across the front) that created a curtain-wall effect
duly appreciated by the editors of Architectural Forum. The new front
was intended to give the shops a “brightness” that would attract attention
within the typical Main Street commercial strip and prevent them from
being “blotted out” by other stores in a given block. However recog-
nizable the modern green-and-gold Regal facade, it was apparently not
appropriate for every locale, and when Regal opened its first store on
Fifth Avenue in New York, chain executives requested that Lapidus con-
sider the existing atmosphere of the nation’s premier shopping corridor
(fig. 5.3). Though the rarefied atmosphere of Fifth Avenue was gradually
eroding in the 1930s due, in no small part, to the incursion of the chains,
Lapidus responded to its supposed “dignity and richness” by toning down
the Regal color scheme and trademarks: gold became bronze (Anaconda
Architectural Extruded Bronze); green porcelain enamel became green
cast granite; the logo became bronze casts of the Regal boot and a bronze
shadowbox sign. The vestibule, by now the chain’s standard, had three
curving displays arranged almost like pinball bumpers, to shunt the shop-
per from side to side ever closer to the door, placed deliberately off-axis
from the vestibule entrance. The result, according to contemporary ob-
servers, was a subtle “family” resemblance rather standardization.?”

Though the movement away from standardization risked diminishing
chain identity, store executives deemed this necessary to mediate against
the corporate anonymity now closely associated with their trademark
facades, as the modernization program of the Childs restaurant chain
demonstrates. Until the mid-1930s, the white-tiled “dairy-room” fronts
of Childs restaurants were immediately recognizable across the country,
“from Portland, Oregon to Portland, Maine,” according to the company.
Designed and built in the early 1890s and standardized by 1900, the
dairy rooms typically featured a double-width storefront of white glazed
terra-cotta with glass entrance doors flanking a large display window
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Figure 5.3 Fifth Avenue storefront of Regal Shoes chain, New York City, designed by
Morris Lapidus in 1936. By the middle of the decade, many chain stores moved away from
the strict standardization of their storefronts. The goal was to maintain chain identity while
giving each unit an individualized treatment. (Architectural Forum 65 [October 1936]: 316.
Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)

emblazoned with the chain’s script logo (fig. 5.4). This transparent front
provided unobstructed views inside the restaurant—a single open room
with white tiled walls and floors and a long structural glass counter from
which food was dispensed by white-uniformed servers. The whiteness and
openness provided Childs” patrons with the “visible proof of sanitation”
upon which the chain’s reputation and success were based. According to
Childs’ executives, “It was good business to subordinate decorative effect
and even comfort to obvious cleanliness.” From the chain’s point of
view, the standard dairy front was utterly utilitarian, and it was precisely
this quality that Lewis Mumford had viewed as an accidental, incipient
modernism, praising it as “the beginning of a real machine form.”?
Childs was unimpressed with its unintentional avant-gardism, and by
the mid-1920s the chain felt that the dairy rooms were too antiseptic and
out of step with the American public’s taste in dining. However, though
it introduced scenographic decor into newly built restaurants, the chain
continued to construct its standard white tile and glass dairy front, feeling
that it had become too widely recognized a “landmark” for alteration.
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Figure 5.4 Childs Restaurant, circa 1900-1910. The standardized dairy front, emphasizing
cleanliness and openness, immediately identified the restaurant as part of the Childs’ chain.
(Architectural Forum 67 [July 1937]: 15. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and Fine
Arts Library, Columbia University.)

A decade later these fronts were still in use throughout the chain
and, from a marketing standpoint, still “signalized Childs” in the public’s
mind. Now, however, in the altered climate of the Depression, com-
pany executives regarded the standardized front as nothing more than a
“stumbling block in its effort to keep up with the times.” In 193435 the
chain determined that “the old white tile places must be brought up to
date,” but in establishing modernization policy for its restaurants, Childs
did not merely “abolish the dairy room”; it unilaterally abandoned the
standardized unit, adopting a policy of “individualization” that rejected
“duplication of style” in order to give each restaurant “its own distinctive
atmosphere.” Though the determination of that atmosphere was left to
the discretion of the individual architect hired for each modernization
job, designers were instructed to examine the surroundings of each unit
and select a “suitable” style. Among the first twenty-five units selected
to “go modern,” as Childs put it, nearly half were located in New York
City. These restaurants were chosen not only because they were among
the chain’s oldest, but also because chain store executives regarded New
York as the best place for trial runs of the latest storefront fashions.
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Ultimately, these modernized Childs encompassed an eclectic stylis-
tic range that, significantly, the company regarded as entirely modern.
“Modernity” in this context appeared to be based less on the storefront’s
specific stylistic character than on the degree to which the moderniza-
tion departed from the appearance of the standardized front.?” Thus, the
modernization of the two-story unit on lower Broadway was considered
modern because it represented a “striking change from the old dairy-room
front,” even though that change was accomplished by sheathing the fa-
cade with half-timbering and installing casement windows and a steep
tiled roof. A central display window and Childs’ logo were the only stan-
dard elements retained from the dairy-room front, and even the logo was
transformed into a rounded, enameled steel marquee. That this stream-
lined marquee coexisted with the neo-Tudor storefront may indicate the
depth of Childs’ yearning for architectural individuality and also the ease
with which that yearning could slip into a kind of stylistic schizophrenia.

The first Childs to be modernized in Times Square represented an eq-
ually extreme departure from the classic dairy front and a radically differ-
ent solution to the problem of individualization (fig. 5.5). As redesigned
by George Sweet in 1936, the Childs on Seventh Avenue and Forty-second
Street was visually too high-pitched for the conservative taste of critic
Talbot Hamlin, but it possessed a “vulgar vitality” that Lewis Mumford
applauded as in keeping with “the spirit of Broadway.”*" In fact, given a
locale of unsurpassed visual noise, with Rosario Candela’s flamboyantly
modernized Rialto Theatre right next door, Sweet’s facade was relatively
low key. Nonetheless, it was a dynamic composition unified through the
architect’s trebling of its principal formal elements. Three colors—white,
black, and blue—were aligned with three cladding materials—enameled
steel, structural glass, and mirrored glass—into an asymmetrical com-
position enhanced by three levels of surface reflectivity with aluminum
trim and speed lines tying the whole together.3! By substituting modern
flash for Childs’ standard restraint, Sweet’s modernization ably met the
company’s mandate for individualized, contextually appropriate schemes,
here gleefully reflecting the “naughty, gaudy, bawdy, sporty” atmo-
sphere of the Times Square entertainment district in the 1930s.>> Upon
completion of the first phase of its chainwide modernization program,
the company ran newspaper advertisements asking readers, “Can this
really be Childs?”33 Through a tone of gentle self-mockery, the impli-
cations of the question were patently obvious. A nationwide chain that
had successfully established in its trademark white-tile dairy front the
architectural equivalent of its “cleanly” reputation boldly dispensed with
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thirty years” worth of accumulated brand identification by commission-
ing modernizations that were purposefully anti-trademark, unstandard,
and highly individualized. But such was the nature of the American com-
mercial corridor during the Depression, a high-pressure marketplace that
drove chain retailers and independent merchants alike to the expressive
visual extremes of the modernized storefront.

If those storefronts were too often characterized by “strident individu-
ality,” as George Nelson observed in his foreword to Emrich Nicholson’s
Contemporary Shops in the United States, this was the unavoidable con-
sequence of the “strenuous—and frequently anti-social—competition”
that had so marked the decade in trade, causing merchants and their de-
signers to pay “more and more attention to the exterior.” Perhaps, as
Nelson conceded, the storefronts of the 1930s did “try much too hard to
catch the eye and what they have to say is sometimes said too loudly,”
but at least Main Street now regarded modern design “as a major weapon

in its arsenal.”3*

Writing in 1945, Nelson was reiterating what store-
front critics in the previous decade, Lewis Mumford chief among them,
had already lamented. While Mumford found much to admire in the
apple-green porcelain enamel and molded steel facades of Horace Gins-
bern’s ultra-modern Hanscom’s Bake Shops (1934-38), he complained of
the “decibels of visual noise” they created. “What,” Mumford wondered,
“would a street of such shops sound like?” In posing that question, Mum-
ford was addressing architectural and retail concerns more than broadly
social ones. In response to the former, he understood that in the midst
of this visual cacophony of colored glass and curving bulkheads, of neon
signs and metallic speed lines, the message of each individual store was all
but drowned out by that of its neighbor. This was the reason he suggested
a judicious return to “quiet, civilized, uniform design.”%

What Mumford failed to acknowledge is that even while the mod-
ernized storefronts shouted to be heard above their competitors, their
collective Depression-era social message was still resoundingly clear. De-
spite the architectural babble, the storefront was a legible advertisement
for a modernity and prosperity promised by consumption. For as much as
store design and modernization was responding to the pressures of con-
sumerism, it was likewise responding to the pressures of the Depression.
Indeed, within the federally sponsored and privately promoted modern-
ization movement that was responsible for stimulating so much of this
commercial design, the Depression’s economic, social, and political exi-
gencies were even more critical to Main Street’s acceptance of modernism
than the relentless consumer culture.
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Figure 5.5 Childs restaurants, Times Square (Seventh Avenue at Forty-second Street and
at Forty-ninth Street), designed by George Sweet, 1936-37. In 1934 the chain decided
to “go modern” and began updating its units, giving each a style deemed suitable to
the immediate locale. Here, Sweet’s designs captured the “vulgar vitality” of the area in
their forms, colors, and materials. (WPA Tax Photographs of New York City, 1014-33-M.
Courtesy NYC Municipal Archives. Architectural Forum 67 [July 1937]: 15. Courtesy of
the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)



Modernism on Main Street

An Iconography of Prosperity

Within the sociopolitical and socioeconomic landscape of the Depres-
sion era, the movement to modernize Main Street was unique. Though
predicated upon everyday practices of shopping and selling, and there-
fore attempting to meet a retailer’s merchandising needs, it also sought
to fulfill a community’s social imperatives. And as the appearance of
Main Street’s stores changed, so, too, did their meaning, blurring the
boundaries between private and public sectors, between consumerism
and civicism, between consumption and good citizenship to embody the
fiscally dubious, yet easy-to-swallow proposition that the nation could
literally spend its way out of the economic crisis and buy its way into a
prosperous future. With building modernization as a requisite first step
toward the completion of this project, the iconography of the modernized
storefront was doubly consumed as shopping and recovery, as market-
place and modernity—the real and metaphorical terms of which were
well understood by men and women walking down any Main Street in
the 1930s.

It should not be surprising that an architectural manifestation as banal
and quotidian as the Main Street storefront should have been imbued
with such obvious representational power during the Depression. In an
era rife with the rhetoric of social and political populism, the storefront’s
everydayness contributed to its agency, as New Dealers clearly recog-
nized. These buildings were understood as transmitters of core cultural
values, a signification that was evident from the earliest moments of the
federal modernization movement. The FHA's Bulletin No. 1, although
little more than a dry procedural manual for financial institutions, opened
with an exhortation attaching unmistakable social good to the extension
of modernization credit. The MCP was posited as a relief measure, not for
the building industry, but for the buildings themselves, here identified as
the “other victims” of the Depression. In this analogy, run-down build-
ings were “casualties” as seriously stricken by “the ravages of five years
of depreciation and obsolescence” as the Depression’s “human victims”
were by unemployment and hunger.?® In a nationwide radio address
broadcast live from Radio City in November 1934, FHA head James Mof-
fett rendered the social significance of Main Street’s dilapidated buildings
equally unmistakable, declaring that they represented the “break-down
of the American living standard” and a “comradeship of poverty” that
emerged during the Depression, making it acceptable to “get along with
the old and worn-out.” At a public rally in Los Angeles two months
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later, Moffett further declared that worn-out buildings were “signs and
reminders of hard times.”%’

In retrospect, Moffett’s use of such a familiar Depression-era phrase
allows these buildings to be understood as the architectural equivalent
of the decade’s “official” images of hard times—the photographs by
Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans, and others produced by the Historical
Section of the Farm Security Administration beginning in 1935.%% Like
the FSA photographs of destitute farm families and urban breadlines,
run-down or untenanted buildings possessed a currency enabling them
to represent with apparent truthfulness the conditions of the Depression
in American cities and towns.>® But this documentary truthfulness was
somewhat distorted for, like the FSA photographs, run-down buildings
were also subject to ideological construction that assigned to them a bur-
den of meaning outweighing their actual economic status as symptoms
of retail and real estate decline. Thus it was that administrator Moffett,
speaking with the authority of the New Deal state and backed by the
corporate-bureaucratic publicity apparatus of the modernization move-
ment, described these buildings as “a barrier between American people
and prosperity.” Moffett identified this barrier to prosperity as both phys-
ical and psychological, though he was aware of its fiscal dimension as well,
and he challenged the American public that it would remain impenetrable
until there was “free spending in every community” to modernize Main
Street’s buildings.*

In its potential for modernization, the run-down storefront possessed
the ability to transform its documentary significance. A testament to
present hard times before modernization became an exposition on fu-
ture good times after modernization—a conceptual dyad with its own
photographic representation in the before-and-after pairs that typically
accompanied government publications, trade journal portfolios, and cor-
porate advertisements. If the run-down storefront may be aligned with
the FSA’s iconic images of human despair, the modernized storefront
finds a correlate in other artifacts of New Deal visual culture, especially
the murals produced under the auspices of the Federal Art Project of
the Works Progress Administration and the Section of Fine Arts of the
Treasury Department. Whether these murals trafficked in nostalgia or
progressivism, they possessed an underlying optimism that sought to
suppress the traumas of the Depression through an inspirational iconog-
raphy of historical persons and events, vignettes of small-town life, heroic
workers, or streamlined trains and airplanes.*! Though architecture is, by
its nature, abstract and is thus denied the easily comprehended narratives
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of this sort of figural painting, the iconography of the modernized store-
front was just as legible as the typical WPA mural. And by virtue of
its serial existence on Main Streets across the country and its realis-
tic engagement with everyday life—at the most basic, and during the
Depression, most anxiety-producing level of economic exchange—the
modernized storefront possessed an even greater therapeutic potential as
its architectural optimism became a psychological salve.

This potential was fully evident in a simple corollary that expressed
the storefront’s public meaning and was implied throughout the FHA
literature. If a run-down building betokened social and economic depres-
sion to the general public, then the opposite was also true: a modernized
building could signify the positive outlook and revived prosperity of a
commercial corridor, an entire town, or even the country as a whole,
regardless of the actual state of the local or national economy. When
presenting its building statistics for 1935, the F.W. Dodge Corporation
observed that “the modernization of the main street of trade constitutes
definite evidence that the recovery cycle is underway.”*? The government
pointed out that while modernizing a single property surely served the
individual owner, it was also a “definition of civic pride” that “benefit[ed]
the whole community” and generated “a new spirit of hopefulness. .. a
feeling of confidence . . . [and the knowledge] that a brighter day is coming
and coming fast.”*> Robert and Helen Lynd discovered similar optimism
in Middletown following the “external improvement and sprucing up” of
the business center. Modernizing Main Street’s buildings was regarded
as “a symbol of recovery,” which seemed to revive Middletown’s “civic
spirit” and engender a jocular denial, at least in the middle class: “What
depression? We haven’t had a depression here.” This, despite the fact that
in 1935 Middletown’s industrial activity was still in decline, that retail
volume on Main Street was half of what it had been in 1929, and that gen-
uine civic improvements (to infrastructure, services, etc.) were “largely
standing still.” Noting this paradox, the Lynds concluded that the Depres-
sion had made more urgent “the need to ‘put on a good show’ to reassure
the groundlings [and] to ‘doctor up’ the morale of the rank and file.”+*

In putting on a good show, assisted by the architectural masquerade
of the new facade, the modernized storefront functioned to convince the
American public that “the innate dynamism of the modern economy,”
in Marshall Berman’s phrase, was proceeding apace, despite the rupture
of the Depression.* By disguising or effacing the Depression’s physi-
cal effects behind that new facade, modernization operated socially to
minimize or even deny the rupture’s psychological impact. But as the

205



206

Chapter Five

Lynds observed in Middletown in Transition, this impact had registered
with the public as “an elemental shock” at once universal, prolonged, and
nearly primal in its deeply felt trauma.*® Some critics have argued that
in terms of image-making this trauma precipitated a nostalgic return to
an idealized small-town archetype that would forever remain, as Terry
Smith called it, “an obvious domain of the not-modern.” For Smith, the
small town was “crucial to the visualization of modern America” in the
1930s, but only as it stood in opposition to the factory, the skyscraper city,
and other generally recognized landscapes of modernity—a last line of
defense against the onslaught of inevitable cultural modernization that
the Depression had barely halted. Smith claimed that the small town,
“the quiet look down Main Street,” became a symbol of recovery within
the decade’s visual culture (principally photography) precisely because
it appeared to resist external modernizing forces through a show of old-
fashioned independence expressed in archaizing imagery.*

If, however, visual culture is defined broadly enough to include ev-
eryday architecture, a different Main Street emerges, one that became a
symbol of recovery not through resistance to modernization, but through
its acceptance as localized practice that transcended the sphere of retail
and commerce and was in keeping with the progressive self-improvement
that typified small-town culture. On this Main Street, the traumatic shock
of the Depression was ameliorated not through a backward slippage to-
ward a nostalgic haze, nor through a heroic leap forward toward a tabula
rasa utopian future, but rather through a brisk walk toward the light of
tomorrow as embodied in a gleaming modernized storefront. To signal
this imminent return to prosperity, modernization required an architec-
tural imagery that might serve as a countershock, unabashedly express-
ing progress and optimism, and boldly advertising an ever-brightening
future. Modernization required the architectural imagery of modernism.

Enter the International Style

Of those varied modernisms available to American architects in the mid-
1930s, not all could satisfy the iconographic requirements of “building
modernization as national recovery.” Stripped classicism was too closely
associated with civic or institutional authority and timeless solemnity,
and its stone revetment and sculpture were too costly and too staid for
average Main Street modernizations. It represented the state, not the
people; them, not us. Modernistic, or art deco, design was more appropri-
ately commercial and quotidian, as well as exuberantly and fashionably
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contemporary, but therein lay the fault: it was too closely associated with
the excesses of the 1920s. Its floral fields and zigzags seemed frivolously
out of place amid Depression-era austerities when unemployment was
high and the breadlines were long.*® Of course, there was another mod-
ernism, one possessing sufficient quantities of simplicity, economy, and
a crucial shock of the new to auger the popular perception of the contem-
porary American character and to embody the architectural resuscitation
of America’s failing Main Streets.

In the years prior to the commencement of the modernization pro-
gram in 1934, American architects had become increasingly familiar with
the International Style of European modernism. As historians such as
Richard Guy Wilson and David Gebhard have shown, the term was cur-
rent in their vocabularies and, if they were sympathetic but not especially
dogmatic, they viewed it as one of several plausible modern modes.*’ This
familiarity came from a number of different, mainly secondary, sources.
The most obvious and accessible were journals and books that published
images of European buildings and, in addition, sought to explain what the
new architecture was all about. George Howe's 1930 American Architect
article—"What Is This Modern Architecture Trying to Express?”—for
example, described how modernism emerged in response to modern life,
deriving its essential elements from the social and technological progress
of the twentieth century. The accompanying illustrations—of Bijvoet
and Duiker’s Zonnestraal sanatorium in the Netherlands, Erich Mendel-
sohn’s Universum Cinema in Berlin, and Laprade and Bazin’s Marbeuf
auto showroom in Paris—were meant to demonstrate the simple and di-
rect methods that architects used to satisfy such modern programmatic
issues as accommodating hygiene and health, focusing attention on the
screen, and selling cars.® Catherine Bauer’s 1934 book, Modern Hous-
ing, served a similar function as it used text and illustrations to introduce
the urban and architectural principles of modernist planned communi-
ties and housing estates to an American audience.’® By the mid-1930s,
European modernist buildings, especially commercial ones, were also ap-
pearing regularly in articles dealing with store design and modernization.
One of the most comprehensive of this sort was “Retail Store Planning,”
which Architectural Record published in July 1935 in conjunction with
the Libbey-Owens-Ford Modernize Main Street Competition.’? In addi-
tion, they could also be found in such specialized publications like Fred-
erick Kiesler’'s Contemporary Art Applied to the Store and Its Display
(1930) and Adolf Schuhmacher’s Ladenbau (1934), as well as advertis-
ing journals like Gebrauchsgraphik, which Morris Lapidus claimed as an
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Figure 5.6 “Asymmetrical Store Front Composition” designed by Frederick Kiesler from
Contemporary Art Applied to the Store and Its Display, 1930. Kiesler reduced the store-
front to an enlarged plane with an abstract arrangement of display windows. ((©) 2006
Austrian Frederick and Lillian Kiesler Private Foundation, Vienna; and the Avery Archi-
tectural and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)

important influence in the early 1930s (figs. 5.6 and 5.7). However impor-
tant their exposure to actual commercial examples from Europe, as Amer-
ican architects began to grapple with modernist imagery, typological
consistency was not foremost in their minds. Lapidus, for example, mod-
ernized a building on Fordham Road in the Bronx that borrowed heavily
from Le Corbusier’s houses at the Weissenhof Siedlung and William
Lescaze’s townhouse in Manhattan, despite the fact that the building was
occupied by a men’s clothing store.
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Exposure to the new architecture also came through buildings in the
United States that were understood as responses to immediate European
precedents, including those at the 1933 Century of Progress International
Exposition in Chicago, which critics at the time linked directly to the work
of those architects most closely identified with the International Style.
Writing in American Architect, Arthur Woltersdorf observed that the
buildings displayed ample borrowing from the work of Walter Gropius,
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, Le Corbusier, “and others to whom the
American designers, no doubt, grant first place among their preceptors
for modern architecture.” Writing in the New York Times, R. L. Duf-
fus described the buildings in modernist terms: they were “dynamic
and functional,” rejecting all historical form in favor of horizontality,
undecorated flatness, and bold color. But for Duffus, the contemporary
parallel was less to European buildings than to American streamlined
cars, planes, and trains.>® For both critics, however, the buildings pos-
sessed a distinctive modern sensibility that portended a new direction
in American architecture—one that drew formal and rhetorical strength
from both modernism and streamlining, combining the two into a potent
commercial hybrid.

Encouraging a hybrid modernism was the last thing that curator Philip
Johnson hoped to achieve when the Museum of Modern Art’s Modern
Architecture exhibition opened in New York in February 1932. Rather,
he hoped to stimulate “really comprehensive and intelligent criticism
in both architect and the public” by presenting them with the best ex-
amples of “the New Architecture.”>* To this end, Johnson arranged for
two different versions of the show to tour the country for almost two
years after its successful run at the museum. A full version, with mod-
els and drawings, traveled to Hartford, Worcester, Rochester, Buffalo,
Cleveland, Cincinnati, Toledo, Milwaukee, and Kansas City, as well as
to Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and Chicago; the smaller version, without
models and consisting mostly of photographs, was on view in Pough-
keepsie, Denver, Troy, St. Paul, Indianapolis, and Kalamazoo, as well
as Pittsburgh and San Francisco. In several locations the show was in-
stalled in major department stores, including Sears, Roebuck, Bullock’s,
and Gimbels, which undoubtedly extended its public reach.>® Included in
both exhibitions, in the catalog, and in the subsequent publication, The
International Style, were such major European modern buildings as Wal-
ter Gropius’s Dessau Bauhaus, Mies van der Rohe’s Barcelona Pavilion,
and Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, as well as such Euro-American exam-
ples as Howe & Lescaze’s PSFS Building. Also included were a number of
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Figure 5.7 Scherk perfume shop, Berlin, designed by O. R. Salvisberg in 1929. General
view, elevation, and plan. Throughout the 1930s, American architects became increasingly
familiar with this type of modern European design through international publications
available in the United States and in U.S. professional journals. (Moderne Ladenbauten,
1929, 134; Architectural Record 78 [July 1935]: 64. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural
and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)
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minor modern buildings, at least in terms of their scale and iconic status:
cafés, movie theaters, a gas station, a pharmacy, a shoe store, department
stores, exposition pavilions, and retail blocks by Gropius, Mendelsohn,
J.J. P. Oud, Erik Gunnar Asplund, and others.>

While it is difficult to determine the actual impact and influence of
these various books and articles, of MoMA’s Modern Architecture show,
and of the Century of Progress International Exposition, there is no deny-
ing that, at the very least, they all served to popularize the International
Style of European modernism, to equate it with a distinct set of formal
characteristics, and to frame the debate about modern architecture in a
new way, all of which would eventually come into play in the discourse of
building modernization after 1934. This is not to imply that the Interna-
tional Style was the only, or even the most important, influence on store
design in the 1930s. As demonstrated in chapter 4, industrial design, and
streamlining in particular, exerted a tremendous influence on the store-
front. But in sorting out the complications of modern architectural style
as it was understood in the United States in the 1930s, and in attempting
to track the diverse sources that contributed to storefront design, the in-
fluence of the International Style of European modernism—as architects
encountered it in journals, books, and exhibitions—cannot be ignored.

Even a cursory glance at the hundreds of storefronts illustrated in ar-
ticles and advertisements in Architectural Record, Architectural Forum,
and American Architect reveals the influence of the European examples.
This is equally evident in the winning entries of LOF’s Modernize Main
Street Competition. In particular, those in the drugstore category most
dynamically embodied an architectural syntax derived from the Interna-
tional Style. Since drugstores represented “the last word in up-to-date
retailing,” at least according to LOF’s competition jury, these designs em-
ployed deliberately of-the-moment visual effects.’” Asymmetrical and
unornamented facades, planar and curving forms, ribbon-like windows,
and boldly simplified graphics were key features of winning and men-
tioned drugstore schemes (fig. 5.8). With their careful arrangements of
storefront elements and accenting colors rendered in new materials, these
schemes were striking graphic compositions that recalled Oud’s Café de
Unie and Kiefhoek shops, Hans Borkowsky’s Dapolin filling station, and
even Joost Schmidt’s posters for the Weimar Bauhaus (here just barely
translated into three dimensions). When the jury described M. Righton
Swicegood’s first-prize scheme as “entirely modern” and “original with-
out being bizarre,” it indicated the degree to which precedents and stan-
dards had already been established.>® Ultimately, the jury concluded that
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Figure 5.8 LOF Modernize Main Street Competition winner (Honorable Mention): Mor-
rison Broun, Drug Store. The planar facade, asymmetrical composition, and simplified
graphic treatment reveal the influence of European modernism on this storefront design.
(Architectural Record 78 [October 1935]: 215. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural and
Fine Arts Library, Columbia University, and Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company Records,
MSS-066, the Ward M. Canaday Center for Special Collections, The University of Toledo.)

this modernism would soon become widespread with “the gospel of good
design and good taste permeating through the thousands of Main Streets
all over the country.”*

In the coming years, this permeation was such that the term “drug
store modern” entered the architectural lexicon, though not always as a
term of aesthetic approval, especially when used by Henry-Russell Hitch-
cock in his 1951 essay “The International Style Twenty Years After.”®
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This reappraisal, which appeared in Architectural Record, makes clear
what was already evident in the 1930s. While the International Style’s
underlying architectural principles of volume and regularity—so insis-
tently propounded by Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, as curators of the
MoMA exhibition, and evident in canonical buildings by Corbusier, Mies,
and Gropius—remained inscrutable to the American public at large, its
more accessible, or at least more conspicuous, formal elements soon ap-
peared on Main Street itself. Asymmetry, planarity, and simplicity were
taken up by architects who were either unconcerned with—or even un-
aware of—Hitchcock and Johnson’s critical admonitions against appro-
priating only the surface features of the International Style (Mumford’s
“slogans and catchwords”) or were unable to embrace anything but its
surface features given the facade orientation of so many modernization
commissions (fig. 5.9).

In a 1932 editorial in Architectural Forum, written on the occasion of
the MoMA exhibition, Kenneth K. Stowell expressed his concern that the
International Style would become “the happy hunting ground of copyist
charlatans.” Three years later, however, this hardly seemed to trouble
him, as he noted how American architects were beginning to “assimi-
late the philosophy of the early and radical modernists and interpret it
through their own individuality.” Viewing this as a positive trend, Stow-
ell came out in support of “this modern or international style” in his
influential book Modernizing Buildings for Profit. With the approval of
this store re/design expert, it was all but certain that “plain surfaces, ge-
ometric forms, and colorful simplicity” would proliferate on the nation’s
Main Streets as “public taste tends more and more to the new architec-
ture.” Assuming “the present trend toward modernism in store design”
continued unabated, the new architecture would shortly be codified into
a reductive storefront formula.®!

On Main Street this formula invariably involved covering the exist-
ing building with modern veneers used in the manner of the Interna-
tional Style or industrial design streamlining, depending on one’s point
of view. The emphasized surface of the typical storefront appeared un-
broken across the architectural volume like “a tight skin” or “a stretched
textile,” as Hitchcock and Johnson would have it.®> Though white stucco
had been used most often to create the precise machine-like surfaces they
preferred, Hitchcock and Johnson were confident that other materials
more durable, regular, and endowed with color that was “technically and
psychologically permanent” would soon become available. In a remark-
able coincidence, this description corresponds closely to the properties
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Figure 5.9 Chapin’s Open Kitchen, Cleveland, Ohio, designed by Wilbur Henry Adams
in 1939. Adams’s scheme demonstrates how architects borrowed the most obvious surface
features of European modernism and used them to startling effect in their modernization
work. (Architectural Record 87 [January 1940]: 88. Courtesy of the Avery Architectural
and Fine Arts Library, Columbia University.)

of structural glass, which, at the time of their writing, the marketing
departments of LOF and PPG were transforming into their very ideal
of a modernist surface material: a “plate covering” available in nearly
thirty colors made permanent during the manufacturing process by the
fusion of oxides and silica; laid or installed with minimal joining (cement,
cork tape, or felt) to become a smooth “sheathing” with “similarity in
texture and scale to the glass planes of the windows,” finally forming
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with the window glass a seamless continuity of surface, “reducing the
contrast between the transparent and the opaque sections of the bound-
ing wall.”®> In the modernized storefront, the transition between the
transparent and the opaque was seductively orchestrated, the juxtaposed
window and sheathing sharing not only a highly polished finish but a
vitreous substantiality, as plate glass met structural glass mediated only
by the attenuated profile of an extruded metal frame.

If modernism fetishized plate glass into a totem of transparency, mod-
ernization fetishized structural glass into its opposite—totem of opac-
ity. Light-trapping and densely, impenetrably colored, structural glass
purposefully obscured that which lay beneath its surface—a brick wall,
a rusting bulkhead, an obsolete architectural detail. This opacity also
served to obscure the economic expedients that lay beneath the surface
of modernization as recovery—a troubling reliance on consumer credit, a
false promise of guaranteed profits, a disturbing incitement of cutthroat
competition. To stress the darkness and the murkiness of this opaque
surface is, however, to deny its sensual impact on Main Street during the
Depression (fig. 5.10). For the modernized storefront did not merely ad-
here to the modernist principle of surface; it celebrated that principle with
glass that curved around bulkheads, slid over transoms, and slipped across
facades, transforming the old-fashioned building beneath into a stylishly
modern one. Purists like Hitchcock and Johnson denigrated such colorful
facadism as a “tawdry” and “half-modern” parody, even though they
acknowledged that in Europe in the 1920s “use of bright color had value
in attracting attention to the new style.”®* In America in the 1930s, that
was the point of modernism on Main Street, to attract attention to the
new style of the modernized storefront through a publicity-seeking, self-
celebrating, even crassly commercial architecture. But in the midst of this
modernist marketing hype, this architecture was also giddily optimistic,
emerging as it did out of national trauma and local despair in the unlikely
form of the modernist, modernized storefront.

A Modern Vernacular

Ultimately, the critical assessments of MoMA polemicists are beside the
point, and seventy years after the fact it hardly matters how well the
architecture of modernization measured up to the formal prescriptions
of the International Style. And yet, at the time, there were those who
sought to defend the storefront against accusations of modernist failure
and stylistic opportunism, none more so than the editors of Architectural
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Figure 5.10 Uniqué ice cream parlor and soda fountain in Niagara Falls, New York, designed
by C. T. Macheras of Buffalo in 1938. With their sleek forms and bright colors, modernized
storefronts provided a vivid contrast to the social and economic realities of the Depression.
(Sweet’s Catalogue File [1940]: sec. 18, cat. 2. LOF 1940 Advertising Scrapbook. Libbey-
Owens-Ford Glass Company Records, MSS-066, Ward M. Canaday Center for Special
Collections, The University of Toledo.)
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Forum, who argued that American commercial design—retail shops in
particular—represented a “progressive” architectural development re-
gardless of its lack of commitment to the International Style as officially
promulgated. In 1938 they made this position clear:

Today’s modern is a reality. If the term “International Style” is not broad
enough to include it, this is the fault of the term; not the reality. And if
streamlined storefronts are not precisely what the purist expected, let him
closely check his arguments: extruded aluminum is clearly more a machine
age product than the handicraft which went into most of his much-beloved
Central European models. The question we must answer today is not
“What is Modern?” but “Where is modern now?”%

The question begs answering. With respect to the storefront, modern
was everywhere. By the late 1930s, the modernized storefront had pro-
liferated sufficiently for Lewis Mumford to concede that it marked the
emergence of “a modern vernacular.”® At first, this term seems little
more than a critical bon mot, a throwaway line. But Mumford was too
astute a critic of American culture to have not been fully aware that his
blithe conflation of these two apparently oppositional architectural cate-
gories was, in fact, charged with meaning. The author of such acclaimed
architectural studies as Sticks & Stones and The Brown Decades, and
curator of the housing section of the MoMA’s International Style show,
Mumford was well qualified to address both the modern and the vernacu-
lar in the architecture of the United States. Indeed, his critical project had
long been concerned with revealing their nexus in the twentieth century:

Just as the bridge summed up what was best in early industrialism, so the
modern subway station, the modern lunch room, the modern factory,
and. .. the modern school, have often been cast in molds which would
make them [our] conspicuous aesthetic achievements.®”

This passage from Sticks & Stones appeared in a chapter that was origi-
nally to have been called “The New Vernacular of the Machine.” Mum-
ford’s argument here, like Le Corbusier’s in the contemporaneous Vers
une Architecture, was basically that the mechanical products of this
mid-industrial culture—its ocean liners, airplanes, and automobiles—had
much to teach architecture, both in “the scientific spirit in which they
have been conceived . . . and in the aesthetic values they betrayed”: their
“clean surfaces, hard lines, and calibrated perfections.”®® For Mumford,
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any architecture that absorbed these lessons was worthy of the name
modern. As for the vernacular, this was the architecture servicing “the
direct aims and practices of everyday life.”®” And just as the settlement
patterns of the New England village gave rise to the seventeenth-century
vernacular in what would become the United States, so would the pro-
cesses and products of the machine give rise to the twentieth-century
vernacular in the contemporary nation. In 1924, when Sticks & Stones
first appeared, the shape of that vernacular was as yet indistinct.

A decade later he had witnessed its emergence in the modernized
storefront, not merely as a localized phenomenon, but as a nationwide
movement. These storefronts were virtually mass produced, consisting
of prefabricated ensembles ordered directly from manufacturers’ cata-
logs or standardized parts assembled into individual architect designs.
They were relatively inexpensive and quickly and easily installed. Most
importantly, they were immediately recognizable with their sleek mod-
ern facades. Existing somewhere between full-fledged architecture and
industrially designed consumer products, and functioning as billboards
or advertisements as much as a physical shopping spaces, these modern-
ized storefronts were a ubiquitous feature of the American commercial
landscape, and by extension the American commercial culture.

In Sticks & Stones, Mumford predicted that the machine-age vernac-
ular, when it arrived, would be “bound up with the course of civilization”
and shaped by the “contingency and choice” of the American people—as
perhaps all vernaculars are. But it would also be subject to a comple-
ment of “new factors” that Mumford believed could be “introduced at
any moment [to] alter profoundly the economic and social life of the
community.””% In the United States, just as architecture was beginning
to absorb the lessons of one new factor, machine production, another
was introduced: the onset of the Depression after 1929, as well as the
New Deal programs that attempted to reverse its effects. As Mumford
predicted, this new factor further altered the economic and social life of
the community, thus reshaping the architectural forms of everyday life
that he would soon observe on the streets of New York. The Modern-
ize Main Street program—as a product of government policy, corporate
promotion, and local community support—gave form and substance to
Mumford’s modern vernacular.

But in this context, Mumford’s term presents a paradox. How can a
form of architecture predicated upon an imported high style (European
modernism), promulgated by a state (the New Deal government and its
corporate partners), and produced by highly industrialized methods (the
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prefabrication of building materials) be understood as a legitimate ver-
nacular? When the modernized storefront is situated in the architectural
and cultural climate that produced it, the answer is abundantly clear, as is
the validity of the term with respect to the artifact at hand: modern des-
ignates the storefront’s immediacy and temporality, as well as its stylistic
basis; vernacular designates its widespread occurrence and everydayness,
its hierarchical position at the low end of the architectural spectrum, and
also its origins in particularized patterns of human behavior. But these
designations, as embodied in the modernized storefront, cannot be sepa-
rated so neatly, for it was in their very modernity that these storefronts
became vernacular, born of the habits and customs that characterized
American identity during the 1930s.

The specific nature of that identity (monolithically understood and
accepted) had been intensely scrutinized and discussed by social com-
mentators since at least the end of World War 1. By the 1930s what
was clear to intellectuals and ad men, politicians and sociologists, was
that the American identity consisted of the deliberate linking of such
supposedly authentic yeoman traits as rugged individualism and by-
one’s-own-bootstraps striving with such recently observed middle-class
tendencies as therapeutic, self-improving, self-conscious consumption.
As it was understood at the time, these merged into the contemporary
American character, marked by progressiveness and modernity and turn-
ing toward commerce and business for ethical orientation. In other words,
the American character was being gradually defined by consumerism—
that morass of materialism endemic to advanced capitalism that even the
most negative critics understood as the closest the United States had yet
come to producing to an autochthonic culture. For some, this was rea-
son enough to celebrate. Morris Lapidus believed that the consumerist,
mass-production orientation of “Mr. and Mrs. Americas [sic]” presented
“a chance for truly national architectural expression!”—one that had, in
fact, already emerged as a modern vernacular in the commercial blocks
of 1930s Main Street.”!

Prior to the appearance of modern on Main Street, as recently as 1930
according to the editors of House Beautiful, to the man in the street
“modern architecture mean[t] ‘different architecture’—that is, architec-
ture so unlike what he has been accustomed to that he feels strange in
its presence and will have none of it.””> By the end of the decade, while
this assessment continued to hold sway in the domestic sphere, on Main
Street’s commercial corridors the opposite was true. As Architectural Fo-
rum observed in 1939: “There is no sentimental relationship between the
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owner and his store, which is one reason why today’s shops are practically
100 per cent modern, while the house still breathes the spirit of 1776.”7> A
restless and voracious consumer culture had assimilated modernism and
given it a decidedly positive spin: what was strange and different was also
eye-catching and sales-enhancing: “Today’s shopkeeper regards modern-
ization as an essential part of his merchandising technique and employs
the dramatic attention-getting qualities of modern architecture as an ex-
tra salesman of prime importance.””* If modernist modernizing became a
useful sales strategy, it was because the corporate-government publicity
machine had successfully identified it with native progress and optimism,
interpreting in architectural terms the consuming public’s long-cultivated
desire “to be modern which means wrapping the past in moth balls . . . and
realizing that we live in the year A.D. 1935.”7°

That this statement, produced by the FHA for radio publicity, has the
rhetorical tone of advertising is, of course, not coincidental. Indeed, in the
development of a modern architectural vernacular, it is absolutely cru-
cial. By the 1930s advertising was recognized as a uniquely modern form
of communication—a vernacular in its own right that served as the de
facto language of the consumer culture. As such, it was a direct parallel to
other forms of modern mass culture, including motion pictures and radio.
As building modernization brought architecture into the embrace of con-
sumerism, the priorities, values, and imagery of advertising were, to para-
phrase Terry Smith, inserted so deeply into its productive process that
architecture, as manifest in the modernized storefront, became its own
form of mass communication—brash, slangy, and undeniably modern.”®
If this modern vernacular emerged too quickly for the evolutionary con-
ventions of typical architectural vernaculars, this was a symptom of its
modernity—it was keeping pace with the rapid tempo of modern life—a
tempo whose beat was increasingly the same whether on Fifth Avenue
or Main Street. This modern vernacular was neither nostalgic nor heroic.
Rather it was a deliberate architectural response to the social and eco-
nomic upheavals of the Depression that navigated an engaged middle
path through the specificities of the Main Street condition and the gen-
eralities of the national discourse. Reinscribed with a political—though
not radical—intent erased from the aestheticized International Style, this
modern vernacular produced a storefront architecture fully charged with
a progressive agenda, as it attempted, through the policies of the New
Deal, to marshal the resources of the individualist capitalist economy for
the collective public good of national recovery.
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Conclusion: A Main Street Modernized

December 1941 is often regarded as the symbolic end of the Great Depres-
sion, since the war mobilization that followed the attack on Pearl Harbor
revived the economy more quickly and intensively, through the stimu-
lation of industrial production and widespread building activity, than the
New Deal ever had. As the war effort of the early 1940s gradually obviated
the need for building modernization as an economic stimulus, the federal
mechanism that made it possible, the Modernization Credit Plan (MCP),
was retooled in response to the new national emergency. Specifically, in
1943, when defense housing priorities forced the exclusion of nonres-
idential (i.e., commercial) properties from the loan insurance program
established through Title I of the 1934 National Housing Act, the FHA's
effort to modernize Depression-era Main Streets officially came to an end.
Technically, modernization was still allowable during the war because, as
a building activity, it was classified as maintenance and repair rather than
new construction. But the critical material restrictions the War Produc-
tion Board put in place in 1942 had already made it difficult for architects
to satisfy Main Street’s modernizing impulses. Though structural glass
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was still available, the use of other key storefront materials—including
metal for frames and trim, plate glass for display windows, and electrical
fittings for signage and showcase illumination—was now strictly pro-
hibited.!

In a 1942 Architectural Record article, “Store Modernizing without
Metals,” Morris Lapidus noted the difficulties these restrictions presented
for storefront design. While Lapidus offered a few suggestions regarding
effective wood and terrazzo facades, he recommended that moderniza-
tion work now be directed toward store interiors, which could be re-
planned and redecorated “without interfering with the war effort.” Tt
is not insignificant that Lapidus, who had designed some of the boldest
store exteriors of the 1930s, here emphasized “efficiency” in the arrange-
ment of the selling floor rather than modernity in the appearance of the
storefront.? Though material prohibitions obviously played a part, this
shift in architectural emphasis indicates that the psychology of building
modernization had also changed to reflect the new austerity of wartime
frugality. As popular opinion and patriotic consumption shifted from de-
pression to war and from a return to prosperity to victory in Europe and
Japan, the exhibitionist architectural strategies of building modernization
in the 1930s confronted an unsurprising marketing crisis: they became
obsolete. Nonetheless, they had served their purpose well in the previous
decade, creating an effective iconography of prosperity and a familiar ev-
eryday modernism that changed the face of Main Street America during
the Great Depression.

Though supported by a massive public/private, national/local bureau-
cratic infrastructure and promoted with a grave, sometimes dire urgency,
Main Street’s modernization had not occurred overnight. Rather, in the
years between 1934 and 1943, a gradual transformation had taken place,
town by town, block by block, building by building. This transformation
was neither complete nor final, but as each $2,000 transaction was fi-
nanced, each minor architectural commission secured, and each glass and
metal storefront designed, fabricated, and installed, Main Street’s appear-
ance did change. How could it have not changed? Enough money was
ultimately spent on commercial modernization during this period—an
estimated $4 to $6 billion in MCP loans and cash payments—to provide
a new storefront for each of the 1.5 million retail establishments then
operating in the United States.? If such figures are too abstract to compre-
hend modernization’s actual impact in the 1930s, a survey of local con-
ditions on a single Main Street will render them more concrete.
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Reading, Pennsylvania, as Main Street, U.S.A.

In the 1930s Reading, Pennsylvania, was a medium-sized city of 111,000
inhabitants. As the seat of Berks County, Reading was the social, politi-
cal, and economic focus for the predominantly agricultural communities
that surrounded it. It was also a faultless embodiment of Main Street,
U.S.A.—that iconic place Architectural Forum described as “big enough
to have most of the features and most of the problems found on Main
Streets the country over, small enough to retain the small-town atmo-
sphere in which well over half the Nation’s retail business is done.”*
Because of its proximity to Philadelphia and New York, both easily ac-
cessible by train, Reading was subject to big-city cultural influences that
shaped its tastes and consumption habits. To this end, the local newspaper,
the Reading Eagle, regularly reported on the art, culture, and lifestyles
of both cities. Because of its political importance as the Berks County seat
and its distinct historical heritage derived from its original Pennsylvania
German settlers, Reading also possessed a deep-rooted local pride and a
thriving middle-class booster culture that stressed its independence and
self-sufficiency as “a city lacking nothing in the essentials of community
life.”> The town had a long tradition of civic organizing, from the City
Beautiful to the Christian Temperance movements, and this localism con-
tinued through the Depression with, according to the Chamber of Com-
merce, “a purposeful community spirit that never falters in the face of
difficult civic problems.”® It is not surprising, then, that when the Demo-
cratic nominee for governor campaigned in Reading in 1934, he promised
“a government by Main Street instead of Wall Street” to emphasize
the town’s autonomy and its belief in its ability to manage its own af-
fairs.”

At its economic base, Reading was factory-dependent and, like many
such towns in the 1930s, this “home of progressive industry” was hit
hard by the Depression, experiencing labor unrest and widespread un-
employment. While Reading possessed a variety of industries, including
over forty hosiery and textile mills, its largest employers were allied with
the building trades—manufacturers of hardware and fittings, nuts and
bolts, terra-cotta, and bricks.® This meant that Reading would feel most
keenly the building industry’s post-1929 downward spiral, especially in
the shrinking purchasing power and decreased spending of its under-
and unemployed, be they factory workers, contractors, or architects. By
1932 some local unemployed men had built a large shantytown along
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the Schuylkill River with semipermanent shacks, garden plots, and rab-
bit hutches. Two years later this “Depressionville” was still in existence,
with many of its occupants on federal relief.”

The Depression also left its mark on Reading’s principal commercial
corridor, densely built Penn Street, which stretched east to west for nearly
a mile from the foot of Mount Penn to the banks of the Schuylkill River
(fig. 6.1). Where Penn crossed Fifth Street, it became Penn Square, the an-
chor of the downtown core. Though it had been the site of the county
courthouse in the eighteenth century, Penn Square had long since be-
come the commerecial crossroads of Reading and Berks County, serving a
trading area with an eighteen-mile radius and a population of 300,000. In
the 1930s it was experiencing the same fiscal and physical ills that plagued
so many Main Streets at the time: a rotation of stores and other estab-
lishments into and out of business and a cycle of storefront and building
occupancy and abandonment. In Reading the impact of the economic
downturn was readily apparent by 1931 as signs announcing bankrupt-
cies, expired leases, and merchandise reductions were gradually plastered
over Penn Street shop fronts. Along the north side of the 600 block,
seven out of fifteen stores had been forced out of business, including
the well-established Victor Jewelry, whose “Pay Me Pay Day” sales slo-
gan, spelled out on a two-story flashing marquee, must have seemed to
Reading's jobless a bitter reminder of more prosperous times (fig. 6.2).
Nearby, Keystone Meat announced that it would “redeem unemploy-
ment vouchers” presented by customers in lieu of cash payment, more
accurately reflecting current conditions.”

Equally bitter to struggling Reading merchants must have been watch-
ing the national chains thrive, apparently at their expense, in what had
become an all too familiar retail battle between insider and outsider. The
depth of this conflict was apparent in the reopening of the locally owned
Bé&]J Saylor food store at Fourth and Penn streets after a disastrous fire
in 1933. The building, which Saylor’s had occupied since 1866, was a
modest brick structure that had been gently modernized. Stripped of its
decorative cornice and window surrounds, it created an appropriate stylis-
tic balance for Reading’s self-described “oldest and most modern food
establishment.” The advertisements Saylor’s placed in the Reading Eagle
to announce its reopening were anything but balanced, as the store de-
liberately set itself apart from its chain rivals, claiming that it was “a dis-
tinctly Reading Institution,” which paid local taxes, supported local charities,
employed local workers, and sold local products. But Saylor’s went even
further in explicitly rejecting the chains, which were described as “larger



Conclusion: A Main Street Modernized

‘-~\,'.::"L

s Jiags T4
(RR R TR ™ L=

Figure 6.1 Aerial view of Reading, Pennsylvania. In the 1930s Reading had a densely built
downtown focused on the blocks surrounding Penn Square, at the intersection of Penn and
Fifth streets. Penn Square served as the commercial center of the city and surrounding
Berks County. (Photo from The Passing Scene, vol. 5 [1988], 15. Courtesy of Gloria Jean
and George M. Meiser, IX, compilers of a series of histories of Berks County, PA.)

and more powerful business aggregations.” It defended its traditional
full-service approach to retail with unmistakable anti-chain rhetoric that
would have likely resonated with Reading’s citizens during the Depres-
sion: “Saylor’s never approved of the self-service idea . . . the idea that la-
bor should be eliminated from business as a matter of economy. If we are
to live on automats, make this an all machine age and put everyone on doles,
we better bust civilization or give it all to a few and be done with it.”!!
Though Saylor’s successfully fought off chain competition, for most
local merchants such efforts were largely fruitless in the face of chain
expansion as the Depression wore on. In a single retail category, for ex-
ample, chain five-and-dimes like Woolworth’s, Kresge’s, and McCrory’s
expanded their market share to a commanding 89 percent of all variety
store business in Reading, with the five remaining independents attempt-
ing to stay open on the leftover 11 percent.!> While this disproportion
was due in part to the low prices the chains offered, it was also due to the
ambitious store modernization programs the chains undertook, keeping
their units up-to-date as a way of stimulating sales during the economic
downturn. In Reading the W.T. Grant dime/department store completely
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Figure 6.2 The 600 block of Penn Street, circa 1932. By the early 1930s, Penn Street
was feeling the impact of the economic downturn, evident in the vacant storefronts and
bankruptcy signs typical of the early years of the Depression. (Photo from The Passing
Scene, vol. 6 [1988], 73. Courtesy of Gloria Jean and George M. Meiser, IX, compilers of a
series of histories of Berks County, PA.)

remodeled its nineteenth-century commercial palazzo on Penn Square.
The sole occupant of its building during the Depression, it demolished the
top floor and faced the remaining stories in a streamlined veneer of two-
tone porcelain enamel veneer that wrapped around the corner in a seam-
less curve emphasized by a stainless steel canopy above the storefronts.!3
Other chains seized the opportunity presented by Penn Street’s apparent
retail decline to seek out better locations, larger quarters, or more advan-
tageous leasing terms, often moving in and modernizing after the failure
of longtime local establishments. The Federal Furniture Store at 625 Penn
had no sooner shut its doors than Thom McAn Shoes installed one of its
1932 “Model F” storefronts.'* When the Sondheim’s clothing store at
700 Penn finally went under, A.S. Beck Shoes took over the street level
of this Victorian Gothic structure and modernized it, despite the chain’s
usual flamboyance, with a restrained design in porcelain enamel by New
York architect Horace Ginsbern (fig. 6.3).1°

As detrimental as the proliferation of the chains might have been to
the stability of Penn Street’s independent merchants during the Depression,



Figure 6.3 The corner of Penn and Seventh streets. As on so many Main Streets, chain
retailers expanded aggressively on Penn Street in the 1930s. Here, A.S. Beck Shoes took
over a prime corner location after a locally owned clothing store went out of business.
(Photo from The Passing Scene, vol. 6 [1988], 75. Courtesy of Gloria Jean and George M.
Meiser, IX, compilers of a series of histories of Berks County, PA.)
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the high mortality rate of local stores could not be ascribed solely to
the perceived incursion of anonymous corporate outsiders. As in other
American cities, Reading’s real estate industry and property owners had
to share the blame, having produced an oversupply of business frontage
and retail space. Though much of this seems to have occurred during
the boom years of the 1920s, it continued into the Depression as land-
lords attempted to restore properties to profitability the easiest way they
could—by creating retail space. In 1937 the Mansion House Hotel, where
important visitors to Reading had stayed for nearly a century, was torn
down and replaced by a streamlined taxpayer with three retail units, each
occupied by a chain. When the stalwart Penn National Bank & Trust
Company folded after nearly sixty years in business, its Georgian-style
1920s headquarters at Eighth and Penn were summarily modernized for
retail leasing (fig. 6.4).1° The banking hall was divided into two store
spaces with deep vestibules, off-center curving displays, and glass-block
panels illuminating the second floor. Though faced in structural glass
to the height of the third-story stringcourse, the building’s historical
details were intact above—its balusters, oculus, and raking cornice con-
trasting sharply with the deliberate modernity of the facades below. By
1937 there was nothing remarkable about the storefronts of the former
bank—similar ones could be found throughout the United States, and
nearly identical ones were already in place on Penn Street itself (Sach’s
at 714, Gilman’s at 660, Martin’s at 658).

The New Deal on Penn Street

Throughout the 1930s Reading’s retail shuffle was closely watched by a
number of commercial organizations dedicated to promoting the city’s
business affairs. Chief among them were the Board of Trade, founded in
1881 with a mission of “fostering, protecting, and advancing the inter-
ests of the business community,” and the Merchant’s Bureau, committed
to keeping retailers “working harmoniously” in the city’s commercial
interests.!” Both organizations recognized the immediate impact that the
Depression was having on the local economy through direct industrial
downturns and trickle-down effects like the reduced purchasing power
of consumers. In early October 1934, they joined with individual busi-
nesses to celebrate the opening of the Union National Bank (a new insti-
tution that emerged out of the Depression-induced failure of three local
banks) and what it portended for Reading’s future: “This new bank brings
happiness to Reading . . . gives additional support to retail and industrial



Figure 6.4 The corner of Penn and Eighth streets in 1938. During the Depression, insti-
tutional failure frequently created retail opportunities. After the Penn National Bank &
Trust Company folded in 1937, its building was divided and modernized. The storefronts
featured structural glass, glass blocks, and extruded aluminum. (Photo from The Passing
Scene, vol. 5 [1988], 161. Courtesy of Gloria Jean and George M. Meiser, IX, compilers of
a series of histories of Berks County, PA.)
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development already on the upgrade. ..the pulse of business will be
quickened. .. improvements can be made.” As the Reading Eagle noted,
it was the first time since March 1933 that the city’s financial institutions
were in full operation with “no closed or restricted banks standing as a
barrier to business.”!® By that fall the Reading business community had
already been actively working to remove any other remaining barriers to
business by embracing the diverse recovery programs of the New Deal.
And just as the Union National Bank was preparing to open its doors
to community lending, the blue eagle emblem of the National Recovery
Administration, which the Chamber of Commerce had been distributing
since July, was about to be supplanted by the black house logo of the
Better Housing Program (BHP)."

In Reading, as in towns across the United States, the passage of the Na-
tional Housing Act and the establishment of the Federal Housing Admin-
istration were front-page news in the summer of 1934, especially when
FHA head James Moffett explained that the goal of the Modernization
Credit Plan was to stimulate building activity in order to prime the pump
for broader economic recovery.?’ Given the importance of the build-
ing industry, specifically building material manufacturing, to Reading’s
economic health, the community must have been closely following this
particular recovery program. As early as July, local banks were already
publicizing their commitment to extend credit to “worthy manufacturers
and merchants” in order for “business to forge ahead in this community.”
Simultaneously, local department stores had already begun to promote
“modernization” as a marketing catchword. Pomeroy’s, at Sixth and
Penn streets, even sponsored a contest for the best essay on the theme
of “Why I like the modernized third floor,” with the winner getting an
all-expenses paid trip to the Century of Progress International Exposition
in Chicago.?! With such early support from the business community, it
is not surprising that Reading was one of the first communities in Penn-
sylvania to organize a local BHP to promote building modernization.

The organization of the Reading and Berks County BHP committee
began in October when regional FHA officials met with Reading mayor
Heber Ermentrout, who soon announced that Frederick H. Dechant would
serve as chairman of the Reading committee. Dechant was a civil engineer
and a partner with his architect brother in a well-known Reading design
firm founded by their father. In his initial comments to the press, Dechant
echoed numerous FHA publicity statements, carefully explaining how
the new program would help end five years of stagnant building activ-
ity, maintain and improve property values, provide local employment,
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and get money into circulation. Claiming that it was “very practical”
and “prompted by nothing short of necessity,” Dechant optimistically
concluded that “everyone will welcome the campaign we are organizing
locally.”?? He lost no time putting that campaign together along the lines
recommended by the FHA: as assistant director, he named Carl Harbster,
a sales manager in the wholesale lumber industry; as the head of special-
ized industry committees, he named Robert Millard, a building material
and electrical appliances salesmen, and H. Raymond Hackman, an ar-
chitect who was also superintendent of school buildings for the Reading
district; as head of the women’s committee, he named the wife of Allyn
C. Taylor, manager of the Reading Gas Company and a former president
of the Reading Rotary Club; to head the field campaign, he named Arthur
Chafey, a former sales manager and field supervisor for the Atlantic Re-
fining Company. With his team in place and the campaign headquarters
prominently installed in the Ganster Building at Fifth and Walnut streets,
just off Penn Square, Dechant launched the Reading modernization drive
with an “electrical show” and a parade in late October.?

Even before Dechant’s BHP committee began its work, the MCP was
already having a local effect. City building inspector J. Earl Hickman
found that the value of permits for repairs and alterations for August
1934 were more than double what they had been for the same period in
1933, jumping from $9,000 to $20,000.2* Hoping to further encourage
this trend, and as a sign of its cooperation with the federal effort, Read-
ing announced that it would exempt building improvements from higher
property tax assessments—a decision that the FHA had been actively
1.2 Also in anticipation of the modern-
ization drive, city assessor Walter Ringler compiled a report from existing

promoting on the municipal leve

tax records on the number and types of buildings within Reading’s cor-
porate limits, including business, industrial, residential, and institutional
structures. This report—which found 2,413 businesses occupying 2,173
buildings and 5,313 apartments occupying 1,827 buildings—was essential
to the building-by-building canvass that took place in early November to
determine the extent of building modernization required in Reading.?® As
the FHA repeatedly asserted in its promotional materials, the community
canvass was to be the heart of the modernization campaign, and it was
no different in Reading. Several weeks before it was scheduled to begin,
Mayor Ermentrout requested that local residents cooperate fully since
“what is to be done is in the line of a community welfare project.” As the
date of the survey drew near, he issued an official proclamation: “In this
worthy and vital movement, made possible by the National Housing Act,
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we urge that every owner of real property act at once,” declaring finally
that “the opportunity and challenge are yours.”?

The canvass began on the first Monday in November with one hundred
workers covering the entire city, which had been divided into geographic
field districts. These men and women were not volunteers but were paid
from state and federal relief funds and drawn from local relief rolls by
employment coordinator Paul Kintzer. They received several weeks of
training at the local YMCA, including technical instructions and inspi-
rational pep talks, with Chairman Dechant reminding them that only
“prompt action will arrest the processes of obsolescence.”?® Once they
were in the field, they canvassed all properties within a three-mile ra-
dius of Penn Square, including not only the city, but its inner suburbs
as well. The canvassers’ goal was to ascertain whether property owners
were contemplating repairs and improvements, the nature and extent
of contemplated repairs and improvements, and the possibility and/or
necessity of additional repairs and improvements to the property. They
also attempted to explain how property owners might prioritize the work,
recommending which repairs and improvements could be undertaken at
once with a minimum of preparation, thus getting Reading’s building
workers back on the job as quickly as possible.

Back at the campaign headquarters, Dechant and his staff “poured over
statistics compiled by the first group of canvassers” and used the infor-
mation collected to prepare cost estimates of modernization and repair
work, and to provide leads for follow-up calls made by canvassers and
contractors. Within one week the canvass had begun to show results, as
sixteen repair permits were issued as a direct result of the BHP.?’ Dechant,
meanwhile, was doing all he could to maintain high public interest in the
campaign as the canvass continued. He released regular statements de-
scribing the value of building modernization, as, for example, in the case
of an apartment building that was 30 percent occupied before modern-
ization and 75 percent occupied after modernization or a vacant store
building that was divided into two retail spaces and immediately leased.>
Though Dechant was supposedly describing local examples, they tended
to lack specifics—a strange omission in a city that frequently published
exact addresses for which building permits had been issued—indicating
that they were more likely taken from promotional materials prepared
by the FHA Publicity Department. In any event, the strategy worked.
By the spring of 1935, Reading’s two leading financial institutions had
extended over $62,000 worth of modernization credit representing nearly
$350,000 of private capital unlocked and modernization work undertaken.
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Assuming, as the FHA did, that only half this amount was spent on com-
mercial modernization, store improvement expenditures in Reading may
have potentially reached between $31,000 and $125,000.>! With a modest
storefront costing between $1,000 and $1,500 in the 1930s, more than
a few Penn Street merchants were modernizing their establishments af-
ter 1935. And nowhere was this more apparent than with stores in and
around Penn Square.

Competitive Modernization at Penn Square

These modernized storefronts, and the newness they embodied, had the
same economic and architectural consequences in Reading as they did in
towns across the United States: economic because they attracted the at-
tention of customers and tenants; architectural because, as modernization
advocates claimed, a single modernized store would force competing mer-
chants to respond in kind, seeking through modernization to convince a
skeptical public that their establishments were equally up-to-date. When
A&P Supermarkets modernized an abandoned taxpayer at 806-10 Penn
Street and opened a combination grocery with an in-house butcher, it
posed a serious threat to the independent Keystone Meats just four doors
away. This threat was obviously economic in nature, based on A&P’s low
prices and retail conveniences, which the company stressed in newspaper
advertisements that were generally twice as large as those of its local
competitors.3?> Keystone's response, however, was architectural. It mod-
ernized with a simple glass-and-aluminum facade reminiscent of A&P’s
own standardized front (fig. 6.5).

The pressure to modernize was not predicated solely on direct compe-
tition, however, since, as the FHA argued, the average Main Street mer-
chant was “competing for the customers’ dollars, not only with the other
merchants in your line of business, but with all merchants in all lines
of business.”3* In Reading businesses that had operated successfully for
years felt compelled to modernize in the 1930s. At the commercial cross-
roads of Penn and Fifth streets, the Crystal Restaurant had occupied the
same site since the 1890s and the same building with the same storefront
since around 1905 (fig. 6.6). Nonetheless, in the late 1930s, though its only
direct competition was a small lunch counter, the Crystal modernized,
replacing its cast-iron and leaded-glass street-level facade with a sleek
molded-steel front possessing an off-center entrance, rounded bulkheads,
and neon signs, but given a distinctive note by its use of mirrored panels.
When space became available two doors down, the Crystal expanded its
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Figure 6.5 The 800 block of Penn Street circa 1935. After chain retailer A&P Supermarkets
took over an abandoned taxpayer on Penn Street, local merchant Keystone Meats modern-
ized its storefront, four doors away, as a means of keeping up with the competition. The
A&P is visible at the far right of this image. (Photo from The Passing Scene, vol. 5 [1988],
159. Courtesy of Gloria Jean and George M. Meiser, IX, compilers of a series of histories
of Berks County, PA.)
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Figure 6.6 The 500 block of Penn Street circa 1930. The pressure to modernize was felt by
many merchants in the 1930s, even when there was no direct retail competition occupying
adjacent frontage. By the end of the decade, modernization would almost entirely transform
this block at Reading’s commercial crossroads. The Crystal Restaurant is at the far right;
Tri-Plex Shoes occupies the storefront two doors to the left. (Photo from The Passing
Scene, vol. 5 [1988], 29. Courtesy of Gloria Jean and George M. Meiser, X, compilers of a
series of histories of Berks County, PA.)

operations, opening a bar (after the 1933 repeal of Prohibition) with
a glass-and-metal storefront notable for its gaping bull’s-eye window
(fig. 6.7). That space had been vacated by Tri-Plex Shoes, a longtime ten-
ant who moved across the street into a building occupied until the Depres-
sion by the venerable dry goods store Kline, Eppihimer & Co, in business
for over seventy years and regarded as one of the most “metropolitan
[sic] establishments in Reading.”** All traces of Kline, Eppihimer were
erased from the street-level frontage by a flashy modernization that in-
cluded banded letters and speed lines reminiscent of Raymond Hood’s
McGraw Hill Building (fig. 6.8). These motifs were increasingly familiar
around Penn Square and on Main Streets across the United States as a
small-scale modern vernacular became commonplace.

Despite similarities in form, materials, and recognizable motifs, each
modernized storefront was unique, the product of a singular coordination
of merchant, architect, contractor, and manufacturer operating under the
auspices of the federal government with the assistance of the local cham-
ber of commerce. One such successful coordination occurred in Reading
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Figure 6.7 The 500 block of Penn Street modernized: the Crystal Restaurant and the Crystal
Bar both have streamlined storefronts of the most up-to-date materials and forms. (Photo
from The Passing Scene, vol. 7 [1991], 16. Courtesy of Gloria Jean and George M. Meiser,
IX, compilers of a series of histories of Berks County, PA.)

when merchant Ferruccio A. Iacone, architect Elmer Adams, and contrac-
tors Paul and Jasper Kase of the ].M. Kase Glass Company modernized a
men’s clothing store at 519-21 Penn Street that occupied the street-level
of a four-story nineteenth-century building. lacone was an independent
merchant who, in a reversal of retail expectations in the 1930s, took
over the commercial lease of a space that was vacated by a chain shoe
store. Adams was a Berks County native who had been in Reading since
he graduated from the University of Pennsylvania in 1929. Though he
spent several years as a draftsman in some of Reading’s leading firms,
including that of local BHP chairman Frederick Dechant, by 1932 he had
entered into a partnership with a fellow Penn graduate. When his part-
ner took a job with the U.S. Commerce Department in Washington in
1934, Adams set up as a solo practitioner. Like so many other young
architects in the Depression, he seems to have dealt with the slowing of
building activity by directing his skills into other channels, executing a
series of watercolor renderings of Reading landmarks and scenes of local
interest, presumably for sale.*® Once the plans he prepared for lacone
were approved, Adams submitted them to J.M. Kase. Kase Glass was an
art glass studio founded in 1888 that executed a number of important
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Figure 6.8 The south side of the 500 block of Penn Street. A constant shuffle of retailers
was commonplace in the 1930s. Here, the chain retailer Tri-Plex Shoes modernized the
ground floor of the former Kline, Eppihimer & Co. dry goods store. Tri-Plex moved to
this location from directly across the street. Note the McCrory’s chain five-and-dime to
the right. (Photo from The Passing Scene, vol. 5 [1988], 73. Courtesy of Gloria Jean and
George M. Meiser, IX, compilers of a series of histories of Berks County, PA.)

commissions in and around Reading, notably the windows in the Coun-
cil Chamber of the Reading City Hall, completed just before the stock
market crash in 1929. As specialty stained-glass work fell off during the
Depression, Kase increasingly turned to commercial and small-scale glass
installations that were more factory-produced than studio-designed. Fol-
lowing Adams’s material specifications, Kase placed an order with the
Philadelphia Branch Sales Office of the Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Com-
pany of Ohio for products from LOF’s Complete Storefront line. Within a
few weeks, Tacone’s new storefront was installed on Penn Street (fig. 6.9).

Adams’s distinctly modern design for the storefront featured a single
continuous display area with tall show windows that were flush with the
street. These gave way to a T-shaped vestibule that was wide, deep, and au
courant for a double-frontage men's store in the 1930s. The vestibule al-
lowed the compartmentalization of the window space into separate display
areas for suits, haberdashery, and furnishings, and supposedly responded
to the psychology of male consumers, who were thought to dislike street-
side window-shopping.>® Such arrangements were well publicized in the
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Figure 6.9 F. A. Tacone men’s clothing store at 519-21 Penn Street. The storefront, in-
cluding the signage and vestibule display cases, was designed by Elmer Adams, a Read-
ing architect, and installed by J.M. Kase Glass Company, a Reading art glass studio,
with blue Vitrolite, tan Vitrolux, and Extrudalite trim manufactured by Libbey-Owens-
Ford, 1938. (Libbey-Owens-Ford, Vitrolite Album. Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company
Records, MSS-066, Ward M. Canaday Center for Special Collections, The University of
Toledo.)

modernization articles, portfolios, and advertisements that appeared reg-
ularly in the decade’s architecture journals as store re/design became
increasingly important to American building culture. To complement
this arrangement, Adams chose a rich but subdued color scheme of the
type deemed appropriately masculine by retail experts, cladding his fa-
cade in Cadet Blue Vitrolite (structural glass) with Extrudalite (extruded
aluminum) trim.>” The signboard above the entrance had inset letters in
Cadet Blue Vitrolite and was fabricated of back-lit Vitrolux (color-fused
tempered plate glass) used here in Suntan. This cosmetic-like shade in-
dicates the degree to which the marketing of building materials during
the Depression had absorbed the lessons of a female-inflected consumer
culture. Two smaller badgelike signs flanked the store’s name, one with
an lacone “crest” and the other with the H. Kuppenheimer logo (a knight
in chain mail)—a brand designation of high-quality menswear. Adams
also specified Vitrolux for the top-lit ceiling panels of the vestibule and
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the display windows, which, like the signs above, glowed dramatically at
night, giving the store what LOF would have called twenty-four-hour
selling power. Though it was hardly a flamboyant composition, it would
have been immediately noticeable to pedestrians leaving the numerous
restaurants and movie theaters around Penn Square, especially because
its modernism contrasted dramatically with the restrained stripped clas-
sicism of the Reading Trust Company building next door.

With its up-to-date styling, materials, and retail configuration, Ia-
cone’s shop now possessed a distinct, if momentary, advantage in down-
town Reading: distinct, because Adams’s design was notable for its mod-
ern, formal simplicity; momentary because the storefront’s newness
would be rapidly overshadowed by the subsequent modernization of
other shops on Penn Square. Indeed, even when the store was brand-
new, it was already competing with the flashing neon of the modernized
stores directly across the street.’® But such was the transitory nature
of the commercial landscape in Reading, as the pressures of competitive
modernization brought progressive visual change to Penn Street through
seemingly endless iterations of the modern storefront. What was true of
Penn Street was true of Main Streets across the United States. A relent-
less consumerism that grew more intense during the Great Depression
produced these storefronts, and the federal government, concerned with
stimulating the depressed building industry and the economy as a whole,
underwrote them. Corporate manufacturers, desperate to maintain sales
of their building materials, promoted them; and architects, anxiously
seeking work and eagerly embracing modernism, designed them. Finally,
as the observations of social commentators like Robert Lynd and Freder-
ick Lewis Allen indicate, the American public received them, not merely
as places to shop, but as a soothing visual panacea for a time of crisis.
In other words, F. A. Tacone’s storefront was ubiquitous, quotidian, and
absolutely emblematic of American culture in the 1930s.

Postwar Penn Square: From Modernized to Marginal to Main Street

The building that once housed Ferruccio Iacone’s men’s clothing store
still stands on the 500 block of Penn Street, but the Vitrolite-Vitrolux-
Extrudalite storefront designed by Elmer Adams and installed by the
J.M. Kase Glass Company is no longer extant. In its place is a nondescript
facade of fake brick and wood siding, an alteration that may have resulted
from maintenance necessities, from the vagaries of commercial design, or
from a weak nod toward the historic character of the building. The store
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itself is occupied by a combination pawn shop and check-cashing store,
the sort of retail tenant that the Reading BHP in the 1930s would have
considered a harbinger of commercial blight, especially in as prominent a
location as Penn Square. Today 519 Penn Street—the storefront and the
tenant—stands as an indicator of the changes that Reading’s commercial
district has undergone in the decades since the New Deal effort to mod-
ernize Main Street came to a close at the start of World War II. If Reading
was emblematic of Main Street, U.S.A., before the war, it remained so
after the war. In 1939 the Chamber of Commerce declared proudly that
“Reading can surely invite comparison with any city of its size or class in
this country.” For better or worse, Reading’s recent history has borne
out this statement.

The war effort that finally brought increased production and employ-
ment back to Reading’s factories and mills was undoubtedly a boon for
downtown merchants. However, once the peacetime economy was in full
swing in the years after 1945, Reading’s workers were no longer spend-
ing their paychecks exclusively in Penn Square. The decentralization that
began before the war only intensified with the suburbanization of the
postwar period in the form of interstates, subdivisions, shopping centers,
and malls. As these spread across the United States, the predominance
of the historic center gradually eroded in the 1950s and 1960s. In many
cases, Main Street merchants—chains and independents alike—even fa-
cilitated the outward movement, hoping to profit from the suburbs in
the same way they had once profited from downtown. Solomon Boscov
was one such retailer, having opened his first “economy” dry goods store
in Reading in 1917, at Ninth and Pike streets on the northern edge of
downtown. By the 1930s it had expanded across three storefronts and was
regarded as Reading’s leading discount department store. Though Boscov
modernized this location in 1954, by the early 1960s the company had ex-
panded beyond Reading’s commercial core, first to its inner suburbs and
then to the rapidly developing townships beyond Berks County. When
fire destroyed the original Ninth Street location in 1967, the company
did not rebuild, and it abandoned downtown Reading for good.*°

At this time, it wasn’t only the retailers and householders who were
decentralizing; industry was as well, with consequences just as debilitat-
ing for Main Street merchants and for downtowns as a whole. In Reading
manufacturers who had been the city’s economic mainstay for decades,
including the Reading Hardware & Butt Works and the Berkshire Knitting
Mills, began to relocate or to shut down entirely, leaving Penn Square fur-
ther drained of potential customers and surrounded by underutilized
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factories.*! As it had in the 1930s, the federal government once again of-
fered downtown assistance. Now, instead of “modernization,” it was “ur-
ban renewal” that was put forth as the cure-all of the moment, especially
after the introduction of the Model Cities Program in 1966.*? In many
downtowns, however, urban renewal looked more like suburban imitation,
and Reading was no exception. Six blocks northeast of Penn Square were
slated for demolition, to be replaced by an enclosed shopping mall.** Though
the project never came to fruition, many buildings in the area were razed
anyway, replaced by parking lots that did little to assist struggling mer-
chants. In the early 1970s, the city tried a more modest suburban-style
intervention, building an open-air pedestrian mall along the length of
Penn Square (fig. 6.10). Featuring enlarged sidewalks, benches, lighting,
brick pavers, concrete bollards, planted medians, and limited vehicular
traffic, the Penn Square Mall was intended to function like an open-air
shopping center, encouraging window-shopping and downtown strolling.
But, like many pedestrianization schemes built in this period, the Penn
Square Mall never produced the desired Gruen effect, and it was removed
in 1993 to allow the reintroduction of buses on the Penn Street corridor.**

By that time, Main Street’s increasingly dire predicament was once
again a subject of intense debates at national and local levels as Amer-
ican cities and towns came to grips with the devastating dual legacies
of suburbanization and urban renewal. Communities were forced to ac-
knowledge that the golden era of Main Street had ended, and that it
would never again be the nexus of social, civic, and commercial life that it
was before World War II. But even as Main Street was confronting this
reality, a new attitude emerged. Robert Venturi famously asked: “Is not
Main Street almost alright?” and a generation of designers and develop-
ers eventually followed his lead. Critics of modern urban planning, such
as Jane Jacobs and Kevin Lynch, championed the vitality of the street
and the streetscape, proposing that commonplace activities and common-
place buildings all contributed to a unique definition of place that should
be celebrated rather than bulldozed.*> This helped refocus attention on
the traditional commercial core, spotlighting precisely those things that
made Main Street so successful in its heyday: a concentration and diver-
sity of everyday uses and an eclectic mix of building types and styles.
Enhancing these characteristics became a critical part of the downtown
revitalization strategies that emerged in the late twentieth century and
that are still ongoing at the start of the twenty-first.

In Reading the city’s first historic district, listed on the National
Register in 1980, centered on the blocks in and around Penn Square,
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Figure 6.10 The 400 block of Penn Street circa 1975. To counteract Penn Street’s post—
World War II decline, Reading tried numerous redevelopment schemes. The Penn Square
Mall was a failed attempt to pedestrianize the area through sidewalk amenities and limited
vehicular traffic. It was removed in 1993. The abandoned building on the corner is the
former B&J Saylor food store, 401 Penn Street; the adjacent State Store is a postwar
modernization. (Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, HABS-HAER [HABS
PA-5148-1].)
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including some that had been threatened with demolition only a few
years before. Now, however, Penn Square was lauded for its nearly in-
tact fabric of typical commercial buildings featuring styles “from federal
to art moderne”—all reflecting the city’s “historic regional strength in
retailing.”*® A decade later merchants and property owners formed a
Downtown Improvement District (DID) to stimulate commercial activity
in Penn Square. With funding from special assessments, the Reading DID
sponsors beautification programs (including painting murals, installing
holiday lights, and upgrading street furniture); organizes street festivals,
parades, and special shopping days; and trains “district ambassadors,”
who provide information about downtown to locals and visitors alike.
The DID also assists property owners in securing facade improvement
grants through the Reading Community Development Department.*’
None of these activities would have been out of place on Penn Street
during the Great Depression.

In fact, what is so striking about efforts to revitalize Main Street to-
day is how closely they resemble efforts to modernize Main Street in
the 1930s. The buzzword may have changed, but the determination to
fight commercial decline through architectural design, local boosterism,
community organizing, and economic development is largely the same.
These areas of engagement are the basis of the so-called Main Street ap-
proach currently advocated by the National Trust for Historic Preserva-
tion. Though the trust is a nonprofit organization (albeit one chartered by
Congress), it plays a sponsorship and promotional role analogous to that
of the Federal Housing Administration during the New Deal. Through
its Main Street Center, founded in 1980 after a series of demonstra-
tion projects in the late 1970s, the trust provides technical assistance
and support to over 1,200 member communities.*> While this number
hardly rivals the 8,000-plus towns that participated in the FHA’s pro-
gram, the trust’s sphere of influence is still considerable, since hundreds
of additional communities subscribe to its general precepts through var-
ious public-private partnerships, as in Reading. In many respects, the
National Trust’s goals for Main Street today are almost identical to the
FHA'’s in the Depression: that Main Street, however diminished, should
retain its economic and cultural importance as a center of employment,
as a contributor to the tax base, and as a locus of community pride.

If the two Main Street programs share similar goals and means, there
is at least one crucial difference between them. In the midst of the social
and economic crisis of the Depression, the FHA promoted the short-
term, high-impact solution of building modernization, which utilized the
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most striking visual hallmarks of contemporary design. The National
Trust, by contrast, favors incremental, long-term strategies within the
context of historic preservation, which utilize the subtle design tactics of
restoration and rehabilitation. In the trust’s view, Main Street’s successful
revitalization is to be based on a vision of the past as embodied in its
“traditional” commercial architecture. In the FHA’s view, Main Street’s
successful modernization was to be based on a vision of the future as
embodied in its “modern” commercial architecture. In both cases, the
storefront is made to represent the aspirations of the district as a whole,
with traditional forms embodying what the National Trust perceives as
Main Street’s pre-WWII heyday and modern forms embodying what
the FHA hoped would be Main Street’s post-Depression glory days.
Of course, traditional and modern are relative terms, especially within
the ephemeral landscape of American commerce, and sometime between
1943 when the FHA program ended and 1977 when the National Trust
program began, Main Street’s future started to look an awful lot like its
past.

Today there are federally approved standards and guidelines for pre-
serving the historic modernized storefronts of the 1930s. They have
apparently “gained significance over time,” though they were never in-
tended to endure much beyond the Great Depression—as virtual archi-
tectural consumables, it was understood that they would become obso-
lete as storefront trends changed.*” But at a critical moment during the
Depression, these storefronts provided an optimistic glimpse of a pros-
perous tomorrow, one seemingly guaranteed by the machine-age luster
of chrome, neon, and glass. Encountering these modernized storefronts
seven decades later, we realize that the machine age has ended, that the
luster has dulled, and that a prosperous tomorrow is far from certain. But
in the preservation of these storefronts, we may also realize something
else, something that architects, merchants, consumers, and New Dealers
all understood in the 1930s: that Main Street is more significant than just
a place to shop.
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While this book relies extensively on the editorial and advertising con-
tent of architectural trade journals of the 1930s, especially Architectural
Record and Architectural Forum, archival materials were also critical to
my research. The most important are the records of the federal gov-
ernment during the 1930s, which are housed at the United States Na-
tional Archives in Washington, D.C., including the Records of the Federal
Housing Administration (National Archives Record Groups 31 and 287)
and the Records of the Housing and Home Finance Agencies (National
Archives Record Group 207). These record groups contain published re-
ports, pamphlets, and other documents, as well as internal and confiden-
tial memos and reports. The Libbey-Owens-Ford Collection in the Ward
M. Canaday Center of the University of Toledo contains valuable adver-
tising scrapbooks, annual reports, and in-house corporate publications
that reveal LOF’s marketing strategies throughout the 1930s. The Special
Collections Research Center at the Syracuse University Library houses
the papers of several designers who were involved in building modern-
ization in the 1930s, including those of Egmont Arens (Egmont Arens
Industrial Design Records Client and Project File, MSS 7), Walter Dor-
win Teague (Walter Dorwin Teague Papers, NXSV1044-A), and Morris
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Lapidus (Morris Lapidus Papers). Papers and drawings of two important
1930s store designers are housed in the Department of Drawings and
Archives of the Avery Architectural and Fine Arts Library at Columbia
University: Horace Ginsbern Architectural Records and Papers Collection
and Morris Lapidus Photograph Collection.
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13. “Editorial: Our Bow,” Building Modernization, September 1933, 5; John W. Har-
rington, “More Profit Store Fronts,” Building Modernization, December 1933, 6-13; Har-
rington, “Sales Psychology in Store Modernization,” Building Modernization, September
1934, 5-11.

14. “What a Manufacturer Can Do to Further the Successful Operation of the Bet-
ter Housing Program.” The FHA never recognized tie-ins as product endorsements. In
its own publications, the agency adopted a non-endorsement policy and avoided “rec-
ommending, either directly or by implication, the use of any particular type of building
material, equipment, or service to the disadvantage of any other type of material, equip-
ment or service.” FHA, Modernize for Profit: A Manual for Merchants, Manufacturers,
and All Owners of Business Properties (Washington, DC: GPO, 1935), cover.

15. U.S. Steel advertisement, “There’s Money in Remodeling Store Fronts,” Ameri-
can Architect 148 (February 1936): 99; Revere Copper & Brass advertisement, “It Pays to
Practice What You Preach,” Building Modernization, July 1935, 33.

16. See, for example, Modernizing Money (New York: The Ruberoid Company,
1935); The Kawneer Book of Storefronts (Niles, MI: The Kawneer Company, 1936); and
Formica for Store Modernization (Cincinnati, OH: Formica Insulation Company, 1935),
which was a reissue of Translucent Shatterproof Formica (Cincinnati, OH: Formica Insu-
lation Company, 1933).

17. FHA, Second Annual Report (Washington, DC: GPO, 1936), 3. See, for example,
“Address by George D. Buckley at a Breakfast Meeting of the National Conference of
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Business Paper Editors at the National Press Club,” November 22, 1934, typescript, 3 [NA
RG 287, box y748].

18. “Forum of Events: Promotion Pieces,” Architectural Forum 66 (June 1937):
98.

19. Metropolitan Life Insurance Co. Policy Holders Service Bureau, Merchandising
and Advertising Practices in the Building Material and Equipment Field (New York: Met
Life, 1931), 8.

20. See Building Supply News, September 1934; Building Material Merchandising
Digest, October 1934; and Plumbing and Heating Trade Journal, October 1934.

21. See U.S. Chamber of Commerce, “Press Release: Construction Industry Con-
ference,” October 10, 1937; and U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Program: Construction
Industry Conference, October 20-21, 1938, and November 16-17, 1939 [NA RG 207,
HHFA/CHC/Exec. Sec., box 5].

22. “Speech by H. Dorsey Newson before the Tenth Annual Convention of Major
Market Newspapers,” FHA press release no. 88 (October 16, 1934), 5 [NA RG 287, box
y749].

23. FHA, “The Building Industry Can Profit,” in Bulletin for Manufacturers, Adver-
tising Agencies and Publishers, 11.

24. Building Modernization, September 1935, 2. On advertising clichés of the period,
see Roland Marchand, Advertising the American Dream (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1985).

25. See, for example, General Electric, “Electrical Convenience,” Building Modern-
ization, March 1935. On the Main Street initiative and GE air-conditioning, see “Air
Conditioning Gaining,” New York Times, March 10, 1935, sec. II, 19; and GE advertise-
ment, “For Remodeling or New Construction,” Architectural Forum 61 (August 1937):
14. In addition to its modernization print ads, GE sponsored numerous promotional ac-
tivities, including radio programs and design competitions, related to the National Hous-
ing Act but publicizing the use of GE products in home modernization and Title Il home
construction. On General Electric’s competitions, see Andrew Shanken, “Architectural
Competitions and Bureaucracy, 1935-1945,” Architectural Research Quarterly 3, no.
1(1999): 43-55. See also Ronald C. Tobey, Technology as Freedom: The New Deal and
the Electrical Modernization of the American Home (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1996).

26. See FHA, Group II Lenders: Financial Institutions That Are Extending Modern-
ization Credit, Form FHE 61 (Washington, DC: GPO, 1935) [NA RG 287, box Y 740]. All
credit finance subsidiaries were approved for government insurance provided they offered
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to the program of the FHA.” See “Program Bring Results,” Better Housing, October 22,
1934, 1.

28. “Modernizing the Building Industry,” Atlantic Monthly, October 1935; cited in
FHA Division of Public Relations, “FHA Press Digest and Confidential Supplements”
[typescripts], August-October 1934.
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29. See “James Moffett over Johns-Manville Nation-Wide Hookup,” FHA press re-
lease, September 15, 1934; and “Stewart McDonald at Building Industry Forum,” FHA
press release, January 1936 [NA RG 287, box y749].

30. Johns-Manville advertisement, “Johns-Manville Modernizes a Main Street Shop,”
Chain Store Age, November 1935, 96.

31. “Speech by George Lapointe before Building Industry Forum,” typescript, January
13,1936, 1 [NA RG 287, box y 748]. Lapointe was president of the National Retail Lum-
ber Dealers Association, which supported the modernization movement as a temporary
expedient to sustain the building industry until new construction was fully revived.

32. Plastic laminates included Formica and Micarta; porcelain enamels included Verib-
rite and Porceliron; extruded metals included Zouri and Brasco.

33. Structural glass should not be confused with other glass products used in store-
front installations and having apparent “structural” uses, including prismatic glass (brand
name Luxfer Prism) and glass blocks.

34. On the early history of structural glass, see PPG, Glass: History, Manufacture
and Its Universal Application (Pittsburgh: PPG Company, 1923), 158-69. For recent
preservation-oriented studies, see Carol J. Dyson, “Structural Glass,” in Twentieth-
Century Building Materials, ed. Thomas C. Jester (New York: McGraw-Hill and National
Park Service, 1995), 200-205; and “The Preservation of Historic Pigmented Structural
Glass,” Preservation Briefs, no. 12 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of the Interior,
1984).
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Journal of the Society of Glass Technology 24 (1940): 8; and U.S. Tariff Commission,

Flat Glass and Related Glass Products, report no. 123, 2nd series (Washington, DC: GPO,
1937),137; J. W. Wiley, “Structural Glass Has Arrived,” Glass Industry 13 (September
1932): 148-49. Wiley was an employee of the Vitrolite Company.

36. Paul Frankl, Form and Re-Form (New York: Harper & Co., 1930), 163; Walter
Dorwin Teague, “Structural and Decorative Trends in Glass,” American Architect 141
(May 1932): 112.

37. Total flat-glass production fell from a 1929 high of 150 million feet to a 1932 low
of 52 million feet. Production climbed back to 86 million in 1933, due to the continued
demand for auto glass. See Turner, “The North American Glass Industry,” 8.

38. PPG was cooperating with the National Committee on Industrial Rehabilitation
and the Committee on Reconditioning, Remodeling, and Modernizing.

39. See “Advertising News,” New York Times, December 25, 1936, 29. The figure is
also cited in FHA press release no. 88, 6.

40. “Manufacture of Structural Glass: Works No. 6 of the Pittsburgh Plate Glass Com-
pany,” Glass Industry, 20 (June 1939): 215. Carrara was manufactured at this factory.

41. In this context, structural glass served as a kind of curtain wall, existing indepen-
dent of the structure of the building. Unlike a true curtain wall (as the term is commonly
understood), structural glass required the presence of the actual wall surface beneath, to
which the glass sheets were attached with mastic.

42. Teague, “Structural and Decorative Trends,” 112; Harrington, “More Profit Store
Fronts,” 10.

43. Quoted in Sweet’s Architectural Catalogue (1933), B2486, B2471. See also PPG
advertisement, “Our Organization Is Particularly Well Qualified,” Chain Store Age,
November 1932, 661.



270

Notes to Pages 108-112

44. Committee on Reconditioning, “Tentative Operating Manual for Conducting a
Local Modernizing Campaign,” cited in “Modernization Field Offers Many Business Tips
to the Industry,” Ceramic Industry 20 (March 1933): 145.

45. “Equipment and Construction Directory, Section 1, Store Fronts,” Chain Store
Age, November 1933, 109. PPG’s marketing of Carrara was unchanged from nearly a
decade before. See PPG, Glass, 97.

46. “Equipment and Construction Directory,” Chain Store Age, November 1934, D3,
D7; Sweet's Catalogue File (1934), C222-23.

47. See Sweet’s Catalogue File (1936), sec. 17, cat. 19; and Sweet’s Catalogue File
(1937), sec. 19, cat. 25.

48. Fabrication and installation for structural glass were the same for interior and ex-
terior use. Costing between $.50 and $.70 per square foot, it was far less expensive than
marble or granite. While brick and glazed terra-cotta were cheaper to purchase than struc-
tural glass, they were more expensive to install, requiring both a higher skill level of labor
and more man-hours. By contrast, an entire storefront of structural glass could be very
nearly “glued” to an existing facade in a matter of hours.

49. PPG advertisement, “Why Does a Pittco Store Front Make Your Chain Store
Individual?” Chain Store Age, November 1936, 121.

50. In 1935 plate glass cost approximately $.30 per square foot.

51. PPG introduced EasySet Metal in 1908. In 1910 Kawneer brought a patent in-
fringement suit against the company. It was settled out of court, and PPG became a dis-
tributor for Kawneer’s reclaimed storefront setting system.

52. The new line of extruded metal settings included sashes, sills, moldings, jambs,
thresholds, and other vertical and horizontal members. See “Products and Practices: Metal
Store Front Construction,” Architectural Forum 62 (March 1935): 38.

53. “Pittco” was used first to identify only PPG’s new metal settings, but it was even-
tually adopted as the unifying label for all PPG storefront products. H. S. Wherrett is
quoted in “Retailers in Move to Improve Stores,” New York Times, March 10, 1935, sec.
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54. PPG advertisement, “For Perfect Execution of the Store Fronts You Design,”
American Architect 148 (March 1936): 15.

55. PPG advertisement, “When Designing New Fronts for Old Stores Under NHA,”
Architectural Forum 62 (April 1935): 65; PPG advertisement, “It Pays to Modernize Main
Street,” Chain Store Age, June 1935, 73.

56. FHA, Architects, Contractors, Building Supply and Other Merchants (Washing-
ton, DC: GPO, 1934), 23.
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60. PPG, How Modern Store Fronts Work Profit Magic (Pittsburgh: PPG Company,
1934). Nearly every advertisement from 1934 and 1935 promoted the booklet. See, for
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example, PPG advertisement, “Send for Free Book,” Chain Store Age, December 1935,

73. PPG promoted this booklet until 1937, when it introduced Producing Bigger Profits
with Pittco Store Fronts, which was followed in 1938 with How to Get More Business with
Pittco Store Fronts.
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62. For Design of the Month promotion, see PPG, “For the Perfect Execution of the
Store Fronts You Design,” American Architect 148 (March 1936): 15. For a discussion of
this type of repetitive merchandising, see Merchandising and Advertising Practices, 12.

63. Sweet’s Catalogue File (1936), sec. 17, cat. 19. For a complete list of the PPG de-
signs, see Walter Dorwin Teague Associates Invoice for Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company,
Job No. P-100, Store Front Construction, Shipments #2 & #8, Walter Dorwin Teague
Collection, George Arents Research Library for Special Collections, Syracuse Univer-
sity [NXSV1044-A]. See also Jeffrey Meikle, Twentieth Century Limited (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1979), 117-21.

64. “Model Store Fronts Exhibited,” New York Times, September 9, 1936, 38. The text
of this article, which seems to be from a PPG press release, appears verbatim in several
other publications. In New York the designs were displayed at the Architects Sample
Corporation. All of PPG’s seventy-four distribution warehouses were located east of the
Rockies.

65. “Store Front Designs in the Modern Mode,” Building and Modernization,
November 1936, 12.

66. The models also included a gift shop, haberdasher, dress shop, jeweler, luggage
store, and fabric store. All of the models are lost, as are most of Teague’s designs (only
four original drawings survive). To date, [ have located images of seven.
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interesting in design.” See “Store Front Caravan,” Architectural Forum 65 (November

1936): 42.

68. “Model Windows,” FHA Clip Sheet 11, no. 4 (December 29, 1936). See also
“Three Store Front Modernization Suggestions,” Real Estate Record, September 19,
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September 12, 1936, 6.

69. “Trade Announcements: Pittsburgh Plate Glass Company,” Architectural Record
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70. PPG and Westinghouse produced four short films (ten minutes each) for distri-
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lighting and modernization. See “News of the Field: Films on Store Modernization,” Ar-
chitectural Record 78 (July 1935): 8. I have been unable to locate these films.

71. Figures cited in “Profits Report: Pittsburgh Plate Glass,” New York Times, March
14, 1935, 33; “The Month in Building: Modernization,” Architectural Forum 63 (July
1935): 5; Flat Glass and Related Glass Products, 137.
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72. Harold M. Alexander, “Creating Glass Business,” The Batch, March 1939, 2.
Alexander was head of the New Uses Department. The Batch was LOF’s monthly house
organ.

73. LOF was affected by a combination of declining prices and sales, but it still man-
aged to stay marginally in the black that year.

74. LOF, 18th Annual Report for Year Ending 31 December 1934 (Toledo: Libbey-
Owens-Ford, 1935), 5-6.

75. It is likely that Canaday and Biggers knew each other: both men were active in the
Toledo Chamber of Commerce and appeared together at numerous local business and so-
cial events during the 1930s. LOF supplied auto safety glass for Willys-Overland cars, of
which Canaday was chairman of the board. In addition, the United States Advertising Cor-
poration, an agency founded by Canaday before he went to Willys-Overland, had the LOF
account throughout the decade. It seems likely that Canaday, through his PR Division,
would have made certain that Biggers, through LOF’s government liaison in Washing-
ton, was informed of FHA developments relevant to the glassmaker, such as congressional
passage of the $50,000 amendment to Title I. See Clipping File and Chronological List of
Events and Articles in Toledo Blade and New York Times, Ward M. Canaday Collection,
Ward M. Canaday Center, University of Toledo [Collection No. 072, folders 8-10].

76. Quoted in LOF, 19th Annual Report for Year Ending 31 December 1935 (Toledo:
Libbey-Owens-Ford Glass Company, 1936), 5.

77. Sweet’s Architectural Catalogue (1932), B2479; “Equipment and Construction
Directory,” Chain Store Age, November 1934, D7. See also Sweet’s Catalogue File (1934),
C131.

78. The early history of Vitrolite is described in Earl Aiken, “LOF at Parkersburg,”
The Batch, October 1939, 12. In the 1920s a variety of American manufacturers recog-
nized the usefulness of color as a distinctive merchandising strategy. See Marchand, Ad-
vertising the American Dream, 120-27.

79. Vitrolite Company advertisement, “Find Out How Little It Costs to Beautify with
Vitrolite,” American Architect 146 (June 1935): 97.

80. See Contract of Sale, dated May 22, 1935 [LOF MSS-066]. LOF purchased the
Vitrolite Company for $470,000.

81. Letter from Stewart McDonald to John D. Biggers, reprinted in “Retail Store Plan-
ning,” Architectural Record 78 (July 1935): 72. So obvious a program tie-in as LOF’s
Modernize Main Street Competition could hardly have escaped FHA notice and, given the
close relationship between Canaday and Biggers, it may even have been planned with FHA
input.

82. Kenneth K. Stowell, “The Editor’s Forum: The National Housing Act,” Architec-
tural Forum 60 (June 1934): 25. On how architects responded to building modernization
practice as a result of the profession’s changed circumstances during the Depression, see
my “The Odd-Job Alleyway of Building,” Journal of Architectural Education 58 (May
2005): 24-40.

83. “The Architectural Forum Remodeling Competitions,” Architectural Forum 61
(October 1934): 9. Stowell hoped these competitions would supply much-needed “il-
lustrative material” on modernization to serve as “good precedent” in publications and
exhibitions.

84. See Kenneth K. Stowell, Modernizing Buildings for Profit (New York: Prentice-
Hall, 1935).
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85. Kenneth K. Stowell, “Modernize Main Street Competition Program,” Architec-
tural Record 78 (July 1935): supplement, 2.

86. All entrants were required to submit an outline sheet detailing their design’s store-
front materials. This sheet contained twenty-one specifications for glass—including show
windows, bulkheads, exterior facings, signboards, and doors—all of which could be fab-
ricated of products manufactured by LOF. The program assured designers that material
specifications would not be a factor in jury decisions. Rather, they were used to augment
publication of the winning designs by LOF, which owned all the designs once they were
submitted. See Stowell, “Modernize Main Street Competition Program,” 7-8.

87. LOF, “"Modernize Main Street’ Competition,” announcement, Architectural
Forum 62 (June 1935): 29.

88. See Stowell, Modernizing Buildings for Profit, 164.

89. Stowell, “Modernize Main Street Competition Program,” 4-6, 2. To a certain ex-
tent, this also meant that the submitted schemes would not be modernizations in any real
sense, since they did not have to deal with the exigencies of an existing building—with an
oddly placed structural column or an inconvenient entrance to an upper story. In the auto
service station problem, it was even permissible for competitors to tear down the existing
building in order to use the lot most efficiently. Thus, in a sense, the submitted schemes
were new store designs fitted to standard lots, identified as modernizations because it was
politically and promotionally expedient to do so.

90. Ibid., 1-2. In addition, the schemes were required to meet the special merchandis-
ing needs and facilitate the particular selling activities of each store type, with drugstore
soda fountains and lunch counters, gas station service bays, apparel shop changing rooms,
and so on.

91. Ibid,, 2.

92. J. André Fouilhoux et al., “Jury Report for Modernize Main Street Competition,”
Architectural Record 78 (October 1935): 209. The full text of the report appears in LOF, 52
Designs to Modernize Main Street with Glass (Toledo: Libbey-Owens-Ford, 1935), 2-6.

93. Records of the exact number of entries do not exist, and the original drawings are
not preserved in LOF’s corporate archives.

94. See, for example, Kenneth C. Welch, “The Apparel Store,” Architectural Record
78 (July 1935): 62-64.

95. Fouilhoux, “Jury Report,” 209.

96. The winning designers represented a cross section of young architects in the
United States in the mid-1930s and included a considerable number of ethnic profession-
als. The majority had completed their architectural training after 1929. This meant that
the path to conventional practice would be circuitous at best due to the building slowdown.
While a number of these young architects were working for firms such as Shreve, Lamb
& Harmon, others found employment in advertising and merchandising. Still others were
participating in New Deal-sponsored public works. Not all of the winners were novices:
Royal Barry Wills partnered with a young Hugh Stubbins to earn an Honorable Mention
for a Food Store design. Alfred Clauss, who took first prize in the Automotive Service Sta-
tion category, had already passed through the offices of Mies van der Rohe and Howe &
Lescaze. In addition, he had codesigned a gas station prototype for the Standard Oil Com-
pany of Ohio that Hitchcock and Johnson selected for the International Style Show at the
Museum of Modern Art in 1932. See “Prize Winners,” Architectural Record 78 (October
1935): 210.

273



274

Notes to Pages 123-128

97. Fouilhoux, “Jury Report,” in LOF, 52 Designs, 2. The comments of the jury were
largely confined to the storefronts since this was the principal vehicle for fulfilling the
program mandate to “attract the public,” the chief means of promoting LOF products, and
the store feature most likely to be modernized.

98. Fouilhoux, “Jury Report,” 209.

99. See, for example, “Modernizing Main Street: Selected Designs,” Pencil Points
16 (October 1935): 501-19; and “Forum of Events: Winners in Modernize Main Street
Competition,” Architectural Forum 63 (October 1935): 78, 81.

100. “Modernizing Main Street: A Few Designs and Comments,” Building Modern-
ization, October 1935, 9-15.

101. “Boom,” Tide, October 1935; cited in FHA, “FHA Press Digest.”

102. LOF advertisement, “To Keep in Step with Competition,” Chain Store Age,
December 1935, 79; LOF advertisement, Chain Store Age, November 1935, 95; “52 Prize-
Winning Designs,” Building Modernization, November 1935, 3; LOF advertisement,
“Glass Dominates Designs for Modernization,” Architectural Forum 63 (December 1935):
50.

103. See “Marvels in Glass,” dated March 1939 [LOF MSS-066]. The competition
designs that appear are Orlo Heller’s apparel shop and Charles du Bose’s service station.

104. LOF, “Glass Dominates Designs for Modernization,” Architectural Forum 63
(December 1935): 50.

105. See, for example, the competition sponsored by the American Terra Cotta Com-
pany and conducted by the Chicago Architectural Club. “Terra Cotta Wall Block Compe-
tition,” Pencil Points 16 (November 1935): 10; and “Prize Winning Designs: Terra Cotta
Wall Block Competition,” Pencil Points 17 (January 1936): 49-52.

106. “2nd Competition for Insulux Glass Block, a Group of Three Stores,” Architec-
tural Forum 70 (May 1939): 23.

107. “4 Competitions for Insulux Glass Block,” Architectural Forum 70 (April 1939):
31.

108. “Prize-Winning Designs in the Insulux Glass Block Competition No. 2,” Ar-
chitectural Forum 71 (November 1939): 19. The jury was based on the West Coast and
included San Franciscans William Wurster and Timothy Plfueger and Los Angelenos
Donald Parkinson and Stiles O. Clements.

109. Quoted in LOF, 20th Annual Report for the Year Ending 31 December 1936
(Toledo: Libbey-Owens-Ford, 1937), 6.

110. The promotional battle in which the two companies engaged over storefront
modernization in the 1930s was made more intense by the fact that they were simulta-
neously involved in litigation over licensing disagreements and patent infringements
concerning the manufacture of safety glass. See Biggers & Wherrett Correspondence in
Miscellaneous Company Documents [LOF MSS-066].

111. These activities are described in “Creating Glass Business” and “Your Company’s
Sales Department,” The Batch, February 1939, 1. See also “Vitrolite Albums,” in Sales
and Promotion Files [LOF MSS-066].

112. Originally an architect in Chicago, Sohn had been with the Vitrolite Company
for over a decade before it was acquired by LOF. In LOF’s account of Vitrolite’s develop-
ment at the factory in Parkersburg, West Virginia, the product’s history is divided into
pre-1922 and post-1922 to denote the arrival of Sohn and color. See Aiken, “LOF at Park-
ersburg,” 12.
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113. LOF cautioned architects against using mirror-finish Vitrolite for facing struc-
tural members since it apparently imparted “an effect of empty space and unreality.”
See “Vitrolite,” in Sweet’s Catalogue File (1936), sec. 17, cat. 2. To compare Vitro-
lite and Carrara, see “Carrara Structural Glass,” Sweet’s Catalogue File (1936), sec. 17,
cat. 1.

114. “Vitrolite for Store Fronts” and “Put on a New Front. It Pays!” in 1936 Advertis-
ing Scrapbook [LOF MSS-066].

115. Notable differences included Sohn’s exaggerated use of agate Vitrolite and his
presentation of the storefronts within a visible streetscape.

116. It was possible to achieve a nearly curved, but still faceted, profile by setting nar-
row vertical strips of Vitrolite on a curved substructure; this procedure involved greater
expense in cutting, beveling, and, ultimately, installing small units and also held greater
potential for damage and breakage. It also produced an unsatisfying appearance especially
in conjunction with the streamlined profile of extruded metal trim—none of which was
likely to appeal to merchants and their architects.

117. See LOF, 20th Annual Report, 7; LOF, 21st Annual Report for the Year Ending
31 December 1937 (Toledo: Libbey-Owens-Ford, 1938), 7. On the agreement with the
Invisible Glass Company, see LOF, 19th Annual Report, 6.

118. See also Owens-Illinois advertisement, “Merchandising by Day and by Night,”
Architectural Forum 67 (July 1937): 33. With the increased interest in luminosity in
storefront design, the day-and-night photographic pairs became as important in mod-
ernization advertising as before-and-after images.

119. PPG and the Corning Glass Works entered a joint venture in 1937 to develop
a glass block to compete with Insulux. PC-Block, introduced in 1938, was not marketed
as part of the Pittco line. See “The Pittsburgh Corning Corporation,” Pittsburgh Plate
Products 47 (March—April 1938): 3—4.

120. This was a matter of no small concern because there were an increasing number
of luminous materials from which to choose, including several traditional materials up-
dated for modernization and storefront use. The Vermont Marble Company, for example,
introduced Lumar, a thin marble facing, available in six shades with varying degrees of
translucency, that could be used for illuminated storefront installations. See “Lumar: A
New Marble Product,” Architectural Record 79 (March 1936): 234-36.

121. “Vitrolux Color Fused Tempered Plate Glass,” Sweet’s Catalogue File (1938),
sec. 18, cat. 3, p. 9. Unlike Vitrolite, Vitrolux had a promising future as a postwar building
material: in the 1950s LOF began marketing it as “spandrel glass” suitable for curtain-wall
construction and used in such iconic buildings of the period as the Lever House.

122. LOF, 19th Annual Report, 6.

123. Though LOF claimed that entire storefronts could be fitted with Vitrolux, the
time and expense of installing lighting units on bulkheads, side panels, and upper facades
generally prohibited such extensive usage, especially in projects where budgetary concerns
were paramount.

124. LOF advertisement, “Storefronts That Have Maximum Display Both Night
and Day,” Architectural Record 84 (September 1938): 9; LOF advertisement, “Night Is
Brighter than Day,” American Architect 151 (July 1937): 28.

125. “New LOF Plan Helps Utilities Sell More Luminous Storefronts,” Electrical
World, July 30, 1938; reprinted in LOF, 1938 Advertising Yearbook [LOF MSS-066].

126. “Dean Lowry Ties Up a Package,” The Batch, July 1940, 3.
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127. “Libbey-Owens-Ford Announces Extrudalite,” Sweet’s Catalogue File (1938),
sec. 19, cat. 8.

128. LOF, 21st Annual Report, 7. The downturn of 1937 did not hit LOF’s books until
1938, when the company recorded a 63 percent drop in profits and net profits were almost
as low as they had been in 1934. See LOF, 22nd Annual Report for Year Ending 31 Decem-
ber 1938 (Toledo: Libbey-Owens-Ford, 1939), 1.

129. Lobbying for Title Is reinstatement began in October: Roosevelt called for re-
instatement in November, and congressional debates were held in December. Title I was
then back in operation on February 3, 1938.

130. With the start of this promotional program, LOF adopted the compound noun
“storefront” for use in its advertisements and literature.

131. “LOF Colorful Storefronts Are an Invitation to Stop and Shop” [LOF MSS-066].
This promotional piece was probably distributed at the Modern Shopping Center display;
it includes material specifications for each of the five storefronts.

132. Bruce Miller, “Show ‘Em. .. Sell ‘Em,” The Batch, May 1941, 11. Breaking down
the resistance of prospects was also the motivation for LOF’s 1938 modernization of its
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