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FOREWORD

For over fifty years the architectural landscape ofthe University ofTexas at Austin has been
dominated by the work ofPaul Philippe Cret. From the Tower to the Texas Memorial Museum,
the physical appearance of this campus bears Cret's unmistakable imprint. In his fifteen years
as consulting architect he completely altered — in a way no single architect had before or has
since — the design ofbuildings, landscaping, and comprehensive planning for this institution.
Dr. William J. Battle's quest for "a really first class architect" was achieved.

By the time Cret began his comprehensive plan for the Austin campus in 1930, his national
reputation had longbeen known. Such major architectural monuments as his Pan American
Union, Detroit Institute ofArts, and Folger Shakespeare Library — to name onlya few— were
already in place. Cret's legacy for Texas is equally significant and will remain so for future
generations of students. Now, in 1983, as the University of Texas at Austin celebrates its
Centennial, Cret's visioncontinues to serve as an inspiration to all ofus here in our continuing
pursuit of excellence.

The Archer M. Huntington Art Gallery, a unit of the College of fine Arts, is pleased to

present this exhibition. It would not have been possible without the cooperation ofthe lenders,
above all H2L2 Architects/Planners in Philadelphia, the successor to Cret's firm. The catalogue,
primarily authored by Carol McMichael, will stand as the definitive work about Cret at Texas.
The staff of the Huntington Art Gallery applaud her diligence, sound scholarship, and good
judgment. We also wish to thank Dr. Thomas Reese,professor ofart history, who has advised
and worked closely with Ms. McMichael in the preparation of the catalogue. To have had
the catalogue and exhibition result from work for a master's degree by Ms. McMichael reinforces
the value of the Gallery as an educational and research institution for the University ofTexas
at Austin.

The beginning remarks by Blake Alexander, professor of architecture at the University,
play a significant role in introducing Cret to the reader. Professor Alexander has long been
involved with this project and its place in the history ofarchitecture in Texas, a subject about
which he has written widely during his twenty-seven years on the Austin campus.

The Art Gallery presents this exhibition in honor of the Centennial, with the express hope
that it will stand as a measure of excellence for the future.

Director
ERIC McCREADY
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INTRODUCTION

Drury Blakeley Alexander

From the very first those who have been responsible for the physical setting as well as the
academic quality of the University have been concerned that Texas should have a "University
of the First Class." The constitutions of the Mexican state ofCoahuila-Texas, the Republic
of Texas, and the state of Texas all called for the establishment of an institution of higher
learning. The idea that Texas should have a university was consistently included in each
plan and program by the founders of the state. When the city of Austin was laid out as the
capital ofthe state in 1839, a site was reserved for a college. This site, north ofthe city proper,
was labeled "College Hill" on the earliest maps. It has been described as being "higher than
the city proper and commanding a beautiful view in all directions." In the center of this forty-
acre plot was a hill covered with live oaks and mesquite and adorned with bluebonnets each
spring. It was so beautiful that President Mirabeau Lamar bought land just north of the
forty acres intending to build his home there.

In 1882, less than fifty years before Paul Cret was appointed to the position of consulting
architect, the initial building for the University was begun on this site. This construction
was the west wing of the Old Main Building designed by Frederick E. Ruffini, the first of
many architects to contribute to the building of the campus. Although no building of his
remains, his influence must be acknowledged due to the effect on all subsequent campus plans
ofthe site he chose for the Main Building. In placing his Main Building on the highest point
in the forty acres, the tower on the central north-south axis and nearly at the crossing of
the east-west axis, he established the relationship between the Capitol and the Main Building,
which was enlarged upon by Cret with the Tower we know today.

Ruffini's High Victorian Gothic style for the first building on the campus was very much
in vogue for college buildings throughout the country, and his design compares very well
with most ofthe main buildings erected in the seventies and eighties ofthe last century. True
to the style, Old Main (fig. 1) had a central tower topped by a steep pyramidal roof and a

symmetrical facade with east and west wings stretching out from the tower, each terminated
by a projecting pavilion. These end pavilions, in turn, had smaller towers that marked the
side entrances and echoed the large central tower over the main, south entrance. The archetype
of these High Victorian main buildings was the imposing Healy Building of Georgetown
University (fig. 2) built in 1879 by Smithmeyer and Pelz. This grand example of the style
still rises from its campus site above the Potomac and dominates the Georgetown skyline.
The similarities between Healy Building and the University of Texas's Old Main indicate
that Ruffini was familiar with the Georgetown building and that it inspired his design.

This first building on the campus was named Main Building from the beginning, and,
because of the limited funding of the University, it was built in three stages, with the west

wing completed first in 1882. The builder-contractor was Abner Cook, noted locally as the



builder ofAustin's finest antebellum Greek Revival houses. The central section ofOld Main,
including the tower, was built in 1889. By this time Ruffini had died, and the architect for
this section was Burt McDonald, who followed Ruffini's design fairly closely, modifying the
tower slightly by adding stepped buttresses and more steeply pointed Gothic arches. The
result was a stronger Gothic character in the central block and tower (fig. 3) than Ruffini
had shown in his perspective. The building was completed in 1899 with the building of the
east wing. The architect for this third portion wasJames L. O'Conner, who repeated Ruffini's
exterior exactly so that the necessary symmetry was preserved. The building, as finally
completed, stood only some thirty-odd years before it was demolished for the new Main
Building, hardly time for the ivy, said to have been brought from Westminster Abbey, to get
a good hold on the building and soften some of its Victorian spikiness. By 1899, the year
Old Main was completed, High Victorian Gothic was no longer fashionable, and architectural
taste had turned to other sources, primarily Renaissance in origin, for inspiration.

Between Ruffini's Old Main Building and Cass Gilbert's library (now Battle Hall), there
were no outstanding architectural designs produced for the campus. In 1890, Brackenridge
Hall, better known as B Hall, was built as a dormitory for men. It was a very plain structure

with little to boast of architecturally; however, during its years of hard use, it became one
of the most beloved ofcampus buildings. Hundreds ofmen who lived there as students looked
upon this ordinary, buff brick structure as their university home and retained an attachment
to it that gave it a special place in the memories of generations of graduates. In 1900 B Hall
was enlarged and stylistically updated. To its simple bay-windowed exterior were added four
low square towers, balconies, and some Italianate details in the eaves and cornices (fig. 4).
It is tempting to speculate on the influence of these towers as the genesis of the feature that
later became almost a symbol of university architecture.

The low square tower, capped by a pyramidal roof and used to punctuate the most important
corner of a building or the rooflines of a quadrant of buildings, became one of the most

prevalent features of the campus buildings of the first half of the twentieth century. Cret
incorporated such towers into "new" Brackenridge (1932), Roberts (1936)and Prather (1937)
men's dormitories, and the Texas Union (1933) and Architecture (1933, now Goldsmith)
buildings to create an entrance to the campus at the Guadalupe Street end of the West Mall
(fig. 5).

Besides B Hall after its 1900 remodeling, another building that may have been influential
as a prototype for later towered buildings was the University Methodist Church (1907), designed
by the St. Louis architect Frederick M. Mann. (For the campus, Mann designed the second
power plant of 1910, fig. 6.) The University Methodist Church (fig. 7), still standing
immediately adjacent to the University at the corner ofGuadalupe and Twenty-fourth streets,

has a handsome Italianate tower rising above strongly articulated masonry walls and a red-
tiled roof. In addition, it should be noted that at about this time Cram, Goodhue, and Ferguson
were designing buildings for Rice Institute in Houston that featured towers ofa very similar
character (fig. 8). The Rice Institute buildings are, in form, very much like Cret's later towered
buildings.

Of all the architects who contributed to the growth of the campus prior to Paul Cret, only
one can be ranked as an architect ofnational importance: Cass Gilbert (1859-1934), the designer
of the 1910 Library (now Battle Hall). Born in Zanesville, Ohio, and reared in St. Paul,
Minnesota, Gilbert worked for architects in St. Paul before going to M.I.T. After a year



also had a fundamental impact on students like his most famous pupil, Louis I. Kahn
(1901-1974), whose buildings with strong Beaux-Arts roots would play a similar role for
architects in the period following1960.8 Unlike his younger friends and students, Cret never
totally abandoned Beaux-Arts principles, but he did embrace many modernist values, creating
an architecture rich in dichotomies.

These dichotomies in Cret's architecture illustrate oppositions between traditional Beaux-
Arts and modern purist concepts: (a) symmetrical, compartmentalized plans vs. asymmetrical,
open plans; (b) mass-dominant buildings vs. volume-dominant buildings; (c) particulate masses
vs. unified masses; and (d) ornamented surfaces vs. unornamented surfaces. Cret's architecture
achieved a particularly intricate and complex stylistic synthesis that was, above all, dynamic,
changing in response to the tastes of clients and the general purposes and specific programs
of buildings but also guided by his own shifting stylistic preferences. Cret composed some
buildings ofparticulate masses, in which contrasted units clearly expressed their floor plans,
and other buildings of unified masses, in which fenestration patterns alone signified interior
dispositions. He dressed some buildings with drafted masonry, so that textured surfaces
emphasized exterior mass and implied that the walls were load-bearing, and other buildings
with smooth masonry, the stark surfaces ofwhich emphasized interior volume and suggested
that the walls were nonstructural. He decorated somebuildings with ornament and abandoned
it on others. Nevertheless, during Cret's career his buildings looked more and more "modern"
because he came to favor boxlike masses, planar surfaces, and flat ornamentation. But Cret
was more reluctant to abandon two Beaux-Arts doctrines. First, he insisted on the expression
ofa building's "character" through its associations with traditional models and functional types.
Second, he believed that axial, symmetrical, and particulate Beaux-Arts plans were proper
for institutional buildings with a public purpose. But even Cret's predominantly Beaux-Arts
theories of character and plan were tempered by his modernist sensibilities.

In articles written for various architectural periodicals, Cret described the principles that
he believed should guide design.9 The communication of"character" was primary, for there
was a "special character proper for each kind of building. . . . The interior and the exterior
should express firmly, clearly, without embarrassment, the purpose of a building . . . [and
the] rhythm of the whole [should be] an expression of its inherent purpose." 10 By identifying
"rhythm" as the carrier of the meaning ofa building, Cret indicated that interior arrangements
ofvolumes, exterior movements of masses, and patterns of fenestration should work together
as message units. Even when Cret slowed the rhythms of the exterior masses to achieve a
purer architecture of unified masses, he used fenestration patterns as signs to communicate
character. His theory of character was therefore highly abstract, avoiding picturesque
archaeological reproduction of period styles and historicist associations through ornament.

His ideas and practice were influenced by the writings of his patron at the Ecole des Beaux-

8. On Kahn, see Vincent Scully, Louis I. Kahn.
9. On Cret's educational philosophy, see"Architects Read

and Write," American Institute of Architects Journal 3 (1945):
161-163;"The Ecole des Beaux-Arts and Architectural Educa-
tion,"Journal of theSociety ofArchitectural Historians 1 (1941): 3-15;
"The Ecole des Beaux-Arts: What Its Architectural Teaching
Means," Architectural Record 23(1908): 367-371; "Training of
the Designer," American Architect and Building News, April 1909,

p. 116, four installments. On Cret's stylistic aesthetic, see "A
Hillside House," Architectural Record 48 (1920): 82-106; "Ten
Years of Modernism," Architectural Forum 59 (1933): 91-94;
"The Classic versus the Modernist" (1934) and "Public
Buildings of the Future" (1930), Cret Papers, VPL.
10. Cret, "Public Buildings of the Future," p. 3.



Arts, Julien Guadet, who wrote little about the particulars of "style" but much about the
generalities of "character." 11

Just as Cret never abandoned the desire to express a building's "character," he did not

sacrifice what he saw as the positive values in Beaux-Arts theories of planning. Therefore,
an explanation of Beaux-Arts planning principles is essential for an understanding of Cret's
architecture and contributions at the University of Texas. 12 He strove to conjoin the legacy
ofthe past and the promise of the future. The result was frequently a tension between inside
and out, especially since the interior arrangements ofCret's buildings remained consistently
more traditional than the exterior compositions. Such a compromise indicates the dilemma
of an architect caught between academic tradition, to which Cret was deeply committed,
and purist tabula rasa modernism that sought to invent everything anew.

As did all Beaux-Arts architects, Cret began with an analysis ofthe character ofthe building,
which in turn determined the parti, which, Cret wrote, "means party, just as in politics there
is a Republican, a Democratic Party. . . . Selecting a parti for a problem is like taking an

attitude toward a solution on the hope that a building developed on the lines indicated by
it will give the best solution of the problem." 13 The parti was a kind of conceptual outline
for the building that first established the ideal hierarchy of interior spaces and then their
disposition. It was not, as it might appear, merely a two-dimensional plan. The parti established
the point, or the dominant element, of the building, and the marche, or route, through the
building to the point. Thus, the parti guided the entire composition from plan to section and,
finally, to elevation. It was the fundamentally hierarchical and sequential nature of Beaux-
Arts plans that Cret found so desirable for public architecture, for it led the user through
the building.

Cret also understood the dangers of the Ecole's emphasis on the plan: ". . . the Ecole,
hypnotized by the search for the 'parti' (that is what characterized a building), soon began
to lavish every effort in the plans. By the end of the nineteenth century, the students went

ever further, and almost lost interest in all questions of architectural forms. . . . The plan
became a decorative composition, usually over-complicated, and a 'beau plan' was a pleasing
picture in itself, instead of a necessary diagram for achieving a good organic arrangement
ofrooms, with opportunity for well-designed fagades and good interior treatment." 14 In reaction
to what he took as constructive modernist criticism of Beaux-Arts "paper architecture," Cret
counseled his students "to adopt the modernist's view that [a building] is a "machine ä habiter. "15

More than once his statements about planning echoed the modernist rhetoric ofLe Corbusier
and the architects of the Bauhaus: "It is safe to say that an ill-planned building can never
be beautiful, while one that is well-planned . . . cannot fail to afford a certain aesthetic
gratification. One has the feeling ofa fundamental logic, ofan efficient engine." 16 While Cret
never adopted the universal space grid made possible by steel and concrete construction
techniques and favored by the modernists, he did adopt open, flowing plans for some ofhis

1 1 . On Cret's debt to Guadet, see Cret, "The Ecole des Beaux
Arts: What Its Architectural Teaching Means," p. 371. On
Guadet, see Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the first
Machine Age, pp. 14-22.
12. On Beaux-Arts theory and design, see David Van
Zanten, "Architectural Composition at the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts from Charles Percier to Charles Gamier," and Richard
Chafee, "The Teaching ofArchitecture at the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts," in The Architecture of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, ed. Drex-

ler; Donald Drew Egbert, The Beaux-Arts Tradition in French
Architecture; Robin Middleton, ed., The Beaux-Arts and
Nineteenth-Century French Architecture.
13. David Van Zanten, "Paul Philippe Cret and Beaux-Arts
Architecture in Philadelphia," p. 2.
14. Stern, George Howe, p. 22..

15. Ibid
16. Cret, "Public Buildings of the Future," p. 4.



30. Paul P. Cret, Folger Shakespeare Library, East Capitol Street facade, Washington, D.C.
(Trustees of Amherst College, The Folger Shakespeare Library, Washington, plate 1)

31. Paul P. Cret, Folger Shakespeare Library, main-floor plan, Washington, D.C. (Trustees of
Amherst College, The Folger Shakespeare Library, Washington, plate 5)



"private" residential buildings. Perhaps more important, he reinvigorated Beaux-Arts planning
principles by stressing the modernists' emphasis on rational functionalism.

Even as Cret's buildings remained traditional in conception and plan, they became more
"modern" in appearance. In 1933, he himself coined a term to describe their new "style," or
"look." It was "New Classicism," and he defined its attributes thus: (a) "volumetric design,"
(b) "restrained and less picturesque compositions," and (c) "empty surfaces." 17 These "modern"
qualities were intended to correspond to the three design principles proposed by Henry-Russell
Hitchcock and Philip Johnson in their polemical The International Style of1932: (a) "architecture
as volume," (b) "regularity," and (c) "the avoidance of applied decoration." 18 Hence, Cret's
"New Classicism" might be more accurately described as "Modern Classicism," for it clearly
depended upon the partial application of all three of these modernist precepts.

But what were his works that embodied these modernist sensibilities? In retrospect, it might
be observed that the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C. (1929-1932, figs. 30,31),
represented their most perfect expression. It was one of his most important and "modern"
buildings, whose unified mass bounded by smooth continuous surfaces emphasized volume
and restrained, or "regular," composition and whose ornament was integral rather than applied
as sculptural decoration. But the tenets of the "New Classicism" that led to an architecture
of unified mass never totally supplanted Beaux-Arts planning principles in Cret's work. A
brief analysis of six buildings illustrates the complexity of treating the development of his
architecture, for in his career there are repeated shifts from compositions of particulate masses
to others ofunified masses and compromises between both modes. They recur like dialectical
alternations.

The Pan American Union in Washington, D.C. (1907-1910, figs. 32,33), Cret's first public
building, utilized particulate masses, which emphasized contrapuntal rhythms and which were
embellished with rusticated masonry and richly modeled ornament. It stands as an example
of what might be defined as Cret's "Old Classicism." The particulate masses of the Pan
American Union signified the dual character of the building, which served both public and
private functions. Two masses interpenetrate at right angles: the central mass pushes forward
toward the visitor and invites him or her through three broad arches into a vestibule and
an open courtyard, to the library on the ground floor, or to the assembly hall on the second
floor. On the other hand, the lower secondary mass, which interpenetrates the frontal pylons,
contains private offices. Its closed form and the scale of its apertures contrast strongly with
the more public scale and open form of the center.

As early as 1917, however, Cret began to explore the effects offlat and geometrically abstract
surfaces in his Indianapolis Public Library (fig. 34), where windowlesspylons bracket a massive
row of fluted Doric columns, which in turn support an entablature and frieze of delicately
carved roundels and swags. A bold projecting cornice encircles the whole building and binds
it together, while the colossal colonnade masks the two floors behind to create a unified public
fagade and the heavy proportions of the pylons unify and contain the mass.

In 1926, Cret moved still closer to the concept of unified mass in the Hartford County
Building (fig. 35). He used a colonnade of flat, square piers and a binding cornice so that
the effect was to unify the frontal elevation and the mass as a whole, even though the stepped

17. Cret, "Ten Years of Modernism," p. 94. 18. Henry-Russell Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, The In-
ternational Style, p. v.



32. Paul P. Cret, Pan American Union Building Washington, D.C. (Hoak and Church, Masterpieces
of American Architecture, p. 128)

33. Paul P. Cret, Pan American Union Building, ground-
floor plan, Washington, D.C. (Hoak and Church,
Masterpieces of American Architecture, p. 131)


