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Walter Burley Griffin in America

Photographs and essay by MATI MalbrE, Essay, catalog, and selected bibliography by PaurL KRUTY.
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1996. Pp. 180. $49.95.

Today, nearly everyone with even a cursory inter-
est in architecture can identify the Prairie Style,
with its long, sweeping lines, deep overhanging
eaves, and stylistic anticipation of later ranch
houses. H. Allen Brooks's groundbreaking The
Prairie School: Frank Lloyd Wright and His Miduwest
Contemporaries is largely responsible for this.
During the twenty-five years since this work
appeared, a half dozen related books and hun-
dreds of articles on the topic have appeared.
Frank Lloyd Wright, the Prairie School’s tower-
ing figure, overshadowed other architectural
luminaries, including Walter Burley Griffin, who
was perhaps as important as Wright himself.
Griffin was one of the most important premoters
of the Prairie Style in its early years, and he con-
tributed greatly to Wright's development, partic-
ularly during the five years that he served as
Wright's chief assistant, Griffin has been called
“one of the most original architects the United
States has produced” (dust jacket}. Unfor-
tunately, two major events contributed to his
American eclipse. A bitter disagreement led
Wright to work against Griffin personally and
professionally. At the same time, something that
appeared as a major triumph proved a major set-
back in Griffin’s career. He and his wife, Marion
Mahony Griffin, also an influential Prairie
Schoel architect, had their design accepted for
Australia’s new capital, Canberra, in 1912, This
took Griffin away from his architectural practice
at a crucial time in his career. He was unlucky in
his choices of office managers in his absence,
and he finally "abandoned the hope that he
might retain an American practice” (page 31).
Waidter Buvley Griffin in America by Mati Maldre
and Paul Kruty attempts to rescue his lost place
in American archisectural history as a leader in
architectural reform during the early twentieth
century. The Prairie movement was passionately
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concerned with honesty in design and use of
materials. A direct descendant of the English
Arts-and-Crafts movement, it viewed as dishonest
any simulation of material and dismissed most
allusions to historical styles. It is not surprising
thar that earnest and humorless moral superior-
ity of position had its greatest appeal among
members of the Protestant upper-middle, subur-
ban classes. Griffin was born into that milieu,
and he related to those clients typically attracted
1o the new style—oflen self-made businessmen
who liked its nontraditional emphasis.

Raised in Oak Park and Elmhurst, Griffin first
pursued landscape architecture until leading
designer Ossian Cole Simonds urged him to
study architecture, Griffin entered the University
of Illinois in 1895, where he was influenced by
Nathan Ricker, who stressed the science of a
building as much as its design. Later, that idea
was simplified in the much overused “house as a
machine for living” slogan. Photographer
Maldre and historian Kruty have done an excel-
lent job of compiling a photographic and histori-
cal record of Griffin’s known American work.
The black-and-white photographs are com-
pelling. Close-ups of the archetypal deep-eaved
Prairie gables and bands of windows impress us
with their design impact. Like Oscar Wilde, who
hoped he could live up to his blue-and-white
china, high-style Prairie house interiors can be
very demanding. That is apparent in the interior
views, particularly the Griffin House living room
{page 77}, with its 1950s-like sculptured carpet
and dust-ruffled chair, or the provincial-style
pianc in the Orth House (page 107). Self-con-
sciously high-style or decorator-approved furni-
ture in the Schwartz living room (page 103) or
Rule House {pages 130—131) is more in keeping
with the Prairie Style.

While most of the houses are, predictably, in
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the Chicago suburbs, two major downstate com-
missions are featured: the Stinson Library in
Anna and the Irving and Mueller houses in
Decatur’s attractive Millikin Place. The full cata-
log of known Griffin buildings in the United
States and selected landscape designs are espe-
cially valuable. This work will go a long way in
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restoring Griffin’s sadly neglected place among

the leaders in the Prairie School, that unique, if
shortlived, American and very midwestern style.

Epwarp J. Russo

Lincoln Library

Springfield, Nlinois

Black Business in the Black Metropolis: The Chicago Metropolitan Assurance Company, 1925-1985
By ROBERT E. WEEMS, Jr. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996. Pp. xvii, 158. $35.

The proper role to be played by corporations in
local community development is a major compo-
nent of many current popular business publica-
tions. Robert E, Weems, Jr."s, well-researched and
fast-paced scholarly narrative demonstrates how
communal accountability was at the heart of the
success and eventual demise of the Chicago
Metropelitan Mutual Assurance Company
{CMMAC) from its inception in 1925 until it was
absorbed within the Atlanta Life Insurance
Company in 1991. Throughout those years, the
firm's leading men and women aspired to pro-
vide essential financial services traditionally
denied to its black, working-class patrons. Weems
contends that the desegregation of the insurance
industry—which first opened the black market-
place to white firms and later hired away its most
talented agents—and the general recession in the
financial markets in the 1980s crushed any hopes
that CMMAC executives may have had in fulfill-
ing their goals for the African American commu-
nity.

Weems is most successful in relating the rich
corporate history that he gathered from a variety
of primary sources. He traces CMMAC’s rise
from a burial service and mutual aid society to a
fully accredited and diversified insurance pro-
vider. Such leading executives as Robert Cole,
Fred Lewing, and Josephine King responded to
the changing demands of their clientele, while
skillfully piloting the firm through strikes, corpo-
rate restructuring, and the complex financial
marketplace. Moreover, CMMAC consciously
endeavored to strengthen the communal pride
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of African Americans. As one of the few sources
of venture capital to black businesses, insurance
firms were able to underwrite less-profitable but
certainly valued neighborhood projects. For
example, CMMAC financed a variety of radio
programs highlighting “Negro” life in the 1930s.
The firm also published an entertainment maga-
zine, supported local chapters of the NAACP and
YMCA, and sustained the Negro Baseball
League. During the 1960s and early 1970s, the
company was a leading advocate for the black
power movement. Weems is convincing when he
concludes that the overlooked travails of black
insurance companies entitles them to our
“respect and [historical] recognition” {page
124).

While Weems successfully relates the internal
activity of CMMAC, his short volume leaves
unexplored many potentially interesting avenues
detailing the special relationship between the
African American subculture and the corporate
world. For example, Weems mentions but does
not explore the theme of communal respectabili-
ty and the founders’ background in local gam-
bling circles, the company's drive for efficiency
and its advocacy of Bookerism, and the changing
notions of the Black Metropolis on Chicage’s
South Side. Still, Weems has added an important
chapter to our understanding of the historical
pressures facing black businesses in the twentieth
century.

Davip BLANKE
Loyola University of Chicago

By Jean H. BAKER, New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996. Pp. xii, 577. $30.

With unprecedented access to the Stevenson let-
ters and papers, Jean H. Baker has been given

the opportunity to shed new light upon one of
Ilineis’ first but most reticent families. But those
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locking for a meaningful discussion of the fami-
ly’s political figures (who are, after all, the rea-
sons for the family’s historical significance) will
not find it here. Instead, Baker divides her book
into two parts. The first two-thirds focus upon an
intimate family history to about 1951, while the
remainder is a breezy account of Adlai Stevenson
IT’s presidential campaigns and subsequent ser-
vice in the United Nations. There is also a very
brief review of the pelitical life of Adlai Ste-
venson IIL

The first section is the most disappointing.
True, the origins, houses, business interests, rela-
tionships, feuds, and neuroses of the Stevensons
are revealed in detail. There is no attempt, how-
ever, to draw upon that information in order to
present a unified social or political interpretation
that might explain the family’s prominence
and/or politics. Indeed, based apparently upon
the propaosition that only the later career of
Adlai Stevenson II is of real importance, the
political activities of Adlai Stevenson I (Vice
President of the United States) and Lewis G.
Stevenson (Illincis secretary of state) are virtwal-
ly ignored. We are given no insight into the
Byzantine state political culture in which both
men operated, and the reader is left with the
impression that they achieved office without
much effort or ambition. What little political
information is provided is largely derived from
established secondary sources.

As if sensing the shallowness of her approach,
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Baker attempts to add depth with frequent snip-
pets of social reference. Thus, we learn about the
contraceptive knowledge that Mrs. Adlai
Stevenson I may or may not have had, recent
construction in Washington, D.C., when Adlai
Stevenson I arrived to serve as Vice President,
and other such trivia, Sometimes those forays are
interesting and even relevant, but usually they
are merely diverting.

Adding to the generally unscholarly tone of
the work is the effusive and romantic stylé of its
compaosition. Moreover, Baker’s use of such liter-
ary devices as attempting to re-create her sub-
jects’ “inner voices™ and her use of long block
quotes are departures from scholarly norms that
a first-year graduate student would avoid. The
credibility of the book is further undermined by
the lack of a comprehensive bibliography and
carelessly prepared notes that are frequently mis-
leading and include too many errors.

The Stevensons is not without value. Genuine
insight is provided into the dynamics of the fami-
ly. But in the end, it reads as one of the myriad
books about the lives and loves of the Kennedys.
Like most of those, it is often entertaining and
accasionally titillating, but it is not to be taken
too seriously as scholarship. The Stevensons and
those with an earnest interest in the family's
place in history deserve better.

RICHARD ALLEN MORTON
Clark Atlanta University

Edited by MicHAEL J. BIRENER. Cranbury, N.J.: Susquehanna University Press, in asscciation with

Associated University Presses, 1996. Pp. 215. $29.50.

Were he to retwrn, James Buchanan would dis-
pute the universal condemnation of his
Presidency. He could not complain, however,
about the credentials of the historians who par-
ticipated in a symposium on the occasion of his
two hundredth birthday. This slim volume con-
tains five original essays and a discussion among
four prominent historians that nicely emphasize
the key elements in Buchanan's Presidency while
exploring their significance from different
angles.

Michael Holt examines Buchanan’s election in

1856 from the perspectives of the Know-
Nothings. He reminds us of the complex realign-
ment that included factions beyond free-soil
Republicans, radical Southerners, and their
dough-faced defenders. Although Millard
Fillmore failed to marshal the forces of unionism
within the American party, he, nevertheless,
deserves respect for the attempt.

Buchanan had a similar priority, but, Peter
Knupfer argues, he instinctively pursued a strat-
egy characteristic of a fading Jacksonian genera-
tion. This intriguing model accounts for






