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Despite its brief, roughly two-decade lifespan, Art Deco has kept hold of Americans’ 
collective mind for a century as emblematic of glamour, speed, modernity, and a new 
architecture for a new age. With roots in the American Prairie School, the Viennese Secession, 
the 1916 New York Zoning Setback, industrial design, and archaeological finds, the movement 
absorbed the proportions, geometry, and color of this variety of sources. While the term “Art 
Deco” emerged decades after the era, drawing from the Exposition internationale des arts 
decoratifs et industriels modernes, its posthumous designation referred to that collection of arts 
and architecture that thrived in the twenties and thirties. 

While an international style with roots in France, Art Deco saw its greatest flourishing in 
the United States, where it achieved an extravagance almost unseen in Europe and was often 
paired with that other iconic structure of the era: the skyscraper. Exhibited in the great corporate 
headquarters of the age, government offices, movie palaces, hotels, and transportation 
infrastructure, America’s Art Deco buildings were more closely related to their architectural 
forebears than its iterations in Europe. While the continent often followed a more spartan and 
horizontally-emphasized approach, based on the developments of the Bauhaus school, 
American examples could more clearly show their descent from traditional composition, with 
clear relations to the Gothic and Greek evident. More adventurous examples pulled from 
Mesopotamian, Mesoamerican, and American Indian traditional design. 

My project sought to explore and celebrate the buildings that make up America’s Art 
Deco cities. By pursuing the Beaux Arts tradition of the analytique, a drafted collage of a 
building’s architectural elements, I applied the method of study and celebration to the cityscape, 
exploring the composition of the cityscape, the elevations of the individual buildings, and the 
architectural ornament and features of the city. I chose five notable Art Deco cities to study 
which spanned the geography of the country, to both celebrate the notable structures of the 
cities, but to also see if a discernible regionalism could be found within the style, responding to 
the historical, cultural, and climatic differences amongst the cities. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Los Angeles 

 

 



A- City Hall 
B- Eastern Columbia Building 

C- Union Station 
D- Sunset Tower 

E- Griffith Observatory 
F- Figueroa St. Tunnel 
G- Bullocks Dept. Store 

H- Richfield Building 
I- Title plate featuring Griffith Observatory Font and Central Library Tilework 

J- Roof Tiles from Los Angeles Central Library 
K- Roof Details from Griffith Observatory 

 
I started the project with Los Angeles, and composed the analytique to display the city’s 

downtown core as well as the adjacent San Gabriel Mountains that frame the city. It’s 
illuminated by a tile sun (J), which was pulled from the roof of the Los Angeles Central Library 
(1925), as a whimsical way to include architectural ornament while at the same time celebrating 
the California sun. Building A depicts the Los Angeles City Hall (1928), which reigned as the 
tallest building by city ordinance until 1966. Towering above a notably broad cityscape, the 
building applied a civic classicism to the skyscraper form, which drew inspiration from the 
ancient Mausoleum of Halicarnassus and provided a modern political statement for the city 
while providing ample office space for the governance of the burgeoning metropolis. While it 
was the tallest building in the city, I chose to depict it at a smaller scale to highlight other 
structures which I found to be more emblematic of the city. 
​ Building B, the tallest and most notable building in the composition, is one that I would 
consider the most Art Deco in the city: the Eastern Columbia Building. Completed in 1930, the 
building housed two department stores and offices, as was known for its distinctive glazed, 
turquoise, terracotta cladding which made the building stand out against the skyline and could 
not help but draw the viewer’s attention to the similarly brilliant Southern California sky. This 
hallmark motif wasn’t unique in the city though.  The Pelissier Building-Wiltern Theater (1931), 
and the Sun Realty Building (1931) also possess the same turquoise terracotta cladding and 
gold sunburst motifs- the latter building having also been designed by Claud Beelman of the 
Eastern Columbia. The decorative aspects of the buildings, applied over their verticality have 
garnered the name Zig-Zag Moderne, or French Zig-Zag to very literally describe the character 
of the motifs. I chose not to depict that latter two buildings to allow for a greater diversity in the 
composition. 

Union Station (Building C) anchors the corner of the page, much as it anchors the 
transportation of the city. Completed in 1939, it was one of the last great railway stations in the 
country, and was done in an Art Deco-influenced Mission Revival, paying homage to the 
ecclesial architecture of the early city. Behind it rises Hollywood’s Sunset Tower (1931) on the 
Sunset Strip. Almost more suited for the silver screen than real life, it rises like something from 
an Astaire and Rogers set. Home to such notables as Howard Huges and John Wayne, the 
building utilized curved corners to soften its severity and give the structure an almost foreign 
quality that was rarely seen in the country. 



Sitting in the middle of the hillside (E), overlooking the city, is the Griffith Observatory 
(1935), a prominent Works Progress Administration structure whose Art Deco was greatly 
rooted in the Greco-Roman tradition. Below it (F) is the Figueroa Street Tunnel (1931), which 
was constructed to expedite traffic flow between downtown and Burbank. It serves as one of the 
most notable elements of art deco infrastructure in the city.  

In the rear (H) stands the ghost of the Richfield Tower (1929). Its black and gold 
terracotta facade was meant to evoke the black gold of the Richfield Oil company and was 
capped with a radio tower that referenced the oil wells upon which the company’s wealth was 
based. Unfortunately, the company eventually outgrew the building’s capacity, and it was 
demolished in 1969 in what has come to be seen as one of the greatest acts of architectural 
vandalism in Los Angeles. Only its elaborate doors remain.  

Bookending the right side of the composition (G), is Bullock’s Wilshire (1929)- the 
flagship of the department store chain. One of the most prominent art deco compositions in the 
country, the building is clad in clay-colored terracotta panels and verdi-gris copper spandrels. 
The tower, with its stylized copper crown, which may have been inspired by Josef Hoffman’s 
1911 Stoclet Palace in Brussels, is one of the great stand-alone towers of the Art Deco era, 
showing a great composition in decorative metal to achieve  
​ The frame (K) is pulled from the bronze akrateria of the Griffith Observatory, while the 
title frame is that which sits in front of the Los Angeles Public Library. The font of the title piece 
(I) is also from the Griffith Observatory. The tile frame of the sign is from the Los Angeles 
Central Library. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Chicago 

 

 



A- Merchandise Mart 
B- Mather Tower 

C- Chicago Board of Trade 
D- Pittsfield Building 
E- 333 Michigan Ave. 

F- Monadnock Building 
G- Palmolive Building 

H- Union Station Power Plant 
J- One North LaSalle Detail 

K- Chicago Board of Trade Detail 
L- LaSalle Building Detail 
M- 20th Century Limited 
N- Lasalle Building Detail 

 
In the study of Chicago, I wanted to imply the great climatic difference that exists 

between it and Los Angeles, heavily influenced by my first impression of the city, in the midst of 
a January blizzard. I also wanted to stress the horizontality of Chicago’s terrain, upon which 
Frank Lloyd Wright had capitalized in the Prairie School. The brass and frosted glass sconce 
lighting depicts those that flank the elevator lobby in the Lasalle Building (1930, not depicted). I 
wanted to incorporate more of the Art Deco ornament in my analytiques, so that my studies 
don’t simply become skyline collages. The high rise on the left is the Mather Tower (1928), 
which is arguably more neo-gothic than purely art deco, but as Art Deco high rises are often an 
emergence of stylized gothic proportion, it seemed a fitting inclusion. 

The next building is Chicago’s Board of Trade (1930), which stood as Chicago’s tallest 
building until 1965. Following the stepped back precedent set by Eliel Saarinen’s highly 
influential proposal for the Chicago Tribune building (which was not chosen). While holding a 
highly stripped and stylized interior that was ahead of its time, the exterior of the building is 
relatively conservative, maintaining a hipped roof and clear distinction of windows, as opposed 
to the intense verticality of window and spandrel compositions that would become common 
within the following five years. Sitting at the end of Lasalle Street at its intersection with 
Jackson, it ends at an axis, which within two blocks forms a unique vignette that can transport 
the viewer to jazz age American urbanism.  

Grounding the left corner of the analytique is the Merchandise Mart (1930), which rises 
in an incredible mass above the Chicago River- a skyscraper that had been stretched 
horizontally and fully emphasizes the idea of the First Chicago School’s idea of mass and 
windows with the greater magnitude of the jazz age. It was the largest building in the world 
when it was built, serving as the wholesale location of the Marshall Field department store, 
centered on the nexus of Chicago’s road, rail, and river transportation systems. Its great mass is 
lessened by the verticality of the window treatments, diminishing the perception of the individual 
window in exchange for vertical stripes. It arguably serves as an interwar interpretation of the 
first Chicago School’s result of singularly planar mass and window repetition, such as seen in 
the Railway Exchange Building and the Marquette Building.  

The white terracotta building behind the Merchandise Mart is the Pittsfield Building 
(1927). The tallest building in Chicago upon its completion, it reflects two changes to the 



Chicago skyline in the 1920s: the elimination of a twenty-five year height restriction and the 
introduction of a stepback zoning code, similar to that of New York. The result was skyscrapers 
more reflective of those in New York, and often drawing from Gothic precedent. This can be 
seen in the Pittsfield Building’s stylized approach. 

Moving to the right, one comes to 333 North Michigan (1928), a more explicitly Art Deco 
structure which shows an early, pre-stock market crash adoption of streamlining and minimal 
ornament that predates its proliferation in other high rises and government offices by a good 
three years. Along with a number of other high rises, it anchors Michigan Ave where it meets the 
Chicago river and helps to form that wonderful bouquet of pre-war highrises around the 
DuSable Bridge that makes one the great urban conditions of the world: the solidity and majesty 
of early 20th century highrises with the almost medieval idiosyncrasy of irregular street patterns 
where the Chicago grid meets the curving river. 

The next inclusion is of the Monadnock Building (1891), not of the Art Deco canon, but 
rather one of the original Chicago School of high-rises from the late 19th century, and included 
to pay an homage to this crucial development of the 20th century American city, to provide 
contrast between the Art Deco structures of the interwar period and those previous eras, and to 
show the continuity of building mass and fenestration that define Chicago and set its urbanism 
apart from other cities. Unlike New York, Chicago never had to deal with an equivalent of the 
1916 zoning code which required stepbacks, but rather allowed for buildings of a more utilitarian 
and massive nature. The Monadnock Building also shows the greatest extent of load-bearing 
masonry, its 215’ height is entirely supported by load-bearing brick- the greatest extent of this 
method of construction before the adoption of steel framing which has defined building 
construction ever since. 

Behind it is the Palmolive Building (1929). Even more stripped of ornament than 333 
North Michigan, this highrise stood north of the Loop and resembles a stripped version of the 
Chicago Board of Trade and the Pittsfield buildings. It was perhaps most noted by its dramatic 
uplighting and its rotating beacon, which crowned the building and guided aircraft to Midway 
Airport.  

The Union Station Powerhouse (1931) is an example of Art Deco industrial design- fitting 
for a city of such manufacturing prowess as Chicago. Unmissable as one approaches the city by 
rail, the power house provides an origin for a bit of whimsy as the exhausted smoke provides a 
canvas for a bas-relief that’s present on the facade of One North Lasalle. It depicts Chicago, 
resplendent as an empress, presiding over the commerce and industry of the city.  

Most notably, is the Carbide & Carbon Building (1929), one of the greatest buildings in 
Chicago and one of the great Art Deco structures in the country. Very similar to the American 
Radiator Building in New York, the building plays with the contrast of a gilded crown and 
terracotta paneling that can appear black, brown, blue, or green, depending on the angle and 
light. It follows the Woolworth Building’s precedent of a U-shaped structure crowned with a 
monumental tower. Often compared to a champagne bottle, there are few buildings which more 
exemplify the glamor and optimism of the 1920s. 

At the bottom of the frame, 20th Century Limited races on to New York. The most 
luxurious train to serve the country, it connected America’s two greatest cities in only 16 hours. 
This depiction features its famed 1938 design, done by famed industrial designer Henry 



Dreyfuss. Its famed level of service is the origin of the term “red carpet treatment” and captured 
the imagination of Americans for a generation. 

The frame is pulled from the interior details of the Lasalle Building. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Tulsa 

 
 



A- Philtower 
B- Union Depot 
C- Public Market 

D- Mincks-Adams Hotel 
E- Boston Ave. Methodist Church 

F- Vent Grille from Will Rogers High School 
G- Oil Derrick 

H- Fire Alarm Building Detail 
I- Light from Boston Ave Methodist Church 

J- 1927 Ford Tri-Motor 
K- Tulsa Fairground Pavilion Detail 
L- Tulsa Public Market Door Detail 

 
My third analytique depicts a perhaps unexpected city: Tulsa, Oklahoma. Achieving rapid 

growth and prosperity from its oil fields, Tulsa fully indulged in the Art Deco of the era. Elements 
that unify the Art Deco architecture of the city and set it apart from the other cities shown is the 
degree of color that is used, most-often in glazed terracotta form. In this way, the buildings 
somewhat ground themselves in a Spanish, Southwestern culture that the city is adjacent to. 
Neither the skyline nor the topography of the city are as prominent in this instance, so I instead 
chose to focus on the details and ornament that make up the city. 

The border is the most elaborate of the analytiques, and is made up of the terracotta 
details of two buildings. The vertical portions (L) are pulled from the doorway of the Tulsa Public 
Market (1929), while the horizontal portions (K) were taken from the Tulsa Fairgrounds Pavilion 
(1932).  

The left background depicts a brass grille (F)  that is in the entry vestibule of the Will 
Rogers High School (1939). Framed by red tiles, the grille is representative of the great detail 
present in the building, built as part of the WPA, which would have been an outlier in 1939. The 
crash of 1929 and the proliferation of modernist theory resulted in a sharp decline in 
architectural ornamentation in buildings designed after 1930. Numerous buildings throughout 
the Depression were built as part of the Works Progress Administration, a federal initiative to 
both provide employment and provide federal support for the arts. Most architectural ornament 
was restricted to highly stylized murals in government buildings, but the comprehensive tiling, 
metalwork, and terra cotta bas reliefs of Will Rogers High School are more reminiscent of a 
building of ten years earlier.  

The Philtower Building (A) (1928), was built as the flagship office of the Phillips 
Petroleum Company (later ConocoPhillips), and shows the great range that Art Deco 
possesses. Grounding what has become known as Tulsa’s Deco District, Philtower heavily 
employs the Gothic language, particularly in its interior. Its roof is a colorful icon in the skyline, 
pulling from both a SW color palette and invoking the colored tile roofs of central Europe.  

The Tulsa Union Depot (B) (1931) was an associated project of the WPA, and served as 
a polished hub for passenger rail in Oklahoma’s second largest cities. Obviously Art Deco, the 
building pulls from elements of the Spanish Mission Revival style that was so popular in the 
1920s, further rooting the city in a Spanish-influenced, Southwestern architecture. 

Behind the station stands an oil derrick (G) as a nod to the origin of Tulsa’s wealth. 



One of the more notable edifices of the city (C) is the tower of the Tulsa Public Market 
(1929). As part of a regional wave of public market construction in the twenties, the Tulsa Public 
Market is notable for its tower, an element shared with the similar Fort Worth Public Market 
(1930). Sitting on Route 66, the tower served as a beacon and an attractive advertising 
alternative, anchoring the institution in Tulsa’s urban fabric. 

To the right (D) of the market is Tulsa’s Mincks-Adams Hotel (1928), built to provide 
luxury accommodations to travelers visiting the city. While more a collection of terracotta, 
baroque elements thrown upon a typical highrise of the twenties than a showpiece of Art Deco, 
it serves as an archetype of the provincial city highrise that often served as the commercial 
showcase of midsized American cities throughout the decade from Allentown to Amarillo, 
serving as safer, more conservative style for those who might have been skeptical of Art Deco’s 
modernity.  

Grounding the right side of the composition (E) is Tulsa’s Boston Avenue Methodist 
Church (1929), which is the most iconic Art Deco structure in the city and is indeed one of the 
greatest Art Deco towers in the entire world. By far the most stylistically modern building in 
Tulsa upon its completion, the church’s plan is a series of bars, joined by corridors and 
grounded with a semicircle, which forms the sanctuary. The tower is the most notable part of the 
building’s architecture, emphasizing its verticality by recessing windows between uninterrupted 
shafts of limestone flanking the windows, with no horizontal coursing to interrupt the viewer’s 
upward gaze towards the copper and glass crown. Receiving wide acclaim from architects 
immediately upon its completion, it is a showpiece of the city and was one of my favorite 
buildings that I encountered during my research for this project. Hanging from the frame (I) is 
one of the specially designed pendant lights featured in the lobby of the church. 

The name plate (H) is a combination of two elements: the font is pulled from a 
promotional pamphlet promoting Tulsa’s oil industry from the early twenties, while its 
architectural frame is the terracotta bas relief from the Tulsa Fire Alarm Building (1931). 

Also featured (J) is a Ford Tri-Motor (1926), which was one of the first successful 
commercial aircraft to provide passenger service. Tulsa was visited by Charles Lindbergh during 
his 1927 national tour, and its airport processed high passenger volume, with the city touting 
itself (apparently credibly) as the world’s busiest airport in 1930. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Detroit 

 

     



A- American Indian Detail, Penobscot Building 
B- Fisher Building 

C- Guardian Building 
D- Aluminum Grille from the Guardian Building 

E- WJR Radio Station 
F- David Stott Building 

G- Livingstone Memorial Light 
H- Penobscot Building 

I- Penobscot Building Elevator Detail 
J- Chief Runamuck Hood Ornament, Pontiac 

K- 1930 Cadillac V-16 
L- Penobscot Building Detail 

M- Penobscot Building Frame 
 

Detroit, while having fallen from grandeur and position as a manufacturing powerhouse 
and America’s fourth-largest city during the interwar period, retains a large collection of Art Deco 
buildings, including some of the greatest examples of high-rises in the country as well as the 
most extravagant Art Deco ornament. In pursuing this analytique I decided to emphasize the 
American Indian motifs that were present throughout the city and improved my technical skills 
through a gradient skywash depicting a sunset.  

The frame (M)  is pulled from limestone, zigzag motifs of the Penobscot Building with 
four pendants pulled from the ceiling of the building’s entrance. 

The large figure in the back left of the composition (A) is a depiction of a Penobscot 
Indian chief, pulled from the building of the same name. The namesake tribe is actually native to 
Maine, not Michigan. Simon J. Murphy, who commissioned the building, named the building 
after the Penobscot River, referencing Murphy’s family roots in the area, and extensively pulled 
from stylized Indian designs in reference to the tribe. 

Lower down (B)is the Fisher Building (1928), which was commissioned by the Fisher 
Body Company, which produced stylish car bodies to be placed atop the chassis that were 
produced in the city. Housing offices, a theater, and several radio stations, the Fisher Building 
was supposed to be one in a three-tower complex, with a mirrored building and a much-taller 
central highrise over twice-the height of the existing building. The 1929 crash ended the 
ambitious plan. The building’s lobby is frequently praised as one of the most lavish in the 
country. Pulling heavily from Greek motifs, it is a riot of color in marble, brass, frescos, and 
sculpture, pushing the building to win the 1929 silver medal from the Architectural League of 
New York. 

Alongside the Fisher Building stands the Guardian Building (C) (1929). Often compared 
with the former, both are the two greatest Art Deco skyscrapers in the city and both have 
arguably the most extravagant deco lobbies in the country, if not the world. What the Fisher 
Building is to classical deco delicacy and elegance, the Guardian Building is to geometric, 
meso-American boldness. Pulling heavily from American Indian and Mesoamerican patterns, 
the lobby is clad in mosaics and tile panelling utilizing bold, unadulterated color, which is also 
represented in the muli-colored terracotta decoration on the building’s crown. 



The central aluminum grille (D) is a feature of the Guardian Building’s lobby, which 
serves as something of an artistic cross between the other Indian motifs of the building and the 
mechanical basis of Detroit’s prosperity. 

The short structure in the center (E) of the composition is the WJR Radio Transmitting 
Building (1934). Its vibrant, colorful exterior is made up of glazed terracotta panels over a light 
colored brick, resulting in a composition that strongly references the Mesopotamian ziggurats 
and their ornament and serves as a great example of the zig-zag moderne flavor of Art Deco. 
Seemingly more at home in Tulsa or Los Angeles, the building is a wonderful example of how 
Detroit, perhaps more than other cities I studied, equally employed both the monochrome 
architecture common-place in northern cities and the vibrant, colorful exteriors with roots in the 
Latin world. 

Directly to the right of the grille (F) is the David Stott Building (1929). One of the tallest 
buildings in the city, it employs red brick with limestone accents and is notable for its relative 
lack of ornament, particularly in comparison to its peers. The result is a sharp, but nondescript 
building with emphasized verticality that could be at home in any American city of the period. 

The lighthouse (G) is the Livingstone Memorial Light (1930), commissioned to honor a 
deceased proponent of Great Lakes shipping. Its very classical approach is the work of the 
same architects and artisans who had done the Fisher Building two years earlier.  

The rightmost skyscraper (H)  is the Penobscot Building (1928), which provided much of 
the ornament for this composition. Employing multiple setbacks, centralized at the top rather 
than spread throughout the building’s height, the building can appear imposing, lacking the 
slender elegance of most New York high-rises, famously shaped by the 1916 zoning ordinance. 
Clad in Indiana limestone, the building’s monochrome nature and sharp, stylized and geometric 
ornament can result in a stylish but severe building- something of an Art Deco gothic. 

 Below it is a brass medallion (I)  featured on the Penobscot Building’s elevators. 
The hood ornament featured (J) was an option that Pontiac began offering in 1936 

known as Chief Runamuck. Serving as a more luxurious hood ornament option compared to the 
marque’s stock option, the ornament was one of many hood ornament options that were offered 
and utilized in the twenties and thirties. 

The title block (L)  is pulled from the brass entry plate of the Penobscot building, which 
housed a light fixture above the front door. The font is that which is used in both the Guardian 
and Penobscot Buildings. 

The transportation featured (K)  is naturally an automobile, as most fitting for Detroit. I 
selected a 1930 Cadillac V-16 roadster as one of the great luxury cars produced in the city and 
is indicative of the lag in extravagant manufacturing, architecture, and engineering that existed 
for several years following the stock market crash before the effects of the Great Depression 
would finally catch up with the world of design. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



New York 

 

 



A- 70 Pine 
B- Waldorf Astoria Hotel 

C- 1 Wall Street/Irving Trust Building 
D- New York Telephone Building 

E- Empire State Building Lobby Detail 
F- Fuller Building Clock Detail 

G- Chrysler Building 
H- Manhattan Company Building 

I- American Radiator Building 
J- The Normandie 

K- Prometheus, Rockefeller Center 
L- 70 Pine Elevator Doors 

M- Waldorf Astoria Title Detail 
N- The Hindenburg 

O- Doorway detail from the Chanin Building 
 

New York is the undisputed queen of Art Deco cities. The hood ornament of the nation, 
the imperial capital of interwar urbanism, the city during this period saw the flourishing of the 
skyscraper from merely a tall office building into elegant spires, shaped by the setbacks of the 
1916 zoning code and paired with the new, streamlined architecture that emphasized refinement 
with mechanized power. The city itself became sculpture. Similar to the French or Italian 
medieval town, the financial district and midtown evolved from a collection of tall buildings to an 
urban sculpture: a composition of parts constructed in reference to each other, with instances of 
pinnacles poking through to crown the city. 

The leftmost high-rise (A) is 70 Pine or the City Services Building (1932). Shamefully 
overshadowed by the Empire State and Chrysler Buildings, it was the third-tallest building in the 
world upon its completion and the tallest building in the financial district until the 1960s, 
crowning the view that travelers saw as they arrived in the city by ship. Perhaps the greatest 
use of architectural setbacks, the shaft seems to be shedding extra weight, both within the 
building and in the city itself and it thrusts itself towards the heavens. With a wonderful series of 
outdoor terraces at the crown, the former observation deck has been repurposed as a cocktail 
bar and serves as one of the best views of the city and is my favorite Art Deco building that I 
have encountered. 

Adjacent to it (B) is the Waldorf Astoria Hotel (1931), the second building of that name, 
constructed when the original was demolished to make way for the Empire State Building. The 
largest hotel in the world upon its completion, it was aggressive in its modern styling and 
elegant simplicity. It contained more than 2,200 guest rooms, had its own underground railway 
platform, and the Starlight Lounge on the 19th floor, which possessed a retractable roof. 

Beside it (C) is 1 Wall Street (1931), or the Irving Trust Company Building. A distinct 
profile, the skyscraper cuts a slim, column-like profile, almost devoid of a crown or pinnacle, 
rather utilizing a parapet approach to hide mechanical systems. Its lobby is particularly 
significant: completely clad in mosaics, forming a stylized, seamless garment of red and gold 
across undulating walls and ceiling to create an almost abstract sense of movement, 
far-removed from the classical or gothic formality that shaped much Art Deco. 



To the right (D) is the New York Telephone Company Building (1927). Considered by 
some scholars to be the first Art Deco skyscraper, it was widely lauded upon its completion, 
serving as the frontispiece for the English edition of Le Corbusier’s “Toward an Architecture.”  
Set on a trapezoidal lot, the building consists of a series of complex floorplans that vary in 
respect to the stacked blocks that form the composition. The building served as the telephone 
exchange of lower Manhattan, and was the busiest such exchange in the world for several 
decades. 

The central feature of the analytique (E) is the lobby feature within the Empire State 
Building (1931), depicting a stylized brass relief of the building with a starburst atop a red 
marble background. The Empire State Building is possibly the most famous 20th century 
building and stood as the tallest until the Twin Towers surpassed it in the early 1970s. 
Constructed in a remarkably short period of time (13 months), the building was one of several 
that took advantage of the width of Midtown Manhattan’s streets to build taller and taller 
structures while adhering to the 1916 zoning code. The pinnacle was famously originally 
intended as a Zeppelin docking station, allowing passengers to arrive directly in Manhattan 
rather than New Jersey. A dirigible’s susceptibility to wind while only secured at one end, and 
the low likelihood of passengers’ willingness to cross a gangway 1250 feet above the street 
prevented any such use.  

To the right  is the Chrysler Building (G) (1930) and the Manhattan Company Building (H) 
(1930). Both were built in an architectural arms race to claim the title of the tallest building in the 
world from the Woolworth Building, which had held it since 1930. The Manhattan Company 
Building was the first to take the lead, surpassing the Woolworth in 1929, and obviously taking 
many visual cues from it. Possessing a strong gothic basis for its Art Deco, the building, like 70 
Pine, arose as a pinnacle from a complicated mass, respecting both the required setbacks and 
colonial Dutch street plan of the financial district. The Chrysler Building eventually took the lead 
with its surprise spire, beating out the MCB by 100ft. With its generous use of stainless steel, 
the building evokes the automotive characteristics of the firm, introducing an instantly iconic 
structure.  

The clock motif on the bottom of the composition (F) is taken from the Fuller Building 
(1929), whose almost International Style approach to glazing and substantial base of black 
Swedish Granite give it a strikingly modern appearance with maximum glazing, whose ornament 
is restricted to the doorway. 

The rightmost tower (I) is the American Radiator Building(1924), whose striking form is 
emblematic of its position as a transitional building, bridging both the gothic and the Art Deco. 
By famed architect Raymond Hood, the Radiator Building is a composition in black and gold, 
ostensibly a nod to the coal and flame that power their namesake heating systems. Along with 
Eliel Saarinen’s proposal for the Chicago Tribune building in the same year, the Radiator 
Building charted a course for elegant skyscraper stepbacks, keeping in line with the 1916 
Zoning regulations which ensured that daylight would make it to the streets. It was also one of 
the earlier uses of uplighting in architecture. Hood recalled his experimentation with lighting the 
Radiator Building, “We tried multi-colored revolving lights and produced at one time the 
effect of the building's being on fire. We threw spots of light on jets of steam rising out of 
the smokestack. Then again, with moving lights, we had the whole top of the building 
waving like a tree in a strong wind. With cross-lighting . . . the most unusual cubistic 



patterns were developed”(Architecture of the Night, Hood, pg. 114). This approach 
would shape that of the rest of New York and continues to be utilized to this day. This 
was most notably captured in Georgia O’Keeffe’s 1927 Radiator Building-Night, New 
York, which conveys the romance and energy of the architecture of light more than any 
photographs. 

The Prometheus statue (K) (1934) by Paul Manship has watched over many fall 
on the Rockefeller Center’s ice rink and is a symbol of both the complex and New York 
as a whole. Gilded bronze, the piece elegantly stands out against the otherwise severe 
Rockefeller Center (1933), which serves as a transitional building between decorated 
Art Deco and its more minimalist and streamlined variants. 

The Hindenburg (N) and the Normandie (J)  represent the two most notable and 
uniquely New York forms of transportation during this golden age of travel. While only in 
service for a brief moment, 14 months and four and a half years, respectively, both 
captured the imagination of the public and set a standard for glamorous travel, which 
never effectively translated to the faster but more cramped conditions of the jet age. I 
placed the zeppelin near the crown of the Empire State Building as a nod to the 
pinnacle’s originally intended purpose. 

The Normandie (launched 1935) was undoubtedly the most spectacular art deco 
object ever to move. A financial strain on the French government, with a majority of the 
space given over the first class passengers, the ship was an extravagant collection of 
halls, grand staircases, lounges, theaters, restaurants and smoking rooms. Never 
financially successful, the ship tragically burned and capsized while being converted to 
a troop ship in New York during WWII. 

The figure in the back left (L) is a panel taken from the elevators of the City 
Services Building or 70 Pine, which sits directly in front of it. The building was noted for 
its double-decker elevators, which increased the building’s profitability on such a small 
site, allowed for taller construction, and provided for faster travel amongst occupants. 
The elaborate cast aluminum doors were done by metal worker Rene Paul Chambellan, 
whose incredible Art Deco grilles and sculpture dot the city.  

The frame (O) is taken from the doorway in the Chanin Building (1929), whose 
metalwork was also done by Chambellan. A unique combination of rich ornamentation 
juxtaposed with an otherwise austere facade, the Chanin Building lacks much of a 
crown, and is one of the earlier examples of modernity in a skyscraper's profile. While 
arguably adding little to the skyline, the building made up for it with perhaps the greatest 
collection of art deco grillework in its air vents and doorways, and featured such 
technical novelties as a rotating garage for a bus terminal, and movie theater in the 
upper stories of the building. 


