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As a continuation of our discussion on the *‘Measingful As-
sessment of the Built Environment’ which was begus in the jast
issue of the Forum, this number focuses on the recent past,
specificaily on the architecture of the twentieth century Ameri-
can roadside. The opening essay is provided by Chester Liebs;
assuming that these buildings and objects merit consideration, he
advances a series of questions which deal with how this subject
might be approached. Marc Treib extends the discussion, explor-
ing the reasons for their preservation and offering fentative
criteria by which they might be evaluated.

FORUM on
‘The Assessment of American Roadside Architecture

During the past decade, we have seen the rapid expansion of
what popularly constitutes significance in ** American™ architec-
ture, in part due to the preservation movement. While once
most of the public thought that what was important was
“Colonial” —anything painted white with a gable roof built be-
fore 1850--today the popular conscience has been extended to
consider Victorian bouses, industrial buildings, the evocative
structures of *“Main Street, U.8.A.,"" and even the high style
urban form of Art Deco. How, then, should we consider the
commercial structures, signs and symbols generated by the
American highway?

Many of the early prototypes for distinctively twentieth cen-
tury building forms—the gas station, the fast food restaurant, the
motel, the supermarket, etc.—are readily approaching extinc-
tion due to changing highway patterns, functional obsolescence,
corporate image updating, and most importantly, spiraling en-
ergy costs. We are currently on the verge of an epvironmental
transformation due to energy shortages which may exceed in
magnitude that which took place in the decades following World
War II. It is the responsibility as well as the evolirtionary role of
architectural historians to place these roadside resources in con-
text and to begin to develop methodologies for their documenta-
tion, evaluation and sefective conservation. It is also necessary
to apply serious scholarship to this area to cut through the
miasma of “nostalgia’” and "pop” with which a number of au-
thors have clouded it.

Since we are just begmmng o make sense of the architecture of

the American roadside, I would like to raise a few questions and

make some general observations in hope of provoking future
discussion in this area,

What factors need to be examined in order to urzdersmnd the
morphology of the American roadside? The change in transpor-
tation from steam railroads and trolleys to automobile and
airplane, and the new species of architecture induced by these
changes. The evolution of concrete, metals, glass, plastics, and
other industrially produced fluid building materials. The role of
the Depression in fostering a social climate for the popular ac-
ceptance of what is “modern.” The industrial designer as the
packager of modernist theories into products that sell, the
Chicago and New York World's Fairs as the marketplaces for
modernism. The World War I period wherein an industrially

produced, consumer oriented, antomobile motivated utopia is
promised as a reward for the war effort. The post World War I}
era, where all the above becomes a reality in terms of the wide-
spread decentralization of the built environment, based upon the
availability of inexpensive fossil fuel.

At what point should architectural historians begin to study
resources which are so close in time to the present? One answer
to this question is the *'Qut of Production™ theory. When a
nineteenth century wooden molding needs to be repiaced, it can
be fabricated with a new piece of wood and a molding piane,
Much of early twentieth century roadside architecture, however,
is composed of mass produced architectural components. When,
for example, a vintage 1939 carrara glass storefront needs a
repiacement panel, an eatire industry would have to be retooled
to supply the needed part, i one could not be obtained from
salvage. With architectural products changing rapidly, struc.
tures only fifteen or twenty years old might be irreplaceable,
making them candidates for architectural or historical signifi-
cance because they are out of production rather than old.

" Can we rely on existing archival material alone for studyiﬁg

these resources? No, for although it would appear that in this
information laden century there would be an overabundance of
potential documentation in this area, my own findings and those
of a number of my colleagues reveal some serious gaps. For
example, in microfiiming periodicals many repositories have
¢liminated the advertisements-..one of our major research tools
for twentieth century roadside stodies—in order to cut costs and
save space. Post card collections, an important potential source
of information are often surprisingly inadequate. I know of
several collections with hundreds of views of *‘Main Street,
.S.A." and not one ilustration of a motel, gas station or
drive-in movie theatre. Other non-traditional but important
archival materials for twentieth century studies—the snap shot,
the home movie, the 35 mm. color transparency--are just be-
ginning to make their way into enlightened repositories, Even if
they do, their curatorial problems are enormons. Fhere will be no
substitute for recording these vanishing resources in order to
make sense out of this phase of our architectural development.

Should out-of-production American roadside architecture be

" inciuded in the statewide historie resources inventories? Yt

should be and too often is not. Theserinventories are frequently
viewed by those in government as merely a means of meeting
federal requirements and for serving as a data basis for environ-
mental impact reviews in comprehensive planning. In fact, these
studies have far greater utility. They represent an indispensable
basis for beginning to determine the evolution and significance of
American architecture by providing a breadth of contextual in-
formation that was never before available to architectural histo-
rians. Any omission of an entire aspect of the built environment
from these inventories will thus Jessen their value. This data must
be gathered now. Due to the energy shortages, a resurveying of

. the bnilt environment twenty years from now may prove tobe a

financial impossibility.
There are many encouraging signs that the architecture of the
American roadside is beginning o receive serious consideration.







