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Identifying American Architecture: John J.G.
Blumenson's Enduring Legacy

Have you ever looked at a building and wondered, "What makes this distinctly
American?" American architecture, a vibrant tapestry woven from diverse
influences and historical periods, isn't always easy to decipher.
Fortunately, the work of architectural historian John J.G. Blumenson offers
invaluable insight into understanding and identifying the hallmarks of
American design. This post delves into Blumenson's contributions, exploring
how his scholarship helps us appreciate the nuanced beauty and historical
significance of buildings across the United States. We'll examine key
periods, styles, and characteristics, offering a practical guide for
identifying American architecture, inspired by Blumenson's expertise.

John J.G. Blumenson: A Pioneer in Architectural
History

Before we dive into specific architectural styles, it's crucial to understand
the importance of John J.G. Blumenson's work. While not as widely known as
some other architectural historians, Blumenson’s meticulous research and
insightful analyses have significantly shaped our understanding of American
architecture. He wasn't just cataloging buildings; he was uncovering the
stories behind them - the social, economic, and cultural forces that shaped
their design and construction. His approach emphasized context, allowing
readers to understand not just what a building looked like, but why it looked
that way. This contextual understanding is essential for true appreciation
and accurate identification.

Key Periods and Styles in American Architecture (as
viewed through a Blumenson lens)

Blumenson's work, though not always explicitly categorized into neat periods,
implicitly highlights several crucial eras in American architectural history.
Understanding these periods is essential for identifying American
architecture:

1. Colonial Architecture (17th-18th Centuries):

Blumenson's implicit understanding of this period emphasizes the diverse
influences shaping early American homes and public buildings. We see the
adaptations of European styles - Georgian, Dutch Colonial, and French
Colonial - reflecting the wvaried origins of the colonists. Key identifying
features include symmetry, simple lines, and the use of local materials.
Think of the gambrel roofs, tall chimneys, and clapboard siding common in New
England, contrasted with the more elaborate details found in Southern
colonial architecture.



2. Federal Style (Late 18th-Early 19th Centuries):

Following the Revolutionary War, the Federal style emerged, characterized by
neoclassical influences from Europe. Blumenson's perspective would likely
emphasize the elegance and formality of this period, reflecting the newly
formed nation's aspiration for order and stability. Key features include
symmetrical facades, classical ornamentation (like pilasters and cornices),
and the use of brick or wood.

3. Greek Revival (Early-Mid 19th Century):

Inspired by ancient Greek architecture, this style is readily identifiable by
its emphasis on classical elements like columns, pediments, and entablatures.
Blumenson would likely point out the symbolism of this style — its
association with democracy and republican ideals — resonating with the
burgeoning American identity.

4. Gothic Revival (Mid-19th Century):

A reaction against the perceived coldness of neoclassical styles, the Gothic
Revival embraced pointed arches, intricate detailing, and verticality.
Blumenson’s insights might focus on the romanticism and religious symbolism
inherent in this style, particularly its use in churches and universities.

5. Victorian Architecture (Late 19th Century):

This incredibly diverse style is characterized by ornamentation, asymmetry,
and the incorporation of wvarious historical influences. Blumenson's work
could highlight the eclectic nature of Victorian architecture, reflecting the
rapid industrialization and societal changes of the era. Think Queen Anne,
Stick, and Eastlake styles, each with its distinct features.

6. Early 20th Century and Beyond:

Blumenson’s implicit understanding would extend to the development of the
Prairie School (Frank Lloyd Wright's influence), Art Deco, and the
International Style, highlighting how American architects continued to adapt
and innovate, reflecting evolving societal values and technological
advancements.

Beyond Styles: Understanding Context is Key

While identifying architectural styles is a crucial aspect of understanding
American architecture, Blumenson's legacy emphasizes the importance of
considering the context surrounding each building. This means looking at:

Geographic Location: Materials, climate, and local traditions significantly
impact architectural styles.

Social Class: The wealth and status of the building's occupants often
dictated its design and materials.

Cultural Influences: Immigration and trade brought new design ideas and
techniques to America.

Technological Advancements: The availability of new materials and



construction methods shaped architectural possibilities.

By considering these contextual factors, we can move beyond simple stylistic
identification and develop a deeper understanding of American architecture's
rich complexity.

Conclusion: Embracing the Legacy of John J.G.
Blumenson

John J.G. Blumenson's contribution to architectural history, though perhaps
understated in mainstream discussions, remains crucial for anyone seeking a
deeper understanding of American buildings. By studying the historical
context and stylistic influences, we can appreciate the rich narrative
embedded within the structures that surround us. His work encourages us not
simply to identify a building's style, but to understand its story, its place
in history, and the social and cultural forces that shaped its creation. This
approach leads to a more profound appreciation for the diverse and enduring
beauty of American architecture.

FAQs

1. Where can I find more information on John J.G. Blumenson's work?
Unfortunately, Blumenson's work isn't widely available online in a
consolidated manner. Scholarly databases and university libraries may
hold his publications. A search of online library catalogs using his
name and keywords related to American architecture might yield results.

1. Are there any online resources that help identify architectural styles?
Yes, many websites and apps offer visual guides to architectural styles.
However, remember that these are only starting points. Contextual
understanding, as emphasized by Blumenson, 1is crucial for accurate
identification.

1. How can I apply Blumenson's approach to studying a building in my own
neighborhood? Start by documenting the building's features (materials,
style, ornamentation). Then, research the building's history
(construction date, original owner, etc.). Finally, consider the broader
social, economic, and cultural context of the time it was built.

1. What are some of the common mistakes people make when identifying
American architectural styles? A common mistake is relying solely on
superficial similarities. Thorough analysis considering all
aspects—contextual, material, and stylistic—is needed for a more
accurate identification. Oversimplification is also a pitfall.



1. Is there a single definitive guide to identifying American architecture?
No single guide can encompass the immense diversity of American
architecture. However, by combining stylistic knowledge with a
contextual understanding as advocated by scholars like Blumenson, you
can cultivate your own expertise in the field.
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