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In many cultures, the architecture of the social elite has been rooted in
the vernacular building of the region. Over the centuries, simple structural
types and symbolic features of folk origin have evolved into elements of
high style architecture and contributed to national traditions.

However, in the case of the American Northwest, there was in the minds
of settlers no indigenous architecture from which to draw. The dwellings
of Indian tribes did not provide acceptable models for them to follow; these
were dismissed as the curious creations of pagan savages. Likewise, the
E pioneer cabin offered no inspiration. Though a log hut may originally have
been a source of pride to its builders, it was only a first stage on the road
to success.

The early colonists on the east coast had brought with them the building
methods and spatial house types of their own countries and developed them
to meet the climatic conditions they encountered.” Then, in the 18th century
the upper classes embraced new and fashionable styles from Europe. Eager
to prove that they were not lagging behind culturally, they had studied
engravings in pattern books by prestigious architects and soon abandoned
verancular types. As later generations moved west, they took with them the
house styles that symbolised the triumph of their civilisation.

It was not until the late 19th century, when Americans were closer to
achieving the conquest of the wilderness that they could see the pioneer
cabin as a romantic source for their own architecture. As early as 1843,
Thomas Cole painted The Hunter’s Return® (fig. 1), a picturesque landscape
with a view to a distant peak framed by tall trees, and in the foreground, a
rustic cabin of sturdy logs. Asher B. Durand’s The First Harvest in the
Wilderness® (1855) presented a similar image of the virtuous pioneer, active
in his task of civilising the savage land. While such paintings that
romanticised the life of the frontier were extremely popular, it was not until
the 1870s that architects exploited a rustic picturesque style of building,
evocative of pioneer life, for the enjoyment of wealthy clients.

At the very time when H.H. Richardson designed the seminal Ames Gate
Lodge at North Easton, Massachusetts out of huge glacial boulders,* William
West Durant was constructing camps in the Adirondacks as wilderness 69







retreats for New York millionaires.5 But despite the writings of Emerson ! Thomas Cole:
and Thoreau exhorting Americans to commune with nature, the 1?’; Ij-Iunlgr's
Adirondack camps remained an isolated phenomenon occurring in few other RIS
places. 2 Idaho

The main stream of American architecture was flowing at that time in Building,
a very different direction: towards a revival of the classics. In 1893, the orld’s

; v s : : Columbian

World’s Columbian Exposition opened in Chicago as a showcase of Exposition 18g3,
American cultural achievement. The Court of Honour, laid out under the Shepp’s World’s
direction of Daniel Burnham, was lined with grandiose neo-classical Fair,
buildings as grand in scale as the imperial architecture at the height of the Photographed
Roman Empire. To the chagrin of Louis Sullivan and John Root, who had 1893
striven for a decade to develop a truly American architecture, the “White
City” represented a betrayal of their ideals. Perhaps, in retrospect, the Court
of Honour was more like a Hollywood set for an epic film on the decline
and fall of the Roman Empire than an evocation of the American land or
a demonstration of American uniqueness.

In contrast to the principal government buildings, the state pavilions at
the fair reflected the eclecticism of the age. The architectural critic,
Montgomery Schuyler, offended by their arbitrary diversity, commented:

A Grecian temple, a Californian mission, an Italian villa, a Swiss chalet,
a Colonial mansion—how can anything but higgledy-piggledy result from
an aggregation of these, strewn about promiscuously and without
rcfereﬁncc to each other, no matter how plausibly each of them may be
done.

Two of the state buildings stood out from the others in the stylistic
confusion. The California building by Page Brown was constructed to
resemble whitewashed adobe in the newly revived Mission Style. It
celebrated both the southerly climate and the Hispanic heritage of
California.? The Idaho building by Kirtland Cutter (fig. 2) conveyed a
glorious image of the Frontier. Built of massive logs and raised up on a
high base of volcanic rock, it evoked not only the mountains and forests of
the inland Northwest, but also the pioneer spirit of the region’s inhabitants.
The deeply overhanging eaves of the low-pitched roof were carried on
magnificent brackets of corbelled logs. Around it ran balconies on similar
supports, fronted by rustic balustrades. The entry was through an arch in
the base of the monumental stone chimney. Although clearly derived from
the chalets of the Bernese Oberland of Switzerland® it spoke eloquently of
the rugged nature of Idaho, where miners and trappers survived by their
own resourcefulness; indeed, it seemed far removed from the neat and
orderly settlements of the Swiss Alps.

The visitors to the fair were enthusiastic about Cutter’s design, and
members of the press eulogised it. The American Architect and Building

News declared that “Idaho’s building is not excelled by that of any state 71
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structure in the artistic application of the characteristics and features of the
state. . .. 9
The Scandinavian American stated:

It was primitive, signifying undeveloped resources . . . ; at the same time
artistic beauty and harmony were reflected in its rustic appearance.™®

The official judges at the Exposition echoed the public acclaim; they
awarded Cutter’s firm the prize “for a type of architecture and construction
which expresses the character of the state erecting it”.'" Clearly, Cutter was
the architect of a regionalist building, a rare phenomenon in 18¢3;
furthermore, he received praise for it.

Kirtland Kelsey Cutter, born in Cleveland in 1860 and educated as an
artist in New York and Europe, came to Spokane in 1886 shortly after the
discovery of gold in the nearby Coeur d’Alene mountains.'* Among his first
commissions was a mansion for a local business man, F. Rockwood Moore
(fig. 3), that stood in sharp contrast to the typical houses of the era. While
these were generally vertical in composition and pretentiously designed in
the Second Empire or Queen Anne styles, the Moore house had its roots
in vernacular architecture. Cutter’s design was long and low; it had the look
of a rambling English county house that had grown gradually over the years;
but it also responded to the place where it was built. Its lower walls were
of basalt, the very rock that broke out in unruly heaps upon the site; the
upper walls were mostly shingled. The house gave the impression of growing



naturally out of the hill on which it stood.*3

For his own house in Spokane, begun in 1888, Cutter looked to another
vernacular type: the Swiss chalet (fig. 4). Indeed, this design authentically
based on a Swiss prototype, was a first essay in the type he was to exploit
at the Exposition in Chicago. With huge corbelled brackets under the eaves
and rocks of the roof, it surpassed the weak prettiness of former American
chalets and exhibited a rugged character that seemed appropriate on the
frontier."#

While the chalet imported from Switzerland provided inspiration for the
architect’s own house and the Idaho building, Cutter continued to respond
to the materials of the region in structures of other types. In a little chapel
at Fairmount Cemetery, Spokane (fig. 5), he expressed the belief, central
to the Arts and Crafts Movement, that there is inherent beauty in natural
materials and the simple construction characteristic of the vernacular. The
walls of rough basalt, heavily buttressed at the corners, proclaim the quality
of the volcanic rock as it is found nearby on the cliff faces and outcroppings
of the Spokane River Canyon. The shingle roof shows the lightness of split
cedar as well as its ability to conform to the shape of the roof framing. Over
the bold arch at the entry, the shingles on the gable end lift in a little wave;
the roof slope sweeps up to the bases of the lanterns, each capped with a
pyramidal roof. While the massive walls are earth bound, there is something
almost playful about the roof.’s

This rustic chapel was followed in 1898 by a church on the shores of
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Lake Chelan in central Washington that drew more directly from the rude
construction of the early pioneers (fig. 6). Built like a log cabin of notched
and overlapping tree trunks, it celebrated the abundance of fine timber
growing nearby. Most wooden churches built in the Northwest in the late
19th century were faced with finished lumber and displayed at least token
features of medieval or classical styles of architecture. Their builders wanted
to demonstrate through refinement of design that they were not backward
or unsophisticated. Since the small town of Chelan had a sawmill, it appears
that the decision to build the church of whole logs was made, not out of
necessity, but as a preference.

Logs for the church were cut from timber growing along the shores of
the lake and towed by steamer to the sawmill, where they were shaped for
a perfect fit before being assembled on the site with help from the
community."® The church is a simple structure with a steeply pitched roof
whose gable end faces the main street of the town. Beside it, built in the
same fashion, stands a tower with an open belfry; the entry is through the
back of the tower.

Cutter gave the design strength by emphasising the overlapping of the
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logs at the corners. At the base of the walls, their ends project out, to give
the effect of buttresses on a medieval church. On the tower, the logs are
corbelled out at the corners to support the overhanging floor of the belfry,
and above that to carry the hipped roof. The large, arch-like openings of
the belfry are also of corbelled logs. The effect is sculptural; heavy shadows
are cast; there is a sense of stability. The interior of the church shares the
rugged appearance of the exterior; the roof, of scissor trusses made up of
tree trunks, is supported on log buttresses projecting boldly from the walls.

Kirtland Cutter had evidently gained a sufficient reputation for his rustic
picturesque architecture to win a commission from Andrew Carnegie’s
sister-in-law, Lucy Carnegie, to build a camp at the head of Raquette Lake
in the Adirondacks in 19o7. This time he combined the chalet with the
medieval hall of England to create a huge interior space complete with
ingle-nook fireplace and minstrels’ gallery.’” But a few years later, he freed
himself from conventional types to follow the inspiration of the Northwest
forests.

At Lake McDonald Lodge in Glacier National Park in 1913, Cutter build
a hotel that captured the imagination of countless travellers. Unlike the
chalet with its frontal gable, the lodge presented its long side to the water.
Under a broad, overhanging roof with cross gables at the end, continuous
balconies with rustic wood balustrades opened off the rooms to give the
guests views down the lake. The interior of the hotel focused on a great



hall rising through three storeys, built of massive tree trunks with their
bark still in place (fig. 7). The rustic tradition of the Adirondacks is present
here, but transformed into an architecture on a grander scale. In each corner
of the square central space stand three cedar trunks rising twenty-five feet
to support one end of a diagonally placed roof truss. Two huge trusses
intersect at the centre, where they meet a common crown post. The weight
of the roof rests not directly on the columns, but on two tiers of horizontal
logs, the lower of which joins two columns together. Below, the same
columns support a gallery running around three sides. Heavy cross braces
add to the stability of the structure and help to reduce the span of the
gallery.

Throughout the tall central space there is a clearly expressed hierarchy
of structural members, each one scaled to the task it has to perform. They
diminish in size from the columns to the twisted timbers of the bulustrades
of the balconies and stairs. All these timbers are from tree trunks or branches
still retaining their bark.

In contrast to the awesome structure of the main space, the staircases on
either side are more whimsical in design with balusters and handrails of
gnarled and twisted branches. The treads of the stairs are of solid logs split
in two. An enormous fireplace completes the hospitable atmosphere of the
great hall. A huge iron cauldron on a swivelling crane hangs over the hearth
and Indian pictographs are incised on the lintel over its opening.'®
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