Davide Galleri

304

Frank Lloyd Wright’s World Heritage throughout Time.
The complex compromise between use and
conservation in the American approach to
architectural restoration

Davide Galleri | davide.galleri@unina.it
Universita degli Studi Federico II di Napoli | Dipartimento di Architettura | PhD Student

Abstract

This essay aims to provide a brief summary of the most controversial restoration realized on four cases out of the eight
Frank Lloyd Wright's works listed as Unesco World Heritage (the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, the Unity Tem-
ple, the Robie House, Taliesin West), in a comparative view between the recurrent methods of the American approach
to architectural restoration and the shared values of the Italian theory of conservation. In this way, the principles laid
down by Unesco to list this valuable heritage (Integrity, Authenticity, Protection) are looked under a critical perspec-
tive, showing how liable they are in within the selected cases.

Furthermore, the text will focus on the complex implications deriving from the design intent, the authorship, the ar-
chitectural history and the use of photography in the restoration process, opposed to the principle of time and authen-
ticity deriving from the Venice Charter and the Nara Document.
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Introduction

In 2019 eight Frank Lloyd Wright's works! were included in the World Heritage, a synthesis to his lifelong re-
search on «new materials and technologies inspired by principles of the natural world»2. This categorization, as
for Le Corbusier in 2017, opens up to critical considerations for its supposed evaluative nature, that may be
perceived as a hierarchy of the highest works of a master architect. Actually, referring to the Operational Guide-
lines for Implementation of the World Heritage Convention of 2021, the inscription of new properties must fulfil strin-
gent requirements. Being considered under criterion (ii), of Outstanding Universal Value, Wright's works must
contain the elements of Integrity, Authenticity and Protection. Moreover, the Guidelines prescribe a physical
boundary making it impossible to consider Wright's legacy as an immaterial heritage of all his works, many of
them lacking the necessary authenticity conditions. Therefore, though the absence of many architectures may be
justified for this reason, as it shows the D. Martin House (1903-05) in Buffalo, reconstructed to its original shape3,
it is still little understood the absence of unique types of Wright’s experimentation, as the fextile-block houses,

like the Ennis House (1923-24) restored under the criterion of material distinctiveness; or the Price Tower (1952-
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Fig. 1 Unity Temple, Chicago, the construction joint and the gravel pockets in the north elevation a few years after the building was
realized, 1910 circa, public domain.

56), enhanced by a rust patina of its brass coverings; or the Johnson Wax Building (1936-39), that perfectly bal-
ances a profusion of materials like brick, cement, glass tubing. However, accepting the process which led to a
positive result out of the negotiation between the Frank Lloyd Wright Foundation and the Unesco, the aim of
this text is to focus on the ambiguity dealing with the listed Wrightian Unesco Heritage, in order to focus on the
widespread American approach to restoration, in many cases contrary to the principles of the Charter of Venice.
Using the example of four listed works - the Guggenheim Museum, the Unity Temple, the Robie House and
Taliesin West - it will be evident how liable are the concept of integrity and authenticity and how necessary is to
draw the American conservation culture into a wider debate. In order to give a key role to the dichotomy Time-
Architecture, this case-studies will also show how knowing the design intents of the architect affects the material
document, making the restoration a research of a falsified unity rather than the expression of the events occurred

during time.

Authenticity, Integrity and Time in Wright’s Architecture

In the Guggenheim Museum, time is the protagonist of the work not only for the variety of design solution that
led to the result?, nor for the temporal singularity that involves the viewer in covering the indoor helicoid®, but
also in the realization of an intentional monument with a clear sense of durability expressed in the accurate pick

by Wright of cements, formworks and external paints®. In recent years, a survey aimed to the restoration brought

305



Davide Galleri

306

Fig. 2 Unity Temple, Chicago, the grid metal reinforcement  Fig.3 Unity Temple, Chicago, the shotcrete in the recent restora-
placed in the outdoor elevation in the recent restoration works, tion works, 2015, Harboe Architects.
2015, Harboe Architects.

out many historical information about the Guggenheim, demonstrating that even an authorial example of archi-
tecture is a palimpsest of events. On the other hand, the result of the restoration completed in 2008 was of ques-
tionable value for the loss of many aspects that document experimentation and construction ingenuity. Even
though the restorers” showed to know the Venice Charter principle that «the valid contributions of all periods
to the building of a monument must be respected» and that the Nara «progressive authenticity» implies that the
values of a fabric are not limited to its origins, the outcome of the restoration was the substitution of all the
original frame glass walls of the Rotunda for environmental effects, like air condensed on the cold glass in win-
ter®. A technological flaw, the non-thermally broken steel frame, led to the slight decision of losing forever these
historic elements, an approach quite far from the celebrated intervention at the Pirelli Skyscraper in Milan, whose
disassembling, pickling, cleaning and reassembling of the curtain wall was considered an extraordinary conser-
vation result opposed to the Anglo-Saxon replacing approach’.

Moving to a different work, the Unity Temple in Oak Park has a complex history due to its pioneering open-
faced concrete (fig.1). Ever since the original formworks were removed, in 1910, the facade showed horizontal
construction joints and gravel pockets that led to cyclical concrete castings over the years until the comprehen-
sive restoration of 1971. The previous conditions are described by Edgar Tafel: «the concrete [...] was raw. It had
weathered badly. A coat of protective paint applied about ten years ago hadn’t improved it; cracks showed
thorough»10. The complex restoration of the ‘70s held by Wright's oldest son, Lloyd Wright, consisted in recasting
the external surface, this time reinforced with a metal grid. After almost forty years, the shotcrete deterioration
gave reason for another restoration completed in 2015. In the Final Outcomes Report of this renovation it is stated
the intention to let the repair of cracks «visually disappear»!! aiming to display an homogeneous cementitious
covering on the entire building?? (fig.2-3). This approach is based on the neglection of the concept of patina and
distinctiveness of compensation, refusing to acknowledge the Brandi’s principle of «time as an essential compo-
nent of architecture [...] that distinguishes and separates such structures from the present and [...] continues to

shape and define them through weathering»'3. Moreover, the last surface layer is not perceived as a technological
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Fig.r4 Robie House Chicago, the indoor level of reconstructionin  Fig. 5 Robie House, Chicago, the indoor level of reconstruction in
the wooden finishes, the light devices, the window frames, 2019,  the wooden finishes, the wooden floors, the light devices, the
Harboe Architects. window frames, the ceiling rough plaster, 2019, Harboe Archi-

and historical element, but as a surface of sacrifice resettable without affecting authenticity with its unaltered
novelty value.

Remaining in Chicago, the Robie House represents a milestone not only as the final expression of the Prairie
Style, but also in the American heritage protection history, being the first built landmark listed in the Chicago
legislation in 19714, The threat of its demolition in 1941 caused the reaction of many influential figures to save
this invaluable heritage. Averted from being destroyed, the house went through various uses, losing most of its
furnishing and finishes. With the birth of the Frank Lloyd Wright Trust in 1997 it was started a campaign of
fundraising that led to a restoration from 2001 to 2017 in order to make the house an “archeological site” of the
Modern Movement, frozen in the ideal original time. The current Management Plan of the Robie House foresees
to replace the damaged bricks under «Wright's original specifications»!5, without any reference to the distinc-
tiveness principle. The same can be said on the indoor wooden finishes, lighting devices, window frames, mag-
nesite floors, rough plasters, restored to make them identical to the photographs of 1916, showing how the cul-
tural significance of restoration is subjected to the narration around Wright, using its works to increase the com-
mercial value of its legacy (fig.4-5).

Moving westward, the last case, Taliesin West, shows dramatically the impact of substitution of the inclined
redwood beams, the canvas, the notched wooden decoration, that caused the loss of the genuine character of this
desert settlement. The current «use of glazing and fixed translucent glass allowed the installation of an air con-
ditioning system, but it also changed the nature of the building. [...] In the first version, the roofs should have
looked like something alive and throbbing; today, their rigidity has completely forgotten this effect»¢. Though

the 2015 Preservation Masterplan of Taliesin West defined these changes as deleterious, the plan aims to make an
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Taliesin West, Scottsdale, the current studio with the new

Fig. 7

Fig. 6 Taliesin West, Scottsdale, Wright and his apprentices in the
studio covered by the original redwood beams and canvas, 1940  metal beams, the glass windows and a new lighting system, 2014,
circa, Ralph Crane. inexibit.com.

effort «to return the core of the campus back to the period of significance associated with the life of Frank Lloyd
Wright»17, showing, once again, the subordination of the 11th article of the Venice Charter to the authorship of

the settlement (fig.6-7-8).

Conclusions

The concepts pointed out so far are fully reflected in the criticism toward the American restoration by Donatella
Fiorani, that describes the interest on architecture more as an «overall narration than an investigation of the
figurative and constructional aspects»!8. The narration, that is also a tool to «dramatize events into conservational
terms»19, explicit in the case of Wright, obscures every accident occurred to the material legacy, transforming the
«physical concreteness of the historic built heritage into a symbolic element»? and considering «architecture as
a tool for illustrating history»?!. This manipulation implies that architecture isn’t the historical document but the
blank page on which overwrite a new story that erases the past signs. In this perspective, the mythical narration
of Modern Movement and photographs have an enormous role to convey different values through restoration,
regardless if cultural or commercial. Though the USA approach can also highlight good aspects, as the ability to
increase the mediatic interest to facilitate the fundraising campaign for restoration, it is the little awareness of
Brandi’s theory of restoration that causes the gap with the Italian and European approach. This Atlantic incom-
municability on the themes of architectural conservation becomes a serious issue with such a rich modern herit-
age that, beyond Wright, includes Mies and many other masters.

In this condition, Unesco policy could turn the current bureaucratic compliance of the protection requirements
into a concrete evaluation of authenticity, going beyond a management plan fulfillment and entering the merits

of the cultural issues relating to material conservation of architecture.
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Taliesin West, Scottsdale, the outdoor view of the redwood

original beam and canvas, 1950 circa, G.E. Kidder Smith.
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