GLENN BROWN, AIA:
An Alexandria Architect’s Monumental Vision

INTRODUCTION

lenn Brown {1854-1932), an

Alexandria native, was one of
the most influential American
architects of the late 19th
and early 20th centuries. He
designed scores of notable
buildings and served as
Executive Secretary of
the American Institute
of Architects (AIA).
Locally, Brown was a
driving force behind
the establishment
of the McMillan
Commission, which created
the monumental core of
Washington, DC; was
instrumental in the founding
of the Commission of Fine Arts;
was an influential architectural
historian; a driving force of the “City
Beautiful Movement” and urban planning;
and a presidential advisor. This exhibition
acknowledges these important contributions

L}

g gy |, | s v o P omar hria

CREDITS

This exhibition is presented by the Northern Virginia Chapter
AlA in celebration of the 150th anniversary of the American
Institute of Architects, an organkzation that Glenn Brown helped

create.

The exhrilntion was organized by Peter H, Smith as Guest Curalor, with
Al Cox, FAIA; Krigir Lioyd, Curlor/ Assistart Dénector ol the Lyceinrg
farmes C. Mackay, Acting Director, Otfice of Historic Aleandria avd
witl the help of

Tinn Luebke, AIA, Secretary, US Commitzsion of Fie Arts;

The Alexaindria Librory, Spectal Collections St and

Nemcy Hualley, Associate AIA, Archivist,

The American Institide of Architects.

on the national stage but focuses
on his architectural contributions
to his hometown of
Alexandria.

Brown served as Secretary of
the AIA from 1898 101913,
during a period when the
fundamentals of American
architectural practice were
being established. His
published works were
extremely influential

and some continue to be
standard references. As

a practicing architect he
designed a number of
houses and buildings, both
in Washington and in his
hometown of Alexandria,
and was an early proponent
of documenting and preserving our
architectural heritage.

Special tharks to the City of Alecandria,
Office of Historic Alexndria for their sipport
ard wese of the Lycesn - Alexarsdrias History
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ALEXANDRIA BOYHOOD

lenn Brown was born in Faugquier

County, Virginia. His grandfather was
Bedford Brown, a well-known antebellum
United States Senator from North Carolina.
Though a Unionist, Bedford Brown supported
the Confederacy, and passed his southern
sympathies on to his family, including his son
(Bedford Jr.), Glenn’s father.
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While he originally began to study medicine
like his father, Glenn soon determined that

he was much more interested in building and
turned to architecture, From 1873 to 1875, he
worked as an apprentice in the office of N. G.
Starkweather, a well-respected designer who
is best known in Alexandria as the architect
of a number of buildings at the Protestant
Episcopal Theological Seminary.

My futher. after serving four years as surgeon in the
Confederale Army, moved lo Alexandria, Vi, o be

near fis mother’s family who lived in Washington.
Here he began the practice of medicine. His
practice in the South had been utterly destroyed

by the devastating reconstraction days which

were so ruinows fo the South. He never jorgot

his inkeritance and acquired southern tastes and
principles. [ was sliated for the medical profession in
nry yauth as my father thought only medicine, law
or ministry were callings fit for a gentlennan.

— Glenn Browins migimonrs
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Interested in more formal architectural
training, Brown enrolled in architecture school
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology

in 1875, the first school in the country to offer
formal architectural education. While there, he
was profoundly influenced by the immensely
popular works of Henry Hobson Richardson,
who was creating a distinctly robust American
style of architecture.



EARLY ARCHITECTURAL WORK

Fnﬁnwing his architectural studies, Brown
went to work for Norcross Brothers, the
contracting firm that constructed many of
Richardson’s designs, and became “the Clerk

of the Works” for the Richardson designed
Cheney Building project in Hartford, CT, today
considered a fine example of "Romanesque
Revival”
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The Clerk of the works on these buildings . . . was a
general utility man. While enlarging the scale details
fa full size, making the thop drawings and patterns,

I became very familiar with other drawings from
Richardsons office - was much imspressed with their
artistic qualities and wondered at his abilities in
ignoring practical considerations when attaining
artistic effects.

— (el Browers mconoirs

Brown returned to Alexandria in the late 1870s
and lived with his father on South Fairfax
Street, opening his own architectural practice

in Washington in 1880. His early work was
largely residential, and he designed houses and
apartment buildings not only in Washington but
in his native Alexandria as well. Over the years,
Glenn Brown designed well over a hundred
houses in Washington, D.C, alone, with scores
more for clients in Virginia, the surrounding
countryside, and in the Mid-Atlantic region.

As his practice developed, he also received
commissions for a number of different building
types, including churches, bridges, zoological
structures, office buildings, the Marine Corps
base at Quantico (Va.) and a number of
restoration projects.
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" ARESTORATION ARCHITECT

%

In the first two decades of his professional
practice, Brown became well-known for

his restoration work. His interest in the early
colonial architecture of the nation mirrored
the patriotic fervor of the American public
following the Centennial Exposition in
Philadelphia in 1876, which celebrated the first
century of nationhood.

During the last two decades of the 19™ century,

architects became increasing enamored of
colonial architecture of the early years of the
Republic. Through studies and drawings of
old buildings, they created the first body of
scholarship on this heritage.

Pt dori e s sty 1

Rty e

Fsaaiay I AW N dlE BE Sl a s
L el el el L S T
Feew Shisnba ja s o | Sees i B e
Bese, depe -

Tis bmemosm b e i snd Pechiing Soecs

L L L SR

Ol ey’ Wi w i Lol - [oaulaly) Berary Y
S, e e o ey B e B, LB i

ﬂ-h_-ﬁmﬂ_m AT Irril"-'

J e

“In am old warehouse which has recemtly been forn
ddown in Alexandriv, Ve, four old books were found
and precented to me filled with plates of doors,
cormices, martels, etc., one by Langely, 1739, another
by Win, Pain; of the others the tites were lost. These
English works show clearly where the carpenters amd
builders of the day received their inspiration.”

— Amerigan Architect and Building News

Glenn Brown's acknowledgment of the
importance of the design sources for the early
architecture of the country foreshadowed
much scholarly work in the 20" century.

His measured drawings often resulted in
commissions to “restore” colonial buildings
and, by the late 1890, preservation and
restoration projects had become an important
part of his practice.
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MATURE ARCHITECT, PUBLIC SER
NATIONAL CIVIC ACTIVITIES

he “White City” created for the World's In 1898 Brown, a founding member of the DC

Columbian Exposition of 1893 had a Chapter of the AIA, became the Secretary of
profound effect on Glenn Brown and his that national organization. While continuing
thinking. Brown had visited the Chicago his own practice, he increasingly devoted time
exposition as the guest of its lead architect, to work on behalf of his fellow architects.

Daniel Burnham. In the decade after the
fair, Brown’s design philosophy evolved from
the romanticism of much late 19* century
architecture to one based on a more formal
Classicism. This change found its way into
not only his individual building commissions
but also into his approach to urban design.
His ideas from this period were extremely
influential and their legacy can be found
throughout America today.
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Beale House reflects the work of Brown as
a sophisticated designer near the apex of
his career. One architectural historian has
called him “one of the city’s most polished
and erudite architects in the first half of
the twentieth century. * Working within a
Renaissance Revival style, Brown created a

well integrated design that uses a gently curved E@fﬁ%’:
fagade to respond to its site almost located on Jedand yonmr
sheridan Circle, just west of DuPont Circle, gty o
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PLANNING MONUMENTAL WASHINGTON

uring his tenure at the American Institute

of Architects, Brown organized a
successful effort to restore the original vision
of Fierre LEnfant for the mall area between the
Capitol and the White House, Brown was well
versed in the history of the founding of the
nation’s capital and has written a two volume
history of the Capitol building which had been
published in 1900 and 1903,

Beginning at the annual convention of the AIA
in Washington in 1900 celebrating the 100
anniversary of Washington, DC as the seat of
government, Brown organized a successful
campaign to realize UEnfant’s original plans
and revitalize the monumental core utilizing
the principles of the classical style which

had been espoused with such success at

the Columbian Exposition. Restoration of
LEnfants plan was nothing less than a crusade
for Brown to restore the original vision of the
nation’s founders. The initial success of Brown'’s
vision was the creation of the Senate Park
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Commission in 1901. Popularly known as the
MeMillian Commission, its members produced
a plan for the monumental core of Washington
which focused on creating a proper seat for the
national government using Classical forms.
‘The end result a century later is the National
Mall of today, flanked by classically inspired
governmental buildings and defined by the
Lincoln Memorial, the Capitol Reflecting Pool
and the Memorial Bridge

E%ﬂ?-muummnt—.
As part of this overall thrust, Brown’s work
included the creation of a body to advise
and oversee the architecture created by the
Federal Government. The Commission of Fine
Arts, established in 1910, still functions as an
arbiter of aesthetics for the works of art and
architecture of the Federal government.
In his autobiography Brown characterized the
McMillan Commission as a great moral force
for creating a monumental civic core for the
nations capital,
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FINAL YEARS
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n 1921, Brown accepted an appointment Following his service at Quantico, Glenn

by General John A. LeJeune, USMC to help Brown retired to an apartment in Washington
determine the future of the Marine base at within sight of the Lincoln Memorial. He died
Quantico. Believing that Quantico should rival in 1932 and is buried in Rock Creek Cemetery
the Naval Academy and West Point, his plans under a tombstone of his own design.
called for a greatly enlarged facility, laid out
with classical symmetry. Brown’s designs were GLENN BROWN AWARD
published in Architectural Record in 1925, but
unfortunately received little support, and most
were never realized.
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