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Introduction

The local bank building has long represented
community prosperity, owner prestige, and fiscal
security. Historically, these buildings, along with the
train station, post office, and library, formed the
social, institutional, and aesthetic cornerstones for
their communities. The sumptuous materials and
lavish ornamentation of bank buildings reflected their
prestigious community position, while their classical
monumental solidity embodied economic security and
strength. Stylistically, beginning with Benjamin
Latrobe’s Bank of Pennsylvania of 1798, there have
been many American banks at the forefront of high-
style, traditional, design. So the concept of a
contemporary historicist bank is not new.! Yet
suddenly in the mid-twentieth century, an industry
steeped in tradition rapidly transformed its
architectural iconography from classicist to
Modernist. Indeed, banks embraced new
nontraditional vocabularies more easily than did some
less conservative building types. New materials,
technology, and design were used to symbolize the
seemingly divergent expressions of stability and
progressivism. Banks were modernized on Main
Street or built in new suburbs to make dramatic
contemporary statements. This metamorphosis is the
subject of this paper.
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‘Modernism and the Local Bank

Banking’s midcentury move to Modernism was
driven by a series of broad cultural, economic,
regulatory, and technological changes. These forces
helped transform an institution that represented
tradition in all facets to one that embodied a new
American vision: the modern, progressive bank
building as a powerful image-making and passive
advertising tool. Within the twenty short years
between 1935 and 1955, banking as an industry
moved from a staid conservative business into a
highly competitive mass-marketed industry,
enthusiastically selling new services with
convenience and efficiency. Bank buildings were
transformed from dark, ornate, awe-inspiring
temples guarded by the prestigious banker, to open,
glowing, glassy stores, incorporating the newest
technologies, aesthetics, and materials, inviting to all,
and staffed by merchandisers.

The Genesis of the Modern Bank

In 1929, on the eve of the Depression, architect
Albert Kahn explained that contemporary banks
were being designed in such a “pretentious manner”
due to “the psychology of the average business man.
[The building] should . . . reflect the prosperity of the
business carried on within and should inspire
confidence in the general public.”?
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Within a few months, all of this would change. The
catastrophic banking failures of 1929 paralyzed the
country. The public’s trust in the banking industry
was lost. From 1931 to 1933, almost 7,200 of the
nation’s 25,000 banks failed or were forced by the
government to close.? After the initial shock wore
off, banks were left to reassemble the pieces of their
industry. “The task before us as we get further and
further away from the hectic days of 1931 and
1932,” one banking journal article urged, ““[is] to re-
establish confidence in the minds of the people . . . .
Let us . . . rebuild the structure of public esteem and
faith in banks.”

Creating a New Image

Extensive New Deal legislation, including the
creation of the Federal Deposit and Federal Saving
and Loan Insurance Corporations (FDIC and
FSLIC), was enacted in 1933 and 1934 to regulate
the industry and protect and insure investors’ money.
In 1934, banker Roy L. Stone recommended that his
colleagues redefine their public policies and, thereby,
the public’s perception of the industry. The new
approach “must include more courtesy in customer
service, new efficiency on commercial accounts,
new public mindedness of executives, new
responsibility to loan accounts.” The prestige-
conscious, conservative, autocratic banker had to
become part salesman, part civic leader.® Banking
began to transform itself into a retail mass-market
industry and moved to divorce itself from its pre-
Depression architectural iconography. Despite their
unassailable appearance, the temples of the past had
failed the public, who now understood that it was not
the banks, but governmental intervention that had
stabilized and secured the industry. By moving to a
more modern design, bankers reinforced a new, more
accessible, and progressive image, while dissociating
themselves from the institutions many blamed for the
Depression.

By the end of the decade, bank construction had
resumed. Progressive bank buildings melded the
sleekness of Art Moderne with a classicist tradition
to arrive at a stripped-down, symmetrical, abstracted
classicism. Flat planar surfaces were relieved by
streamlined, deco-fluted pilasters and simplified
ornamentation—a look best described as Streamlined
Classicism. It was a style much admired in the era’s
banking journals, acceptable to conservative bankers
but new and different enough to appeal to depositors
still feeling the sting of the Depression.

A few banks went beyond Streamlined Classicism to
more startlingly modern design. A 1937 article
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suggested that there were three styles in which a
bank could be built: “Colonial,” “Conventional
Modern” (Streamlined Classicism), and “Ultra-
Modern” (asymmetrical, planar, glossy).” The
author gave as an example of “Ultra-Modern,”
Philadelphia’s PSFS Building. The radically
advanced PSFS Building had little effect on the
mainstream of bank architecture when it debuted in
1932. By the date of this article (1937), however, the
banking industry was just beginning to appreciate
such decisive breaks from the past. By 1940,
Burroughs Clearing House, one of the industry’s
most prominent journals, was extolling the
components of the “Ultra-Modern” bank building,
such as fluorescent lighting, recessed and indirect
illumination, acoustic ceilings, sound-absorbent
rubber-tile flooring, glass-block interior partitions, and
reinforced-concrete construction.?

As modern as this new design aesthetic appeared,
Streamlined Classicism was essentially a Beaux-
Arts-based, symmetrical, massive vocabulary. The
first architectural reflection of banking’s new
procedural openness appeared on the inside. Barred
teller cages were reduced in scale, or removed
entirely; floor plans became increasingly open; vaults
moved into view.” Bank architect Charlie Guariglia
explained that moving the vault into sight reassured
nervous depositors.'® The interior design was one of
forthright openness.

Wartime Planning

Although the seeds for Modern bank buildings were
planted in late 1930s, both the Depression and the
Second World War hampered construction. During
the war, bankers planned ahead for peacetime
prosperity and correctly anticipated a postwar
expansion of their industry.!' The Bank Building and
Equipment Corporation of America (BBC), the
nation’s leading bank design/build firm, encouraged
banks to “Get tomorrow off your mind and at least
down on paper. Don’t just plan . . . prepare! We’ll
help you by drawing up completed plans . . . NOW
of the improvements you contemplate. Then, the
moment peace comes . . . without cost . . . we’ll
bring them up to date . . . Alert bankers will act
NOW.”!2

The Postwar Modern Bank

At the end of the war, the expected fiscal and
housing boom resulted in unprecedented growth in
the banking industry. A new and fast-moving credit
economy fueled by mortgages and automobile and
personal loans vastly increased banking profits. To
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