
HSPV 5210: American Architecture 
University of Pennsylvania, Fall 2025 

Wednesdays, 8:30-11:30am, Meyerson Hall, Room B13 

 
Thomas Cole, The Architect’s Dream, 1840. 

Instructor:   Brian Whetstone 
Office:   Meyerson Hall, G-16 
Office Hours:  In-person Wednesdays from 2-3pm or via appointment in person or Zoom. 
E-mail:   bwhet@design.upenn.edu 
 

COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This course is a survey of architecture in the United States. The organization, while broadly 
chronological, emphasizes themes around which important scholarship has gathered. The central 
purpose is to acquaint you with major cultural, economic, technological, and environmental factors 
that have conditioned the design of buildings and settlements in North America for the last 400 
years. To that end, we will study a mix of “high-style” and “vernacular” architectures while 
encouraging you to think critically about these categories. Throughout the semester, you will be 
asked to grapple with both the content of assigned readings and the methodologies their authors 
employ. Finally, you will learn how to describe buildings (a skill also honed in HSPV 600). Rich or 
“thick” description is more than accurate prose. It is integral to understanding the built environment 
– indeed, to seeing it at all. 

REQUIRED TEXTS 
• Mark Gelernter, A History of American Architecture: Buildings in their Technological and Cultural 

Context (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 1999). 

mailto:bwhet@design.upenn.edu


• Keith L. Eggener, ed., American Architectural History: A Contemporary Reader (New York: 
Routledge, 2004). 
 

Recommended for Purchase: 
• Cyril Harris, Dictionary of Architecture and Construction (any ed.). 
• Virginia McAlester, A Field Guide to American Houses (any ed.). 

 

COURSE GOALS 
The overall goal of this course if to introduce you to the major stylistic and historiographical trends 
that have influenced the development of an American “built environment.” As such, we will 
obviously look at and think about buildings, but our broader goal is to develop critical thinking skills 
that explain how buildings both reflect social and political trends in American history as well as how 
buildings and architecture act as agents in influencing those same trends.  
 

COURSE STRUCTURE AND EXPECTATIONS 
The first part of our weekly course meetings will typically be spent in a lecture format to cover basic 
architectural history content. These lectures will overlap with some of the content in the Gelernter 
textbook, A History of American Architecture. You should feel empowered to approach this textbook as 
more of a reference text to provide additional context to our lectures than something you must 
religiously read word-for-word in order to prepare for our course meetings. The second half of our 
weekly course meetings will be rooted in more participatory discussion, discussion-based activities, 
or visits to notable architectural sites in and around Philadelphia (see below). Preparation for this 
portion of the class will involve a closer reading of the supplemental texts listed for each week. 
Assignments, Penn course administrative dates, or field trips are all highlighted and bolded 
in the course schedule below. 
 
Field Trips 
Our course will be supplemented with occasional visits to Philadelphia-area architectural sites and 
landmarks. Philadelphia arguably contains the best cross-section of urban building types in the 
country, as well as many canonical works, and our class will make use of the city’s built environment 
whenever feasible. With few exceptions, these class visits will unfold within our appointed class time 
and will be accessible via local transit and SEPTA routes. I will let you know well in advance if a 
scheduled visit will run past our 11:30am end time. It goes without saying that preparation is 
essential to these visits, and we will work to set aside class time to discuss the visits in relationship to 
our course readings. 
 

ASSIGNMENTS AND GRADE BREAKDOWN 
• Biweekly(-ish) ID Quizzes (30% or 5% per quiz): Beginning in Week 3 of our course, 

there will be a short, in-class, closed-note ID quiz. These ID quizzes will ask you to look at a 
handful of buildings discussed in the previous two weeks’ course meetings and briefly 
identify their style, region, defining characteristics of that style, and a brief explanation of 
their overall significance that draws from assigned supplemental readings. The goal of these 
quizzes is to demonstrate that you have completed the assigned readings and to assess 



general knowledge about architectural style. There will be six ID quizzes total, meaning that 
each quiz is worth roughly 5% of your overall grade in the course. 
 

• Historiography Paper Prospectus (15%): At the midway point of the semester, you will 
produce a prospectus detailing your plan to complete your final historiography paper for this 
course that includes these elements:  

o The building or site your paper will explore and an explanation for your selection 
o An annotated bibliography of major secondary works your paper will draw from 

(between 6-8). 
o Any primary archival research you may need to complete (not required). 
o A rough schedule for how you plan to complete your final assignment.  

 
You should think of this prospectus more as a first draft from which you are soliciting 
feedback. The entire prospectus should be between 6-8 pages, double-spaced. I will provide 
written feedback on your prospectus to suggest potential directions for you to explore as you 
continue to draft and refine your paper and provide additional information on our course’s 
Canvas page. 

 
• Final Historiography Paper (25%): This paper asks you to focus on the scholarly 

conversations that have already gathered around the building or site you identified in your 
prospectus and identify prospective or emerging directions in future scholarship. You will 
consider and evaluate the different lenses through which scholars and preservation 
professionals have previously analyzed your chosen site or building—including when and 
why attitudes toward a particular building or building type have changed over time and/or 
varied across disciplines. At the same time, this paper will ask you to offer your own analysis 
on the gaps in this scholarship or emerging trends and directions from which scholars may 
approach your building or site. For this paper option, should you choose a specific building, 
you will want a building for which a lot has been written (ie, a famous building). Additional 
information about this assignment will be provided in class and on Canvas. 
 

• Attendance and Participation (30%): Like most graduate courses, this course is structured 
primarily around attendance and participation. If you need to miss class for an excused 
reason, please let me know. See below for additional information regarding attendance and 
participation. 

 

ATTENDANCE AND PARTICIPATION 
Our class works best not only when all of us are present, but when we are all involved and engaged 
in discussing and learning the material. It is thus very important that you come prepared to each 
discussion section by having completed each week’s readings prior to our meeting. Ultimately, this 
class will be more interesting and meaningful for all of us when we all participate. Participation 
means more than simply being physically present in class, however. When assessing participation, I 
primarily consider your level of thoughtful engagement with one another that demonstrates 
comprehensive understanding of assigned readings and course materials. Additionally, much of this 
engagement will happen through group work, short in-class writing exercises, answering questions 
posed by myself or your peers, or asking questions of your peers. Ultimately, there are multiple ways 



to “participate,” and I will try to take these into account throughout the semester and when 
assessing your overall participation grade.  
 

PLAGIARISM AND AI 
Cheating and plagiarism are completely unacceptable and will not be tolerated under any 
circumstances. I have zero tolerance for this. If you’re unsure whether something should be cited, 
go ahead and cite it. If you are unsure about how to cite or attribute something or the proper way to 
paraphrase, please ask me. Also, please see https://catalog.upenn.edu/pennbook/code-of-academic-
integrity/for more detailed information about academic dishonesty, plagiarism, and Penn’s policy on 
such. 
 
While I acknowledge AI can be a useful or productive tool, AI—particularly generative AI—has no 
place in this course. Using generative AI to assist in the writing or completion of assignments for 
this course constitutes plagiarism and will not be tolerated. AI use in class on personal devices will 
likewise not be allowed or tolerated. Use of AI for assignments may result in receiving a zero for 
that respective assignment. 
 

COURSE READINGS AND SCHEDULE 
Please note that readings are assigned with the expectation that you arrive to class having read the 
content listed under that course meeting. At times I may update or change our readings or scheduled 
course activities so please always refer to our course Canvas page and consider it the most up-to-
date version of our course schedule. 
 
Week 1 (August 27): Thinking Through Architectural History 

• Dell Upton, “Architectural History or Landscape History?” 
• “THOMAS: A Useful Mnemonic for Reading Historical Scholarship” 

 
Week 2 (September 3): Indigenous Built Environments and Colonial Encounters 

• Gelernter, Chapters 1 and 2 (SKIM). 
• Selections from William Cronon, Changes in the Land: Indians, Colonists, and the Ecology of New 

England (1983). 
• Nabokov and Easton, “‘Modifying Factors’ in Native American Architecture.” 
• Marge Bruchac, “Earthshapers and Placemakers: Algonkian Indian Stories and the 

Landscape,” in Indigenous Archaeologies: Decolonising Theory and Practice (2005). 
 

Course Selection Period ends 9/9/25 
 
Week 3 (September 10): Bodies and Buildings in the Early Atlantic World 

• Abbott Lowell Cummings, “The House Plan,” in The Framed Houses of Massachusetts Bay, 
1625-1725 (1979). Explore virtual tour of the Browne House and HABS documentation of 
Boardman House. 

• Robert Blair St. George, Chapter Two in Conversing By Signs: Poetics of Implication in Colonial 
New England Culture (1998). 

• Cary Carson, “Plantation Housing: Seventeenth Century,” in The Chesapeake House: 
Architectural Investigation by Colonial Williamsburg (2013). 

https://my.matterport.com/show/?m=o5zZ9ogUVQX
https://loc.gov/pictures/item/ma0168/


• Jennifer Morgan, “‘Some Could Suckle over Their Shoulder’’: Male Travelers, Female 
Bodies, and the Gendering of Racial Ideology,” The William and Mary Quarterly (1997). 

 
9/10/25: ID Quiz 1 

 
Week 4 (September 17): Public and Private in the Eighteenth Century (Class meets at 
Stenton) 

• To familiarize ourselves with Stenton and its history please read Stephen Hague, “Building 
Status in the British Atlantic World: The Gentleman’s House in the English West Country 
and Pennsylvania,” in Building the British Atlantic World: Spaces, Places, and Material Culture, 
1600-1850 (2016). 

• Dell Upton, “White and Black Landscapes in Eighteenth-Century Virginia,” Places Journal 
(1984). 

• Thomas Jefferson, “Notes on the State of Virginia,” 152-154 (starting at “The private 
buildings...”). 

• Marla Miller, “Working Women and the Domestic Landscapes of Forty Acres,” in Entangled 
Lives: Labor, Livelihood and Landscapes of Change in Rural Massachusetts (2019). 

 
Week 5 (September 24): Making Architecture “American” (Visit to Society Hill for second 
half of class) 

• Gelernter, Chapter 4. 
• Bernard Herman, “Urban Settings: Houses and Housing in the Early American City” and 

“The Servants’ Quarter,” in Town House: Architecture and Material Life in the Early American City, 
1780-1830 (2005). 

• Mabel O. Wilson, “Notes on the Virginia Capitol: Nation, Race, and Slavery in Jefferson’s 
America,” in Cheng, Davis, Wilson, eds., Race and Modern Architecture (2020). 

• W. Barksdale Maynard, “The Greek Revival: Americanness, Politics, and Economics,” in 
Eggener, 132-141. 

 
9/24/25: ID Quiz 2 

 
Week 6 (October 1): Antebellum Working and Carceral Landscapes 

• Gelernter, Chapter 5. 
• Michael Rawson, “Inventing the Suburbs” in Eden on the Charles: The Making of Boston (2010). 
• Andrew Jackson Downing, The Architecture of Country Houses (1850; repr., Dover, 1969), pp. 1-

3 and pp. 22-30. 
• Clifford E. Clark, “Domestic Architecture and an Index to Social History: The Romantic 

Revival and the Cult of Domesticity in America, 1840-1870,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 
(1976). 

• Gwendolyn Wright, “Independence and the Rural Cottage,” in Eggener, 142-153. 
• Walter Johnson, “The Carceral Landscape,” in River of Dark Dreams: Slavery and Empire in the 

Cotton Kingdom (2013). 
 

Drop Period Ends: 10/6/25 
 
Week 7 (October 8): Domesticity and Race in the Gilded Age 



• Gelernter, Chapter 6. 
• Kenneth L. Ames, “First Impressions: Front Halls and Hall Furnishings in Victorian 

America,” in Eggener reader, pp. 157-172. 
• Jacob Riis, How the Other Half Lives: Studies Among the Tenements of New York (New York: 

Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1890), Ch. 1 (“Genesis of the Tenement”), Ch. 2 (“The 
Awakening”), and Ch. 4 (“The Down Back Alleys”) 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/45502/45502-h/45502-h.htm#Page_7 

• Chad Heap, Chapter Three, in Slumming: Sexual and Racial Encounters in American Nightlife, 
1885-1940 (2009). 
 

10/8/25: ID Quiz 3 
 

Fall Break: 10/9-10/12/25 
 

Week 8 (October 15): The Architecture of American Empire (Possible visit to City Hall 
Second Half of Class) 

• Rebecca Tinio McKenna, “‘A Hope of Something Unusual Among Cities,’” in American 
Imperial Pastoral: The Architecture of US Colonialism in the Philippines (2017). 

• Walter Johnson, “The Largest Human Zoo in World History: Visiting the 1904 World’s Fair 
in St. Louis,” Lapham’s Quarterly (2020), 
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/largest-human-zoo-world-history. 

• Charles L. Davis II, “Henry Van Brunt and White Settler Colonialism in the Midwest,” in 
Race and Modern Architecture (2020). 

• Decolonizing the Chicago Cultural Center, Settler Colonial City Project Exhibit (2019 
Chicago Architecture Biennial). 

 
10/17/25: Historiography Paper Prospectus Due 11:59pm to Canvas 

 
Week 9 (October 22): New Urban Forms 

• Gelernter, Chapter 7. 
• Adrienne Brown, Chapter 2, in The Black Skyscraper: Architecture and the Perception of Race 

(2017). 
• Louis Sullivan, excerpt from “The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered” (1896) and 

James, “Excerpt from The American Scene.” 
• Anthony King, Chapter Four, in The Bungalow: The Production of a Global Culture (1995). 
• Elizabeth Esch, “From the Melting Pot to the Boiling Pot: Fascism and the Factory-State at 

the River Rouge Plant in the 1920s,” in The Color Line and the Assembly Line: Managing Race in 
the Ford Empire (2018). 

 
10/22/25: ID Quiz 4 

 
Week 10 (October 29): Colonial Revival and the “Rediscovery” of American Architecture 
(Possible visit to Betsy Ross House or Pennsbury Manor). 

• Gelernter, Chapter 8. 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/45502/45502-h/45502-h.htm#Page_7


• Lucy Ives, “Hereditary Forces: The Unsettling History Behind the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art’s American Period Rooms,” Lapham’s Quarterly, 6 February 2017. 
https://www.laphamsquarterly.org/roundtable/hereditary-forces 

• David Gebhard, “The American Colonial Revival in the 1930s,” Winterthur Portfolio (1987) 
(SKIM). 

• Thomas Andrew Denenberg, “Picture Houses, Period Rooms, and Print: Wallace Nutting 
and the Place of History,” in Wallace Nutting and the Invention of Old America (2003). 

• Joanna Hession, “Restoring the Paul Revere House in the Name of Americanization,” The 
Revere House Gazette (2016). 

 
Last Day to Withdraw from a Course: 11/3/2025 

 
Week 11 (November 5): The Promise and Pitfalls of Postwar Housing 

• Gelernter, Chapter 9. 
• Robert Self, Chapter Three, in American Babylon: Race and the Struggle for Postwar Oakland 

(2003). 
• Annmarie Adams, “The Eichler Home: Intention and Experience in Postwar Suburbia,” 

Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, (1995). 
• Katharine G. Bristol, “The Pruitt-Igoe Myth,” in Eggener, 353-363. 

 
11/5/25: ID Quiz 5 

 
Week 12 (November 12): The Architectures of Mass Incarceration 

• Bench Ansfield, “The Broken Windows of the Bronx: Putting the Theory in Its Place,” 
American Quarterly (2020). 

• Steven Niedbala, “The Image of the (Inner) City: Frederic D. Moyer and Carceral Aesthetics 
in the Great Society,” Grey Room (2022). 

• Oscar Newman, “Defensible Space,” in Defensible Space: Crime Prevention Through Urban Design 
(1972). 

• Mike Davis, “Fortress Los Angeles,” in Eggener reader. 
 
Week 13 (November 19): Postmodernism and Neoliberalism 

• Gelernter, Chapter 10. 
• Thomas Adams, “‘New Life, New Vigor, and New Values’: Privatization, Service Work, and 

the Rise of Neoliberal Urbanism in Postwar Southern California,” in Neoliberal Cities: The 
Remaking of Postwar Urban America (2020). 

• Benjamin Holtzman, “The Trouble with Development,” in The Long Crisis: New York City and 
the Path to Neoliberalism (2021). 

• Neil Levin, “Robert Venturi and “the Return of Historicism,” in Eggener reader. 
• Kate Wagner, “What the Hell is Postmodernism?” McMansion Hell (2016), 

https://mcmansionhell.com/post/152216735596/what-the-hell-is-postmodernism and 
“McMansion Hell from A to Z,” 
https://mcmansionhell.com/post/150926055196/mcmansion-hell-from-a-to-z-part-one-a-
h. Likewise, feel free to explore Kate’s blog, if you haven’t come across it already. 

 

https://mcmansionhell.com/post/152216735596/what-the-hell-is-postmodernism
https://mcmansionhell.com/post/150926055196/mcmansion-hell-from-a-to-z-part-one-a-h
https://mcmansionhell.com/post/150926055196/mcmansion-hell-from-a-to-z-part-one-a-h


11/19/25: ID Quiz 6 
 
Week 14 (November 26): NO CLASS—Thanksgiving Break 
 
 
Week 15 (December 3): New Urbanism and Course Wrap-Up 

• Lily Geismer, “From a Right to a Reward,” in Left Behind: The Democrats’ Failed Attempt to Solve 
Inequality (2022). 

• Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, “The Second Coming of the American Small 
Town,” Wilson Quarterly 16, no. 1 (Winter 1992): 19-50. 

• Jeffrey Zimmerman, “The ‘Nature’ of Urbanism on the New Urbanist Frontier: Sustainable 
Development, or Defense of the Suburban Dream?” Urban Geography (2001). 

 
Last Day of Classes: 12/8/2025 

 
Final Historiography Paper Due: 12/15/2025 

  



COURSE-RELATED BIBLIOGRAPHY AND WEBSITES 
 
Dictionaries, Glossaries, Primers 
 
Francis D.K. Ching, A Visual Dictionary of Architecture (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 1995). 
 
James S. Curl, Classical Architecture: An Introduction to Its Vocabulary and Essentials, with a Select Glossary of 

Terms (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2003). 
 
Cyril M. Harris, Dictionary of Architecture & Construction, 4th ed.  (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2006). 
 
Carl R. Lounsbury, ed., An Illustrated Glossary of Early Southern Architecture and Landscape (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1994). 
 
Therese O’Malley, Keywords in American Landscape Design (New Haven: Center for the Advanced Study 

of the Visual Arts / Yale University Press, 2010). 
 
John Summerson, The Classical Language of Architecture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995). 
 
Field Guides & Stylebooks 
 
Virginia and Lee McAlester, A Field Guide to American Houses (New York: Knopf, 1984). 
 
Dell Upton, America’s Architectural Roots: Ethnic Groups that Built America (Washington, D.C.: 

Preservation Press, 1986). 
 
Marcus Whiffen, American Architecture Since 1780: A Guide to the Styles, rev. ed.  (Cambridge, MA: MIT 

Press, 1992). 
 
Interpretation of Cultural Landscapes 
 
Allan B. Jacobs, Looking at Cities (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1985). 
 
Donald Meinig, ed., The Interpretation of Ordinary Landscapes: Geographical Essays (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1979). 
 
Select Local Guidebooks 
 
John Andrew Gallery, Philadelphia Architecture: A Guide to the City, 3rd ed. (Philadelphia: Paul Dry 

Books, 2009). 
 
Edward Teitelman and Richard W. Longstreth, Architecture in Philadelphia; a Guide (Cambridge, MA: 

MIT Press, 1974). 
 
Richard Webster, Philadelphia Preserved: Catalog of the Historic American Buildings Survey (Philadelphia: 

Temple University Press, 1976). 
 



Richard Saul Wurman and John Andrew Gallery, Man-Made Philadelphia; a Guide to Its Physical and 
Cultural Environment (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1972). 

 
Major Architectural History Resources Online 
 
Philadelphia Architects and Buildings Project (via Philadelphia Athenaeum) 
http://www.philadelphiabuildings.org/pab/ 
Note: full access via Penn Library computers 
 
Historic Maps Online 
 
http://www.philageohistory.org 
 
http://www.archives.upenn.edu/histy/features/wphila/maps/maps_tc.html 
 
http://libwww.freelibrary.org/maps/mapSearchFrm.cfm 
 
https://waterhistoryphl.org/ 
 
http://www.pagenealogy.net/maps%20here.htm 
 
Historic Photographs Online 
 
http://www.phillyhistory.org/PhotoArchive 

http://www.philageohistory.org/
http://www.archives.upenn.edu/histy/features/wphila/maps/maps_tc.html
http://www.phillyhistory.org/PhotoArchive

