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Paul Cret
OcrtoBER 23, 1876 . . . SEPTEMBER 8, 1945
MANY-SIDED MAN

By Joux HARBESON

NE of America’s great figures in architecture

has completed a life of accomplishment. Born

in France in 1876, in the early years of the Third Re-

public, his span of years ended just before that Re-

public was voted out of existence. But he had long

since become an American—in his ideas and ideals,

and in his architecture, for his buildings are truly
representative of this country and his time.

He had the rare enjoyment of working on an as-
tonishing variety of programs. The Pan American
building, the Folger Library and the Federal Reserve
Board Building in Washington are well known : less
known are the residences he designed—town, country
and suburban, or the dams and power project he
worked on with United States Army Engineers. He
designed big bridges, such as the Delaware River sts-
pension bridge, smaller ones at Harrisburg, Washing-
ton and Philadelphia, and road overpasses and under-
passes for the approaches to the Pentagon Building.
He planned the Detroit Institute of Art for old world
treasure (later Diego Rivera painted murals in the
garden court) and the Barnes Foundation Gallery
for cubist and post-impressionist paintings and negro
sculpture. There were power houses, a park cemetery
and an art school, college buildings on a number of
campuses ; he designed a pachyderm house with bar-
less animal enclosures inside and out, and a carnivora
building to house the simple cats like lions and tigers
that can be displayed in moated enclosures, and the
agile cats, like the cheetah and panther who cannot be
trusted with such modern conveniences—except on a
scale that would require field glasses to make them
educational exhibits. And there were light-weight
high speed trains, from the original Burlington
Zephyr (in association with Holabird and Root) to
the Empire State Express of the New York Central,
and the Seaboard’s Silver Meteor. His large mem-
orials were often published, but he also designed many
small tablets—for the Pennsylvania Historical Com-
mission and for various civic societies. And then
there were banks, and post offices and court houses
and a church or two. This variety was exciting and
interesting for him—and also for his associates, who
could not very well get in a rut.

It was far from specialization; in fact he did not
believe in specialization, any more than the authors
of “the Indiana Message.” In the late twenties, when
talking to the students at the opening of a term, he
said :

“There are no specialists in architecture, and if you
happen to hear so-and-so called a ‘church architect’
or a ‘bank architect,” you will find that the man who
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does a fine office building can also do distinguished
work when designing a residence or a railroad sta-
tion. The qualities and training needed in handling
the various kinds of architectural problems are the
same in every case—an ability to analyze the needs
and the functioning of a certain type of building, a
knowledge of the methods of construction in use, and
above all, the training in design which gives a beau-
tiful form to what might otherwise be merely a struc-
ture serving its purpose more or less efficiently.” Then
he added, “There are, however, good and bad archi-
tects.”

This beautiful form was his constant preoccupa-
tion ; he was always trying to make better and ever
better the appearance of what was to be built. It was
a natural result of his years as design critic at the
University of Pennsylvania. Going from table to table
in the big drafting room, he would size up what the
student was struggling to express, and make a num-
ber of suggestions to help it take form. He had a vast
fund of architectural forms in his head, and at his
fingertips, and imagination in combining them, and he
enjoyed making them appear. He was never nig-
gardly of helpful suggestions — there were always
more where those had come from. He was just as
full of ideas of presentation—a masterful renderer
himself, he had the faculty of teaching others how
to best show their ideas. There was never difficulty
in getting students to work, for they had such satis-
faction in producing things that they were proud to
call their own.

He had a keen understanding of the relation of
painting and sculpture to architecture, and for several
years after he had given up teaching design regularly
at the University, he continued to criticize the col-
laborative problems given under the auspices of the
American Academy in Rome, when architects from
the University teamed with painters and sculptors
from the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts.
He had the respect of all of them.

He never considered his water color sketches as
“art”—they were made as studies in architectural ren-
dering rather than as paintings. They undoubtedly
did give him a vocabulary of expression, a vocabulary
of rich color range.

Cret enjoyed working at all kinds of design, in-
cluding compositions in two dimensions. He did a
number of title pages—for T-Square Club exhibition
catalogs and for a number of the annual “Class Rec-
ords” at the University, and a cover for “House and
Garden.” He designed seals for the University, for

(Continued on page 22)
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(Continued from page 7)

the Folger Library, for the American Battle Monu-
ments Commission, and for the Philadelphia Chapter
of the Institute, also a number of book plates, and
several medals for the University, and for the Sword
Club.

For he was a member of the Sword Club, and for
several years after the first World War he was Broad-
sword Champion of Pennsylvania—until the doctor
put a stop to such physical activity.

The topographic panoramas he made while in the
French Army in the World War were works of art,
vet they so satisfactorily fulfilled their function of
illustrating to the officers the terrain through which
they were to lead their men in the next day’s combat
that he was put in charge of a class to teach this sort
of work. The research needed to make these surveys
was done on hands and stomach in no-man’s-land.

These endeavors, with his teaching and his practice,
added up to a very busy life. There was never any
wasted time. And as with the years the doctors cut
down his activities he was the more impatient with
time-wasters, with boring meetings, with useless talk.
Handicapped by increasing deafness (deafness first
caused by the bursting shells of his war service in
the trenches) and in later years by the loss of his
voice, he never lost courage, nor his unflagging inter-
est in his profession. He had been advised to cut
down on his activities six or more years ago: he knew
he was taxing his constitution beyond its strength,
but his indomitable will and his desire to do, do, do
while he could, drove him on.

If he had known just when his strength would run
out he would still have pursued the same course,
rather than attempt to snatch a few years of what he
would have considered idleness. He remains alive in
our memory as ever friendly, good-humored, helping
and wise, and how capable!

(Continued from page 20)

suit. Ages old, it brings us in contact with all past
civilization, while at the same time it requires a close
contact with, and knowledge of, the life of today. Its
practice is the facing of ever new problems, because
cach problem is an opportunity to incorporate new
thoughts, new forms, and to meet the needs of a new
age. For all this he had great natural endowment,
good taste and clear judgment.

To his last days he kept an indefatigable activity
devoted to his profession, a constant effort toward
its perfection. For he believed that beauty is the
clearest expression of God, that art is akin to religion,
and the best evidence of immortality. His creed found
expression in his devotion to the full use of his God-
given gifts for the benefit of his fellow men. For-
tunate is he who can be at once the architect of build-
ings and of men. The memories of him are all about
us in clean-cut ashlar, sign-posts on the way to richer,
fuller living. And perhaps the most abiding of them
all is in the school he inspired through so many bright
years.

Surely it might be said of him, as it was said years
ago of another great builder and leader, “Reader, if
you wish to see his monument, look about you.”
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UNIQUE SASH BALANCES
OVER 35,000,000 NOW IN USE

They make a window weathertight.

They make a window modern.

They permit the use of narrow trim and insula-
tion packed solidly to frame and jambs.

They do not increase construction costs.
INSIST ON "UNIQUE" SASH BALANCES

Write us today for pamphlet and

other pertinent information.

UNIQUE BALANCE CO., INC.

25 Bruckner Blvd., New York 54, N. Y.

HILGARTNER
MARBLE
COMPANY

SHARP AND OSTEND STREETS

BALTIMORE

TELEPHONE: SOUTH 0832
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