





ish originally required . . . in conformity to the univer-
sal custom of marble cutting abroad, where I examined
a number of buildings.™

Gilbert did not look as far afield for other sources of
inspiration. In 1891 McKim, Mead, and White had
won the competition for the Rhode Island capitol in
Providence, adapting Renaissance details to fit their

“Note in Cass Gilbert's handwriting, Office to Cass Gil-
bert, Nov. 13, 1897, Gilbert Papers, MHS; Cass Gilbert to W.
E. Eames, quoted in Morgan, “Politics of Business,” 196
n.141; Memo book, Jan. 2, 15, 1898, Diaries, Gilbert Collec-
tion, LC; Cass Gilbert to Frederick C. Gibbs, Feb. 4, 1898,
Gilbert Papers, MHS; Cass Gilbert to Capitol Commissioners
Board, May 2, 1898, Capitol Commissioners Board Papers.
MHS.

¥See Roth, McKim, Mead & White, 150-55; Hernry-Rus-
sell Hitchcock and William Seale, Temples of Democracy:
The State Capitols of the U.S.A. (New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1976), 218-24.

“American Architect and Building News, Feb. 13, 1892,
plates; Swales, "Cass Gilbert,” Miscellany, Gilbert Collec-
tion, LC. The Minnesota dome virtually duplicated St. Pe-
ter's in Rome.

white marble monument. The organization of the fa-
cade was derived from the English Renaissance archi-
tect Inigo Jones, whose work had already been honored
in the 1790s by William Thornton on the nation's Capi-
tol in Washington, D.C. The tall, colonnaded dome of
the Rhode Island capitol imitated Sir Christopher
Wren's design for St. Paul’s Cathedral in London.*

Because of a delay, the Rhode Island capitol was
erected at almost the same time as Minnesota's
(1895~1905), but Gilbert would have had access to the
1891 Providence design because of his connections to
the firm and because the competition entries were pub-
lished. Pernciled on a 1912 article about his work is a
note by Gilbert stating that his plan of the Minnesota
capitol had been greatly influenced by the one in
Rhode Island.™

In both buildings, the senate and house chambers
sit on the second floor, but Gilbert put the house in an
intersecting wing instead of on an axis with the senate.
McKim, Mead. and White located the main stairway
in the rotunda. while Gilbert treated that circular. col-
onnaded space as a meeting area. "It is assumed.” he
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Stone for the capitol, 1901, quarried at Mankato,
Ortonville, St. Cloud, and Winona

wrote, “that the purpose of the Rotunda is to provide a
great central space . . . to accommodate the moving
crowd of people.™

By the time Gilbert designed his competition entry,
the Renaissance-revival style of the Rhode Island state-
house had been acclaimed and widely accepted. Min-
nesota’s capitol commissioners reportedly viewed the
Providence building as ideal.*

THE CHOICE OF BUILDING STONE for Minneso-
ta’s capitol was at the center of the drawn-out contro-
versy regarding the building and ultimately had long-
term consequences for the architect. Local quarriers
and shippers wanted Minnesota stone exclusively, and
public opinion generally supported them. Gilbert, on
the other hand, wanted a monument in marble that
would last five hundred years. Compromise and econ-
omy resulted in an exterior veneer of white Georgia
marble with foundation piers and dome supports of
Kettle River sandstone, foundation walls of Winona
and local blue Jimestone, and basement walls of
St. Cloud granite. Minnesota stones—polished Kasota
stone, granite, and pipestone—also decorated the
building’s interior.

The choice of Georgia marble was difficult for the
capitol commissioners, who faced enormous pressures
to vote against the “foreign” material and for Minne-
sota stone. In 1897 Commissioner Charles H. Graves
wrote confidentially to Gilbert:

A majority of the Comm. feel [sic] that they must
take Minnesota stone. [Eben E.] Corliss, [Edgar)

206 MINNESOTA HISTORY

Weaver, and [George A.] DuToit are surely that
way. [Henry W.] Lamberton also, I think, unless
you can get at him at once, and convince him to the
contrary. My suggestion to decide on the stone
and put you at work changing the plan to suit it,
was no joke. [ appreciate we have a marble or lime-
stone plan, and not a sandstone or granite design.*

Sandstone or rough-hewn granite might have been used
for a medieval-revival building, but limestone or mar-
ble would have been the compelling choices for Gil-
bert’s classical monument.

Gilbert’s argument for a marble exterior succeeded
in part because St. Paul's Butler-Ryan Company was
awarded the low-bid construction contract in 1897. It
operated a quarry in Georgia for the duration and also
supplied the capitol’s granite and sandstone. The firm
alleviated some objections to the Georgia stone by hav-
ing it milled on site by Minnesota workmen.*

Ironically, while Gilbert won his battle, the use of
marble from Georgia infuriated powerful men like
James ]. Hill, who now turned against him. A disgrun-
tled Gilbert complained to Taylor in 1899:

My refusal to accede to demands of politicians and
influential quarrymen and railroad magnates in let-
ting the contract for the Minnesota State Capitol
has . almost wipe[d] out my private business
during the last year. Over $200,000 in railroad busi-
ness, alone, have been withdrawn from me . and
the railroad officials have said openly in the Minne-
sota Club that the above was the cause."

It was the downturn in Gilbert’s business caused by
his success in managing the capitol design that finally
forced him to do what he had wanted to do for at least
a decade: abandon the West. The acclaim he received
for this building enabled Gilbert, not yet forty, to move
to New York City in 1898. From this vantage point he
designed buildings of national significance such as the
New York Custom House and the Woolworth Tower as
well as the U.S. Supreme Court Building in Washing-
ton, D.C. Before completely closing his St. Paul office

“Cass Gilbert to Capitol Commissioners Board, Sept. 9,
1895, draft, Gilbert Papers, MHS.

“Lyman Farwell (former McKim, Mead, and White em-
ployee) to Cass Gilbert, Nov. 12, 1894, Minnesota Capitol
Correspondence, Gilbert Papers, MHS.

“Charles H. Graves to Cass Gilbert, Aug. 24, 1897, Gil-
bert Papers. MHS.

“St. Paul Dispatch. Oct. 28, 1933, p. 1; Martin R. Haley,
Building for the Future: The Story of the Walter Butler Com-
panies (St. Paul: Lincoln House Publishers, n.d.), n.p

“Cass Gilbert to James K. Taylor, ]an 4, 1898 [sic],
Broadway Chambers Letterbook, p. 291, Gilbert Papers,
N-YHS.



in 1910, he also designed a master plan and mall for
Minneapolis’s University of Minnesota campus.

FOR GILBERT, the capitol battle had been a matter of
principle. He had not fought long and hard to upgrade
architects’ control over government commissions only
to lose ground to local economic interests. His insis-
tence on professional pay of 5 percent of the
building’s cost meant his services would not be
compromised. Seeing himself as representing
practitioners throughout the country, he had
argued for the right of architects to superintend
their designs as well as shape the organiza-
tion and evaluation of design competitions.* L
Once Gilbert won the Minnesota capitol
commission, he made the most of it. He f“é
pushed for expenditure after expenditure c.,-f'si} !
to ensure use of elegant materials, high- _“ «ﬁ,ﬁg
quality decoration, and monumental ¥
status. He demanded, and got, national :/
attention by sending complimentary .,
photographs of the capitol to East
Coast colleagues. He also asked influ-
ential New York artists like John
LaFarge, Kenyon Cox, Edwin H.
Blashfield, and Daniel C. French to pro-
vide decorations. The end result was a monu-
ment lavish with sculpture and murals that out-
distanced in embellishment his model in Rhode
Istand. By taking off from the successful

*

“Address to Minnesota State Capitol
Commissioners, draft, n.d., Gilbert Papers, MHS.

“David Van Zanten of Northwestern §
University first suggested the idea of gaining an
audience for a building by “importing” people to
work on it. Gilbert's house designs also created a
dialogue with eastern architects, but the scale and
urban context of the Endicott Building and the capi-
to} caught the attention of lay people as well.

"Francis Swales, “Master Draftsmen, XVIII:
Cass Gilbert,” Pencil Points 7 (Oct. 1926): 585.

Gilbert’s sketch for an ornate
standing light at the capitol

i

]

assured himself acclaim in the very circles he aimed to
please. The capitol, like the Endicott Building, reveals
Cilbert's intentional beckoning from the Mississippi
River to the Hudson.*

Early in his career, Cass Gilbert showed himself to
be an able assessor of his own and others’ capabilities.
He cultivated the right contacts, associated with up-to-
date contractors and engineers, and hired competent

designers. In the complexity of interactions involved in
executing a building, Gilbert sensed where he
stood in the network and operated according-
ly. Connections to colleagues, clients, politi-
cians, bureauvcrats, financiers, contractors, engi-
neers, and real estate agents both created and
. reflected a process that affected the built
I product. In many ways, Gilbert acted as a
~  politician who skillfully satisfies a varied
constituency.

With the Minnesaota capitol, Gilbert
{  thrust himself and the state’s government
into the limelight that fostered his nation-
~ wide architectural practice. Today, struc-
'/ tures that he subsequently helped create
" stand as vital national landmarks in cities
such as Auvstin, Texas, St. Louis, Detroit,
and Boston, as well as New York City and

Washington, D.C. These eclectic monuments
serve as built reminders of powerful turn-of-the-
century ideals. Cass Gilbert made the expectations

and aspirations of business people and politi-
cians visible in civie and commercial projects.
Looking back on bhis Minnesota career, one
writer noted in 1926 that Gilbert “put in twenty
years mainly at the drafting board before Dame
Fortune smiled on him, and Reputation began
calling upon him to appear at Directors’ meet-
ings and dinner functions.” If true, those years
were to Minnesota’s benefit.”

All the illustrations are in the MHS collections. The
Morton cottage is from Architect, Builder and Decora-
. tor 8(1894), plate 180. The church photograph on p. 203
is by Truman W. Ingersoll.
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