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Builders, designers and architects in the 
19th- and early 20th-century, it would seem, 
didn’t know how to do “ugly.”
Their buildings, it’s true, could be homely or ostenta-
tious, depending on purpose and budget.  But at least 
they had ‘fit’ - an essential harmony with their setting.  
There are reasons.

They assumed their buildings would survive their 
lifetimes.

They acknowledged their neighbours.

They used local and largely natural materials.  

Architects were comfortable and knowledgeable when 
using historic styles.  Decoration was expected.

Craftsmen were skilled and cheap. 

Urban design was not dominated by transportation 
engineers, priorizing vehicles and parking lots.



SyracuseSyracuse

Consider Clinton Square
in Syracuse (cover page, 

above and right).

The first Erie Canal 
passed through the 

square, which at that time 
was the hub of the city.  
Banks and businesses 
built their showplaces 

here – and most remain 
today, even though the 

canal was filled in    
long ago.

              



Clinton Square

The composition on the east 
side of the square (above) 
remains intact, seamlessly 

connected to Hanover 
Square (right).  

Though there is a range of 
colours, materials and 

styles, it all works together.  
Buildings respect the street, 
with windows and doors that 
acknowledge the passersby.

Hanover Square

Clinton and Hanover Squares make up one of the best – and little known 
– 19th-century streetscapes in America.

At least on the east and south sides of Clinton Square.



To the north and west, 
Clinton Square has been 

savaged – as has much of 
the surrounding district to 
the north.  Devastated by 

demolition, downtown 
Syracuse is 60 percent 

surface parking, ringed and 
divided by elevated or 
impassable freeways.



On the southwest corner is the Hanley Federal Building – a block of 
modernist contempt for the street.   

Compare it to City Hall a few blocks away, built of local limestone in 
the popular Romanesque style of the time – and this is just the back.



Even worse is the north side of Clinton Square.  This non-descript 
façade, absent of any doorway or distinguishing feature, is home to
the local newspaper.

How is it that the institution whose charge is to reflect and serve the 
community can build something so bland and unresponsive on one of 
city’s most significant public places?

It’s not alone.  The curse 
of modernism is its 

insistence on 
homogenizing local 

character to the dictates of 
a universal style.  It strips 

away decoration and 
treats the street with bland 

indifference.



The syndrome is found in small towns as well as big cities.  
Here in Clyde, NY, is the local post office:

And here is the adjacent municipal building:



In Albion, the Greek Revival court house is offset 
by the adjacent prison.

Notice the chain-link 
fencing and razor wire.



A similar juxtaposition 
occurs in Buffalo on 
Niagara Square, where 
City Hall (below) 
dominates on the west 
side, and what may be the 
ugliest structure in New 
York – the Buffalo City 
Court Building (left) -
presents a brutal and 
blank façade on the south.

And yes, that is the front.

Niagara 
Square

Yellow = surface parking



Not that there isn’t a lot of competition.  Andrews Court in 
Rochester would probably be on most lists of badly conceived 
buildings.

Or perhaps the public housing that lines the 
riverfront on the Genesee River, guilty less of 

bad design than lost opportunity.



For excessive 
Modernism, 

however, nothing 
can compete with 

Empire State 
Plaza.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empire_State_Plaza 


History has not been kind to Nelson 
Rockefeller’s Brasilia-on-the Hudson, built 
in the early 1970s when he was governor.

Detached, wind-swept, crumbling, 
confusing, hubristic, fascistic,                   

monstrous, menacing – just a few of the 
words some use to describe a project 

that was ultimately a failure                      
even on its own terms.   

http://www.lofaber.com/albany/essaymaking.html


It may be that the 
failures of 
Modernism are all 
the more stark 
because the 
heritage of late 
19th-century/ early-
20th century 
buildings is so 
outstanding.

New York State 
Capitol, 1899 

(upper left), State 
University 

(SUNY) 
headquarters, 

1915 (upper right), 
and Albany City 

Hall (H.H. 
Richardson), 1883



Times Square 
Building, 1929 
(Ralph Walker)
Rochester, NY

This deco surprise 
was built for a trust 
company that 
survived the 
Depression, even 
though the 
cornerstone was 
laid on the day the 
Stock Market 
crashed. 

The extraordinary 
top represents 
“The Wings of 
Progress.”



Bennett’s Tavern,              
Erie Canal Village

Rome, NY

Whether for business, 
residence, worship or 

amusement, each building 
has integrity.

Lockport office 
building (above) –

unabashedly 
echoing a 

triumphful arch

Old Christ Church, 
1854 Lockport, NY



In Albion, NY, there are 
at least a half dozen 

churches built around 
the courthouse square, 
each remarkable in its 

own right. 

The Pullman Memorial 
Universalist Church,
(1894) is just one that 

uses a unique 
vocabulary but common 

material (Medina 
sandstone).



Homes, too, cover a stylistic range 
but fit beautifully into their 

neighbourhoods.



Even in the smallest town – here in Clyde, NY –
the architecture works hard to express pride of 

place: in this case the entrance to a bank on the 
narrowest of sites.



Fayetteville, NYFayetteville, NY

Attempts at historicism today are 
simply clumsy.  Attaching classical 
detailing to a simple box in front of a 
parking lot doesn’t make a 
convincing case.  In the case of the 
post office (below), it’s pathetic.

Montezuma, NYMontezuma, NY



Little Falls, NY, for its 
size has one of the 
best collections of 

great architecture in 
Upstate – a reflection 
of the prosperity and 

aspiration that 
accompanied the               

canal boom.  

The Masonic Temple (above), the 
post office (left) and a temple bank 
(below, all within a couple of blocks.



Sadly, two whole blocks 
were demolished to build a 
shopping centre that 
insulted its context in 
almost every respect.



Even in hard times, 
small towns that have 
maintained their 
heritage and 
streetscapes still have 
a dignity that is lost 
when misguided 
attempts to modernize 
reveal how much is 
lost with respect to the 
simple lessons of 
proportion and scale.

Middleport, NYMiddleport, NY



In Syracuse, 
enough has been 

saved and 
restored in the 

Armory Square
district to shift the 

centre of 
downtown – or at 

least the place 
people gather –

to these intact 
blocks.

http://www.armorysquare.com/ 


Residential development is now following. 

And new development is fitting in, complementing this 
existing historic district and adding life to the street.

The real test of 
contemporary urban 

development -
creating truly public 

spaces - is also 
addressed.



To get a sense of the issues 
that face Syracuse (and 
Upstate New York), click 
here for an excellent 2006 
web presentation by local 
developer Douglas 
Sutherland.   The slides at 
the end provide a practical 
and visionary summary. 

http://syracusethenandnow.org/Preservation/DSutherland.htm



