
prairie school
Prairie School architecture is a significant movement in American design that
emerged in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Characterized by its
horizontal lines, open spaces, and integration with the surrounding
landscape, this architectural style is closely associated with the work of
Frank Lloyd Wright and a group of contemporaneous architects. The Prairie
School not only reflects the aesthetic preferences of its time but also
embodies a philosophy of design that emphasizes harmony between human
habitation and the natural environment. This article explores the origins,
characteristics, notable architects, and lasting impact of the Prairie School
movement.

Origins of the Prairie School

The Prairie School arose in the Midwest, particularly in Chicago and its
surrounding regions, during a period of rapid urbanization and
industrialization. The movement was a reaction against the ornate styles of
the Victorian era and the influences of European architecture. Several
factors contributed to the emergence of the Prairie School:

1. Regional Influences

- Geographical Context: The flat plains of the Midwest inspired architects to
create designs that mirrored the landscape's horizontal expanse.
- Cultural Context: The growing American identity and the desire for a unique
architectural style distinct from European influences played a crucial role
in shaping Prairie School aesthetics.

2. Key Figures

- Frank Lloyd Wright: Often regarded as the leading figure of the Prairie
School, Wright's work epitomized the movement's principles.
- Louis Sullivan: Although primarily associated with the Chicago School,
Sullivan's emphasis on organic design significantly influenced Prairie
architects.
- Marion Mahony Griffin and Walter Burley Griffin: Both contributed to the
movement's ideals, especially in the realm of landscape design and the
integration of buildings within their surroundings.



Characteristics of Prairie School Architecture

Prairie School architecture is defined by several key characteristics that
set it apart from other architectural styles.

1. Horizontal Lines

- Emphasis on Flat Roofs: Buildings often feature flat or low-pitched roofs
that extend beyond the walls, creating a sense of shelter and connection to
the ground.
- Wide Overhangs: Generous overhangs enhance the horizontal lines, allowing
structures to blend seamlessly with the landscape.

2. Open Floor Plans

- Fluid Spaces: Interiors are designed with open floor plans that allow for
flexible use and interaction between spaces.
- Natural Light: Large windows and strategically placed skylights maximize
natural light, fostering a connection between indoor and outdoor
environments.

3. Integration with Nature

- Site-Specific Design: Buildings are carefully sited to harmonize with their
natural surroundings, often incorporating elements like native plants and
water features.
- Use of Natural Materials: Prairie School architects favored local materials
such as brick, wood, and stone, emphasizing a connection to the earth.

4. Decorative Elements

- Stylized Ornamentation: While the Prairie School eschewed excessive
decoration, it employed geometric patterns and motifs inspired by nature.
- Craftsmanship: Attention to detail and high-quality craftsmanship were
hallmarks of Prairie School buildings.

Notable Prairie School Architects

While Frank Lloyd Wright is the most recognized figure of the Prairie School
movement, several other architects made significant contributions to this



style.

1. Frank Lloyd Wright

- Robie House: Located in Chicago, this home exemplifies Wright's mastery of
Prairie School principles with its horizontal lines and open spaces.
- Fallingwater: Although not strictly a Prairie School design, this iconic
structure showcases Wright's ability to integrate architecture with the
landscape.

2. Louis Sullivan

- Auditorium Building: A blend of commercial and performance space,
Sullivan's design features intricate detailing and a strong emphasis on
horizontal lines.
- Carson, Pirie, Scott and Company Building: This department store showcases
Sullivan's belief in designing buildings that reflect their function and
environment.

3. Marion Mahony Griffin

- Robie House: As one of the first licensed female architects in the United
States, Griffin collaborated closely with Wright and contributed to several
significant designs.
- The Australian Parliament House: Her later work in Australia continued the
principles of the Prairie School, adapting them to a different context.

4. Walter Burley Griffin

- The B.H. Smith House: This residence in Illinois reflects Griffin's
commitment to integrating architecture with the landscape.
- Canberra: Griffin's design for Australia's capital city embodies the
principles of the Prairie School on a grand scale.

The Legacy of Prairie School Architecture

The Prairie School movement had a lasting impact on American architecture and
beyond. Its principles continue to resonate in contemporary design and urban
planning.



1. Influences on Modern Architecture

- Mid-Century Modernism: The emphasis on openness and integration with nature
influenced later movements, including Mid-Century Modern architecture.
- Sustainable Design: The focus on harmonizing built environments with
natural surroundings aligns with contemporary sustainable design practices.

2. Preservation Efforts

- Historic Landmarks: Many Prairie School buildings have been designated as
historic landmarks, ensuring their preservation for future generations.
- Education and Advocacy: Organizations dedicated to preserving Prairie
School architecture educate the public about its significance and promote the
preservation of these iconic structures.

3. Continuing Relevance

- Adaptation in New Designs: Modern architects draw inspiration from Prairie
School principles, adapting them to contemporary contexts while maintaining a
commitment to sustainability and place-making.
- Landscape Integration: The emphasis on integrating architecture with the
landscape remains a guiding principle in current architectural practice.

Conclusion

In summary, the Prairie School movement represents a pivotal moment in
American architectural history. Through its innovative designs and
philosophies, it challenged traditional notions of architecture and sought to
create spaces that harmonize with the natural environment. The legacy of
Prairie School architecture, embodied in the works of Frank Lloyd Wright and
his contemporaries, continues to influence architects today, reminding us of
the importance of context, craftsmanship, and a deep appreciation for the
landscapes we inhabit. As we move forward into an increasingly urbanized
world, the Prairie School's principles of balance and integration remain as
relevant as ever.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Prairie School architecture?
Prairie School architecture is an architectural style that emerged in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries in the Midwestern United States,



characterized by horizontal lines, flat or hipped roofs with broad
overhanging eaves, and integration with the surrounding landscape.

Who were the main architects associated with the
Prairie School movement?
The most prominent architects associated with the Prairie School movement
include Frank Lloyd Wright, Louis Sullivan, and Walter Burley Griffin.

What are some key features of Prairie School homes?
Key features of Prairie School homes include open floor plans, built-in
furniture, large overhangs, and extensive use of natural materials like wood
and stone.

How did the Prairie School movement influence modern
architecture?
The Prairie School movement significantly influenced modern architecture by
promoting organic design, the use of natural materials, and creating a strong
connection between buildings and their environment.

What role did Frank Lloyd Wright play in the Prairie
School movement?
Frank Lloyd Wright was a leading figure in the Prairie School movement,
developing its principles and aesthetics through his innovative designs, such
as the Robie House and the Unity Temple.

What is the significance of the term 'prairie' in
Prairie School architecture?
The term 'prairie' in Prairie School architecture reflects the style's
emphasis on horizontal lines and its inspiration from the flat landscapes of
the American Midwest, aiming to harmonize the buildings with their natural
surroundings.

Can you name a famous example of Prairie School
architecture?
One of the most famous examples of Prairie School architecture is the Robie
House in Chicago, designed by Frank Lloyd Wright in 1910.

How did the Prairie School movement address social



and environmental issues?
The Prairie School movement addressed social and environmental issues by
promoting designs that blended with the landscape, used local materials, and
emphasized functional living spaces, reflecting the needs of the occupants
and their environment.
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