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Mid-Century
Modern

Picciones’ elegant new store at
Main and Meridian streets set a
new standard for
storefront design
in Portage County in 1959. Like 1st
National Bank &
Trust Co. across
the street, the allglass storefront
opened the store
to view for pedestrians and automobiles so that the
merchandise itself
became the primary sign for the jewelry store.

Dawn of 1950s brought
distinctive architectural
style to Ravenna
By Jack Schafer and Robert Bruegmann

I

t is unlikely that when
most citizens of Ravenna think
about the city’s historic architectural heritage, Tappan Elementary
School immediately springs to mind.
However, this building, constructed in
the early 1950s, is now over 60 years old
and, having served several generations
of Ravenna grade school students, has
been retired from active duty. It has
now been over 10 years since it passed
a critical threshold — the 50-year mark
that has been considered customary in
considering buildings for listing on the
National Register of Historic Places.
Part of the reason it is so hard to
think of this building as historic is how

placement by a nondescript new building provides a good example.
Any blanket condemnation of midcentury modern buildings, however,
would be unfair. While a great many
wonderful 19th Century and early 20th
Century buildings were demolished in
Ravenna and elsewhere around the
country and were replaced by dull,
cheaply built structures that showed
little respect for their surroundings,
there were also many beautifully designed modernist buildings that enhanced, rather than detracted from
the cityscape. Now that buildings of
the immediate post World War II era
have passed the 50-year mark there

The 1st National Bank & Trust Co. (now Chase Bank), located at Main and Meridian streets,
built in 1958. It was a strikingly modern design for Ravenna, and downtown’s first truly modern-style commercial building. The open glass front allowed all to see into the bank and was a
major departure from the idea that banks needed to be big vaults to protect their funds.
modern it still looks. Because the architects avoided any unnecessary details or ornament and because they
specified durable materials and sound
construction techniques, the structure
has stood up well over the years and
doesn’t look dated.
The other reason many people have
a difficult time thinking of it as a valuable historic resource is precisely
because of its mid-century modern
design. This attitude is quite understandable, given that during the 1960s,
when modern preservation came of age
in the United States, many of the most
outspoken exponents of preservation
were decidedly anti-modernist. That
attitude is not hard to understand,
given the way venerable buildings in
so many cities were swept away for urban renewal, new highways and large
modern structures out of keeping with
the scale and texture of the surrounding city. Locally, the demolition of the
1882 courthouse in Ravenna and its re-

has been a strong surge of interest in
them as historic structures, and preservationists around the country are
working hard to evaluate them and
protect the best examples.
To return for a moment to the
schools. In the early 1950s, Ravenna,
along with cities around the country,
decided that the existing schools were
too small to meet the growing baby
boomer school age population, and
they did not meet the higher postwar
standards of lighting and equipment,
particularly for active sports and recreation. When Ravenna decided to
build three new school buildings , the
school district followed the lead of dozens of other districts in Northeastern
Ohio and turned to Cleveland architect Ray Dela Motte of the firm of Fulton, Krinsky, Dela Motte architects.
Where most pre-war school buildings,
for example the 1910 Walnut School in
Ravenna, retained elements of traditional historical architecture such as a

preference for symmetry and the use of
historic ornamental elements, by the
early 1950s, the classical tradition had
started to seem old-fashioned. It was
also typically more expensive to build
classical buildings than new modernist structures with their more straightforward use of materials and sharply
reduced amount of decoration.
The architects turned out identical
designs for three elementary schools:
today’s Carlin, Tappan and West Main.
In each they used a dynamic, asymmetrical composition with the classroom
wing to one side and a projecting block
for the gym at their other, with the entrance where the two blocks intersected. Gone were the columns and capitals and symmetry that marked early
historic revival buildings Instead, ornamental effects in these buildings came
directly from functional elements, for
example, the canopy marking the front
door, the pattern of the handsome tawny bricks, the rhythm of the glass block.
The final decorative element, and in
many ways the most important, was
provided by the trees that cast an ever-changing pattern of shadows across
the façade. These were among the first
fully modernist buildings in the region.
Obviously it would be very easy
for buildings this reduced in decorative effect to become boring and repetitive, and in fact this was true of
a large number of mid-century modernist buildings. It is also the case that
many mid-century modernist
buildings did not
accommodate
change very well.
Because they relied so heavily
on a limited palette of elements,
when some of
the elements
were changed,
it obscured the
original design.
This was the
case with the
West Main Elementary School
and the First National (now Chase)
Bank Building on Main Street. Originally a highly competent piece of midcentury modern design, the bank consisted primarily of a large glass-fronted
banking room, but because it was an
important community building, the architects felt that they needed to embellish it. They did this by fronting the
structure with a portico of red granite and a large rectangular pylon that
carried the name of the bank in blocky
modern typeface. Unfortunately, the
structure was modified early on with

granite panels replacing much of the
glass, and despite the use of fine materials and an obvious effort to be as
sympathetic to the original as possible, the net effect was to obscure the
original design and make the building
almost disappear as an architectural
statement.
Let’s turn, finally, to perhaps the
most sophisticated mid-century modernist building in central Ravenna and
one that remains nearly in its original
condition. The structure that housed
Picciones’ store for decades after its
completion in 1959 was designed by
architects Derr and Stueber of Kent.
With its long, low front wall of glass,
glass doors with jaunty door pulls, a
dramatic inset glass showcase cantilevered daringly from the glass wall,
and a projecting internally illuminated band across the top with the name
of the store spelled out in elegant sans
serif lettering, this façade had an openness that almost seemed to defy gravity. The design also allowed a sweeping view from the street into the store,
allowing motorists and pedestrians to
see the merchandise on sale within —
a very effective means of advertising.
With its asymmetrical layout and decorative terrazzo panels incorporating
shiny black aggregate, it must have
looked like a vision from a much larger and more sophisticated city when
it went up. Although no longer in use
as a jewelry store, it is still pretty much

Tappan Elementary School,
virtually identical to Highland (now Carlin) and West
Main schools,
was built at the
same time in
the early 1950s.
The original
buildings still
look modern
today.

in its original condition. A little judicious restoration would make it shine
once again.
Although there are other mid-century modern structures in Ravenna,
the city was never a showplace for this
style. Still, the buildings that were built
and still exist are important elements
in the cityscape and worthy of serious
consideration and stewardship.
Jack Schafer is a Ravenna businessman with an interest in
historic preservation. Robert Bruegmann is Distinguished
Professor Emeritus of Art History, Architecture and Urban
Planning at University of Illinois at Chicago.

Setting sail and venturing beyond life’s safe harbor
“A ship in harbor is safe, but
that is not what
ships are built
for.” This (grammatically awkward) saying,
often attributed to John A. KATHY BAKER
Shedd, is probably familiar to you. It comes
to my mind often. One reason
is that my late, beloved brother liked it and had written it in
calligraphy on a piece of parchment, which is now one of my
prized possessions.
Like most wisdom, it’s easy
to admire but harder to implement. I often say it to others,
encouraging them to throw
off the moorings, toss the rope
and cables on the dock, and
take a risk. Yet, I myself often
fail to break free of the harbor, instead choosing what’s
easiest or most familiar, rather than the new or unknown.
Lately, my four children have
been running rings around me
in the business of weighing
anchor and sailing off to un-

known waters. My two older
sons have been competing at
the national level in sports —
one in fencing tournaments,
the other in mountain bike
racing. They are in their 40s,
yet competing against others
almost half their ages. That
takes courage, dedication and
a lot of sore muscles.
My youngest son, who has
only one more semester of
college, is preparing for the
daunting task of launching
his career. The sports geek
extraordinaire landed a summer internship with the Akron
Racers professional women’s
softball team, where he is writing, interviewing, and learning as much as he can to propel himself into his dream of
a front-office sports team job.
My daughter, meanwhile,
has set sail on the good ship
Motherhood, where the only
constant is change, and the
primary navigational tools are
patience, instinct and love.
I believe the reason we
sometimes stay in the harbor
is because, to reach out for

what’s next, we have to let go
of what is. We must leave behind the familiar faces, places, habits and rituals. We say
goodbye to what we know;
comforting landmarks disappear as we move away from
the shore.
Letting go is something my
family had to do recently, and
it certainly wasn’t easy. It involved loss, change, saying
goodbye; leaving the safe harbor that loving someone represents.
Many years ago, I told you
about Miss Kitty. Not the superb character from the old
“Gunsmoke” TV series; my
cat, who was named after that
character. She came to us as
a housewarming gift from a
dear friend, when my teenage
son and I moved into a new
home and a new life, nearly 10
years ago.
Unlike the original, my Miss
Kitty didn’t run a saloon, brandish a gun, or fall in love with
a long, tall lawman. She didn’t
have occasion to deal with tipsy cowboys or bad guys bent

on mayhem.
No, all she ever did was, well,
cat things: purring, hissing at
her nemesis/companion, Tony,
playing with catnip, chasing
birds and bugs through the
window, and letting us pet her,
with great regularity. She once
caught an errant bat that wafted into our house, comforted
me during a difficult transition
in my life, gave my youngest
son and me a common focus
when we needed one, and was
simply beautiful. Being beautiful wasn’t a choice; it just came
naturally to her. She was a
small, gorgeous mackerel tabby, with four tiny white feet,
lots of white on her chest, and
luminous, deep green eyes.
Recently, following a period of diminished health, Kitty
was found to have a large mass
in her abdomen, most likely
cancer or a serious kidney ailment. Whatever it was, it was
pressing on her intestines and
she could barely eat or use her
litter box. It was very difficult
to see her that way and even
worse to imagine living with-

out her. What to do?
Really, there wasn’t much
choice. After three days of
wrenching discussions, intensive research and many tears,
we made the decision to have
our beloved angel put to sleep.
We will miss Kitty Lou forever, but we rejoice at the
privilege of having had her in
our lives. I thanked her, as we
curled up in bed together during our last few “girl times,” for
bringing so much joy to me. I
told her again and again how
much I loved her. I explained
that she was embarking on a
journey that I couldn’t make
with her, but that I would be
with her every minute until
she left, and that every memory of her sweet little self would
be precious to me forever. At
the vet’s, we held her, stroked
her and cried, as she left us to
journey to distant shores, and
we left the safe harbor of our
happy years in her company.
Bon voyage, sweet girl. Sail on.
Kathy Baker lives and writes in Kent. She can
be reached at kathybaker@neo.rr.com, or via
the Record-Courier.

