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Abstract
Born shortly before the Civil War, Frank Furness was the first creative genius of Philadelphia architecture.
The tension of the impending war, transformations from the Industrial Revolution, the strong influence of his
father, and Richard Morris Hunt’s tutelage, all converged to shape the exceptional creativity of Frank
Furness. Philadelphia was his lifelong home, but Furness built with a local yet original sensibility that was

beyond style and classification.

Frank Furness never received any formal university education, yet he

possessed a remarkably intuitive, unhampered, unconventional, free yet skillful, architectural expression
that was ahead of his time. Therefore, creativity is a framework through which Furness's development and
achievements can be understood and illustrate how he possessed the traits conducive to innovation. This

paper examines how Furness received encouragement, training, and opportunity to develop his creative
potential and possess the motivation to realize unparalleled achievement in his zeitgeist.
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Introduction
Frank Heyling Furness was born in 1839 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania just 56 years after the end of the
Revolutionary War, and 22 years before the Civil War. Philadelphia was founded by the English Quaker, William Penn
on October 27, 1682, and located between the Delaware and Schuylkill rivers. Although originally inhabited by the
Delaware Indians, Penn founded his new city on religious freedom, tolerance, mutual respect, direct speech, and

plain appearance (Lewis, 2001, p. 7). The city of Philadelphia was an original creation- it was the first in the United
States actually designed- a coherent urban design plan based on a grid intentionally interrupted by five squares.

This egalitarian city plan symbolized a break from the authoritarian dominance of English monarchs.

“Penn viewed his colony as a holy experiment, to be founded on principles of tolerance and justice. He offered
religious and personal freedoms that were radical innovations in the 17th century. These included the freedom
of worship for all people and the right to trial by jury in an open court” (Gallery, 2016, p. 10). Philadelphia was
the site of the First and Second Continental Congress during the American Revolution, the temporary capital of

the nation, and the birthplace of a new architecture via Frank Furness.
The grid plan of the city of Philadelphia could symbolically be extended to infinity, and so could the
imagination of creative thinkers like Furness. He discovered that he possessed the character traits of creativity
that would allow him to shape the city of Philadelphia. From his mentors, Furness learned that “originality must
be a core value in creativity….[and] the standard definition is bipartite: creativity requires both originality and
effectiveness…. usefulness, fit, or appropriateness” (Runco, 2012, p. 92). Furness learned to value originality plus
effectiveness in architecture, and how to capture the imagination of his clients and solve functional problems.
Furness had the architectural skill and creativity to make Philadelphia, his tabula rasa.

The Industrial Revolution in Philadelphia’s history was marked by rapid population growth and
economic development, fostered by democracy, countless innovations, and creative inventions.

The Zeitgeist of Frank Furness
The American Commonwealth of Pennsylvania was founded by William Penn who was a Quaker escaping
England for his religious freedom. The city was conceived to be a safe place for Quakers, and other religious

minorities. Also known as the Religious Society of Friends, the Quakers believed in simplicity: daily life, personal
appearance, speech, and worship. The Furness family was Unitarian, a Christian faith similar to the Quakers, and they
joined many causes advocating for the promises made by America’s Founding Fathers. Both Quakers and Unitarians
played a significant role in Philadelphia’s cultural development: the abolition of slavery, equal rights for women

during the Suffragette Movement, protection for religious minorities, and rights for laborers exploited in the Industrial
Revolution.
The Civil War-era served as an opportunity for the city to reinvent itself and catch up with the influence of New
York and the District of Columbia. Philadelphia was the “City of Brotherly Love [and Sisterly Affection]” but needed to
embrace American capitalism to grow. “Because they had avoided the new materialism that preoccupied the
upwardly mobile society of industrial America, Philadelphians became a laughing stock nationally- and
internationally” (Thomas, Cohen, & Lewis, 1996, p. 16). For two decades after the Civil War, Philadelphia tried to shed
its plain image to regain the glory it had before the war. The architecture of Frank Furness helped achieve that goal
by attracting attention and investment, back to Philadelphia.

The zeitgeist of Frank Furness was marked by locomotives, and the Pennsylvania Railroad which began in Philadelphia.

The first monorail of the Pennsylvania Railroad began in Philadelphia in the zeitgeist of Frank Furness.

The zeitgeist of Frank Furness was marked by locomotives, and the Pennsylvania Railroad which began in Philadelphia.

Although Philadelphia’s history has been well documented, what has not been understood is the significant
impact Philadelphia made on Frank Furness, and conversely, the significant impact he made on the city. Furness and
Philadelphia were symbiotically intertwined, and his architecture both matched and marked the city’s narrative of
originality and greatness. “In the 75 years after William Penn left Philadelphia [in 1701], the city grew from a modest
village to the most important city in the colonies, and the second largest in the English-speaking world” (Gallery,
2016, p. 13). Born towards the end of the First Industrial Revolution in America, Frank Furness helped Philadelphia
survive through the Civil War and later thrive. Indeed, a defining event of his zeitgeist was the Civil War, and like many
Philadelphians, Frank Furness fought to end injustice and preserve the nation. After fighting for three and a half
years, the Civil War ended, and Furness returned to civilian life. He received the Congressional Medal of Honor for

bravery in combat- the highest military award, as the only architect of note to ever receive that honor (O’Gorman,
1973). Frank Furness returned home as a war hero, to Philadelphia.
The remarkable period of the Industrial Revolution in Philadelphia’s history was marked by rapid population
growth and economic development, fostered by democracy, countless innovations, and creative inventions. “At

the time of the Civil War [in 1861], Philadelphia was in the forefront of the Industrial Revolution in the United States,….
[it] was the first large city north of the Mason-Dixon Line, and a center of culture, commerce, and manufacturing. It
was a time of optimism and prosperity” (Gallery, 2016, p. 50). Culturally, politically, economically, and
architecturally. America needed to rebuild what it had torn apart from fighting against itself during the Civil War.

Frank Furness in the Union army in 1861

Frank Furness after the Civil War in1865, age 26

After fighting for three and a half years, the Civil War ended, and Furness received the Congressional Medal of
Honor for bravery in combat- the highest military award, as the only architect of note to ever receive that honor.

This period of war-violence and change also provided an opportunity for Philadelphia to reinvent itself. As the
first state above the Mason Dixon-Line, Pennsylvania was tense with uncertainty, civil unrest, and nervous energy,
coupled with great optimism for new ideas. According to Runco (2014), “Civil unrest… supposedly allowed information
to flow within the society and is generally a more flexible zeitgeist. There is more sharing, which can be conducive to

creative work. Individuals are not afraid to express themselves” (p. 224). This theory may explain why there were so
many creative achievements immediately after the war. Innovations such as the steam engine, the telegraph,
dynamite, photographs, typewriters, electric generators, power looms, the Bessemer process, interchangeable
machine parts, sewing machines, modern manufacturing, locomotives, and the Pennsylvania Railroad, made

Philadelphia a fertile environment for creative thinkers like Furness.
There were no architecture schools in America at the time, and an aspiring architect after the war needed
opportunity, inventiveness, resolute optimism, and apprenticeship to become a successful professional. Since the age
of 16, Frank had hoped to study under Richard Morris Hunt as an apprentice. Hunt lived in New York as the most
wealthy, famous, and best-educated architect in America after graduating from the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris.
Sadly, the Civil War ended Frank’s dream of attaining an architecture degree and interrupted his eventual
apprenticeship in Hunt’s office as well. Frank studied under Hunt until breaking his training to fight in the war. Like so
many men of his day, Furness returned home from the war with training, but still no formal education.

To mark a new beginning in civilian life and triumphant return as a war hero in Philadelphia, Frank Heyling
Furness dropped his middle name, created his logo, and changed his style of dress to become flamboyant,
unconventional, and noticeable. He also picked up a few vices such as tobacco, brandy, temper tantrums, and a
propensity for creative profanity that was original and effective, if not appropriate (Runco, 2012), that gave him
notoriety in Quaker Philadelphia. By the time he retired, Frank Furness was so well-known that he was simply called
Furness -an original. By the time he died at age 73 in 1912 with over 600 projects, “Furness” had moved Philadelphia
beyond slavish reproduction of 19th century styles, towards his original sensibility of the 20th century.

Early Development of Frank Furness
From the very beginning, young Frank Furness was expected to chart his path and cultivate his artistic vision.
Frank’s father was a nonconformist, Unitarian minister who was well-educated in religion, the arts, and science.
Reverend and Mrs. Furness encouraged all their children to achieve artistic refinement and success. “The strong
sense of… achievement, of determination, of creative imagination that marked the Furness family…. characterized
Frank in particular. Perhaps his position as the youngest of four children in a closely knit, highly accomplished family

made him try harder” (O’Gorman, 1973, p. 16). Frank was reared in an upper-middle-class brick rowhouse in the
Rittenhouse Square District of Philadelphia (Figure 1). The Furness family balanced a commitment to their church,
involvement with Philadelphia’s intellectual society, and cultivation of creative pursuits such as literature, poetry, and
painting. The Furness children flourished artistically, likely inherited from Dr. Furness, who had noted drawing talent.

Runco (2014) found that “individuals in large families seemed to have high creative potential…. [and] unlike academic
success, creativity seemed to flourish in larger families” (p. 51). Therefore, his family’s emphasis on education and
culture in the urban context of Philadelphia helped shape the thinking of Frank Furness. From his father, the youngest
Furness cultivated an appreciation for independent thinking:
Frank’s father, Reverend William Henry Furness [a native Bostonian], graduated from Harvard with his life-long
friend Ralph Waldo Emerson, whom he knew from earliest childhood. Reverend Furness was an impassioned art
critic, and the family dinner table resounded with artistic judgments as blunt as his pronouncements over slavery.
(Lewis, 2001, p. 12)
Frank’s father was a connoisseur of the arts and instilled a love for creativity in all his children. Runco (2014)
states that parental creativity can be predictive of children with high divergent thinking skills and creative ability.
Perhaps it was not a surprise when the highly-creative young Frank did not apply himself to his schoolwork like his older

siblings. Frank seemed uninterested in the standard curriculum of his teachers, difficult to control, very strong-willed
about what he wanted to study, and distant. Because it was an education of “dictation and recitation,…. [Frank] was
surly and truculent and showed no desire to apply himself to the college regimen” (Lewis, 2001, p. 13). Moreover, the
young Frank Furness had learned well from his father, perhaps too well, how to face adversity and stand by his

principles. As a result, the character trait of resoluteness- so crucial for creative development, was misdiagnosed in
Frank as listlessness and melancholy.

Frank’s family worried about the emotional and mental well-being of its youngest family member and even
discussed possible treatments for his cure (Lewis, 2001). This health concern was not uncommon for the era. However,
Frank Furness simply had an independent, contrarian personality, common among highly-creative individuals. Runco
(2006) states, “often creative people seek opposition; that is, they decide to think in ways that countervail how others
think” (P. 89). The effects of war, his father’s strong influence, and his disinterest in standard education also shaped
Frank into an independent thinker. He was a contrarian from the beginning, and Frank’s teachers nor family knew how
to relate to his eccentricities. Frank was also naturally open-minded, especially for his zeitgeist, as evidenced by his
friendship with the homosexual Walt Whitman, and a Black man who was his frequent horse-riding companion. Runco
(2014) states that tolerance is among the essential character traits for "creative people [who] are often unconventional,
and sometimes downright eccentric or nonconformist…" (p. 256). From the start, Furness was always a nonconformist
and ahead of his time. Thankfully, however, the Furness family was friends with other creative, unconventional thinkers

such as Walt Whitman and Ralph Waldo Emerson, who helped shape Frank's thinking and avoid medical treatment!
It was Emerson who introduced the sixteen-year-old Frank Furness to the wonder of architecture with a gift of a
stereo-viewer containing three-dimensional images of buildings. This novel invention of the Industrial Revolution
awakened an interest in the building-boom happening all around Frank in Philadelphia at the time. The gift of a

stereo-viewer from Ralph Waldo Emerson also proved to be a crystallizing experience- a specific experience that had a
significant influence on developing interests, motivations, and decisions (Runco, 2014, p. 50).

Frank and his lifelong horse riding companion in 1905.

Frank was also naturally open-minded, especially for his

zeitgeist, as evidenced by his friendship with the homosexual Walt Whitman, and a Black man who was his frequent
horse-riding companion. Runco (2014) states that tolerance is among the essential character traits for "creative people
[who] are often unconventional, and sometimes downright eccentric or nonconformist…" (p. 256).

Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman were friends of the Furness family, and two of the most significant inspirations on
Frank’s creative development. They recognized his independent, contrarian personality as a sign of artistic genius and
encouraged his talent. Had it not been for these two men, Frank Furnace might have been “treated” for melancholy.

The gadget held the inquisitive young Furness enraptured for months. It gave him the ability to study images of

far-away buildings, introduced him to details selected from classical precedents, helped him learn, at his own pace,
about a subject that interested him, and inspired Frank to become an architect. After searching for a career that suited
him the way ministry matched his father’s commitment to God, it appeared that Frank Furness had found his religion.
Combined with the religious influence of the Quakers, and the escalating violence just below the Mason-Dixon

Line over slavery, Philadelphia was full of ominous portents leading up to the Civil War during young Frank’s life. The
tension between The South’s stranglehold on slavery and Philadelphia’s uncertain future must have affected the young
Frank Furness as he contemplated what to do with his life. Runco (2014), notes that religion and war are great
influencers on creativity within a zeitgeist. As the son of the well-known Reverend Furness, young Frank must have
realized that a war over slavery was coming soon. The Civil War-era forced individuals to make decisions about what
they stood for, and where they would make their stand. Perhaps it was even an omen, that Frank was born the same
year his father preached his first abolitionist sermon, forever linking the two life-changing events together, in the Furness
family’s mind and history. “[Frank's father] faced down murderous mobs, and once he stood shoulder to shoulder with
Frederick Douglass in New York, defiantly protecting him in the face of a looming riot. From such deeds, young Frank
learned that principle might collide with public opinion” (Lewis, 2001, p. 12). Frank thus learned to hold his ground and
advocate for his principles, including originality and independent thinking. Self-reliance served Frank Furness well over
the coming years, as his unique buildings were ridiculed by elitist critics, who tried to control the purview of taste as a
reflection of their vaunted status.

Figure 1. Frank Furness was born November 12, 1839, on 1426 Pine Street in the Rittenhouse Square District of
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. The Furness family lived in this quintessentially Quaker-Style Philadelphia rowhouse:
narrow width, operable shutters, red brick, flat façade, stone base, and projecting steps over a basement.

Creative Development of Frank Furness
Except for his service in the Civil War, Frank Furness was consumed with an uncanny, natural talent for
architectural design unlike anyone in Philadelphia. Frank’s father, Dr. Furness, not only advocated for the abolition of
slavery but new ideas in architecture as well. Dr. Furness was a graduate of Harvard University, well read on many
subjects, and sent his two oldest sons [women were not admitted] to Harvard (O’Gorman, 1973). Reverend Furness

was familiar with the greatest thinkers in European and American culture and helped instill a love for creativity in his
youngest son, whom he hoped would attend Harvard also. Reverend Furness revealed sensitivity to new ideas in his
address to the American Institute of Architects on November 9, 1870, when he said:
With all our freedom, we do not tolerate oddness. We insist …. upon everything’s being cut to one pattern…. It is

an adventurous thing… to set before us anything of which we cannot at once tell what to think. We resent it…
and take satisfaction- the law of taste- into our own hands, and condemn it. (O’Gorman, 1973, p. 15)
It was abundantly clear to the youngest Furness that if he was going to be an architect, his father expected him to look
to the future instead of copying the past. Philadelphia was in a state of flux from construction projects rising all over
the city, and the energy directed towards buildings inspired young Frank to one day build as well.
Instead of extending his schooling in Philadelphia or following in his father’s footsteps at Harvard, Frank
decided at age 16 that he would become an architect. Frank already knew what he wanted to do in life, and the
creative fire that Emerson ignited in him would not be extinguished by anything else. Frank’s father secured an
apprenticeship for him in 1855 with John Fraser, a local architect, by paying him to train his son.

Fraser taught Frank Furness how to draft, make tracings, write specifications, copy letters, apply the classical

orders, the rules of composition, and how to cull ornament and façade designs from pattern books popular at the time
(Lewis, 2001, p. 16). At this time in Philadelphia, Victorian Baroque was the architectural style of the day; it was what
Fraser advocated, and therefore what Furness learned. Frank’s creative development might have withered and died
under the formulaic Fraser, if not for Richard Morris Hunt, the country’s best-educated architect. Frank’s oldest brother

Willy met Hunt at Harvard and implored him to meet Frank, who was interested in architecture. The next time Hunt was
in Philadelphia, he stopped by the Furness home on Pine Street for a social visit. It was there in a modest, Philadelphia
rowhouse that Richard Morris Hunt saw promise, passion, and potential in the young Frank Furness. The extremely
wealthy, and dapper Hunt professed architecture was a higher calling, and the impressionable young Frank was
enthralled. Frank soon left the office of John Fraser in 1858 and joined Hunt’s atelier in New York.
Frank Furness learned architecture and the design fundamentals of composition from Hunt. Under the tutelage of
the Ecole des Beaux-Arts-trained Richard Morris Hunt, the creativity of Furness was encouraged and developed.
“Though the focus of the atelier was on independent thinking [emphasis added], Hunt actively encouraged professional
association” (Thomas et al., 1996, p.22). Hunt did not dictate solutions or styles from pattern books in his atelier but
taught the critical thinking skills, drawing, building details, precedents, and concepts needed for each of his
apprentices to express their individuality. Pupils were sent out into the libraries and streets of New York to study
buildings and sketch what they observed with minimal supervision. Students were expected to develop an increasingly
trained eye for proportion, light, composition, detail, geometry, and color, then apply it to their design creations.

This was not the rote training that Furness rebelled against in Philadelphia, but an education centered around
critical thinking and creative expression. It was precisely the type of education that Furness needed: rigorous yet
open-ended, disciplined yet free-thinking, classical yet innovative, technical, and conceptual. Richard Hunt believed
that he must “teach a method of design that could be applied to any style” (Lewis, 2001, p. 22). After catching
Furness making caricatures unawares at the blackboard, Hunt adapted his lesson plans. One of the most unusual
assignments given to Furness by Hunt became the routine practice of caricature- exaggerating and distorting features
of real people to highlight unique aspects of their character. This was a skill Furness would later incorporate into his
buildings. Frank received a studied, rigorous, and disciplined instruction built upon the acquisition of knowledge and
skill development with the Classic Orders of architecture Afterwards, Frank was expected to move beyond the

precedents to invent his individual creations. Frank Furness recalled in his memoir the speech that Richard Morris Hunt
gave to all incoming students:

I am willing to give you all I know. If [you] choose to loaf and throw away the opportunity of getting all that you

might out of me, why, that is your lookout, it isn’t mine. You will never, by word, look, or action, on my part,
know that I do not think you are doing exactly right. In short, I am here to teach you, if you want to be taught.
I am not here to force you in the smallest degree to learn. (Lewis, 2001, p. 22)

After catching Furness making caricatures unawares at the blackboard, Hunt adapted his lesson plans. One of
the most unusual assignments given to Furness by Hunt became the routine practice of caricature- exaggerating
and distorting features of real people to highlight unique aspects of their character. Caricature was a skill
Furness would later incorporate into his buildings.

Although Richard Hunt exuded an aura of authority, he showed a willingness to let each student progress at
his own pace through a well-crafted program of study developed in Paris at Ecole des Beaux-Arts. Until the

Massachusetts Institute of Technology formed the first school of architecture in America in 1865, the content and
duration of an apprenticeship were up to the mentor’s interpretation, and limit of the paying intern’s finances. Yet
the independently-wealthy Richard Hunt took the mentorship of pupils seriously and often brought his books, folios
of drawings, journal articles, paintings, elite friends, visiting artists, and architects into the atelier to vary his teaching

methods and hold the students’ interest. Hunt sent students into art galleries, parks, and plazas around New York to
learn the city armed with sketchbooks that he routinely critiqued with comments, but no grades. Moreover, Hunt
shared his drawings, paintings, and design work with his students, and gave updates on projects in New York so that
pupils could visit construction sites at opportune times. The advanced students were given opportunities to apply
what they had learned on the few, but real, projects Richard Hunt brought into his atelier. Hunt’s students met with
him once per day at most, but they worked in the same studio together in the open, learning from and supporting
each other with their teacher acting as a coach. Perhaps as a creative architect and teacher, Hunt intuitively knew
what others would verify later:
The most powerful way to develop creativity in your students is to be a role model. Students develop
creativity not when you tell them to, but when you show them. Teachers who balance an emphasis on
the discipline or content knowledge with emphasis on investigating and applying the content are
opening up a new world of learning. (Reisman, 2016, p. 185)

This was undoubtedly a remarkable educational experience for Frank, especially for a time period in

America when education was a rare gift. The effect of seeing architects and artists routinely pay homage to the
well-known, and well-heeled Richard Morris Hunt in his New York atelier must have captivated Frank Furness. It also
introduced Frank to a cadre of wealthy and influential intellectuals that traveled south to Philadelphia on the
Pennsylvania Railroad. The influence of Hunt on Furness was profound in every aspect. After all, Richard Hunt

designed the base of the Statue of Liberty, entrance façade of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and his Biltmore
Estate. It was therefore extraordinary for Richard Morris Hunt to see something so unique in the young
Philadelphian, something that convinced him to accept the son of a Unitarian minister as an apprentice in New
York, and cultivate the creative potential of Frank Furness. Thankfully for Philadelphia, Richard Hunt recognized an
immense creative talent had been misdiagnosed as listlessness and melancholy in the young Frank Furness.
Hunt captured Frank’s imagination. With many inspirational phrases such as, “A design without action is
merely a mechanical affair that might be produced by a mere machine” (Lewis, 2001, p, 26), Hunt made an
indelible impression. Frank Furness was motivated to apply himself and learn from a teacher. Furness was
determined to forge his path and express his creativity through architecture and worked harder than ever before.
Richard Morris Hunt proved to be an extremely effective “teacher who focus[ed] on the excitement of learning
rather than on grades…fostering intrinsic motivation in [his] students” (Reisman, 2016), and allowed Frank’s
creativity to blossom. Eventually Frank left to fight in the Civil War, then briefly returning for two years before
departing again to start his firm, in Philadelphia.

Following in his mentor’s footsteps, Furness became one of the founding charter members of the Philadelphia
chapter of the American Institute of Architects. Hunt had educated Frank Furness to become an architect of the first
degree. Still, Furness lamented that he never attended the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, until it became clear through his
creative achievements, that he did, in fact, attain the knowledge, if not the degree. Years later, Frank Furness trained

the young Louis Sullivan, who became known as the father of the skyscraper. Sullivan, in turn, trained Frank Lloyd
Wright, who became known for a house called Falling Water located in Pennsylvania. Additionally, Frank left his mark
on Louis Kahn, who trained Robert Venturi- the two other famous Philadelphia architects, bringing the legacy of
“Furness” full-circle.

Buildings by Furness
Frank Furness designed over 600 projects from 1867 until his death in 1912, according to Frank Furness: The
complete works (Thomas et al., 1996). Furness was an exceptionally prolific and creative architect for his zeitgeist of
the Industrial Revolution in Victorian Philadelphia. The majority of Americans in his lifetime were immigrants or the
offspring of recently established families. His was a time of minimal education, manual labor, and manufacturing jobs
for the lower classes in Philadelphia. In professions like architecture, the required triplicate documents were still
produced by hand, and the calculator had not been invented. After two years working in Hunt’s office after the war
ended, Furness had finally saved enough money to establish his practice, get married, and start a family, all in
Philadelphia. The work of Furness must, therefore, be situated within the historical, cultural, and contextual tension
between conservative Philadelphia, and progressive American democracy.

Buildings and entire city blocks designed by Frank Furness in the city of Philadelphia have been demolished.

The zeitgeist of Frank Furness was marked by Philadelphia’s 1876 Centennial Exhibition and exposure to Parisian Style.
The torch of the Statue of Liberty was first shown at Philadelphia’s Centennial Celebration.

“Given the unbridled originality of the Furness designs, what is more remarkable than the torrent of his work is his
ability to persuade the reputedly conservative Philadelphia gentry and their institutions to accept his metaphors and
insights as their own” (Thomas et al., 1996, p. 14).

It is unknown exactly how many buildings and projects by Furness remain, either in original condition or survives
at all. Sadly, most of the work of Frank Furness has been either demolished or altered beyond restoration.
Nonetheless, many buildings and projects designed by Frank Furness were visited and photographed by the author for
this research. Of those, the four buildings selected illustrate his oeuvre, and support the thesis that Frank Furness was a
creative genius. Perhaps Lewis (2001) captured this sentiment best, “Furness’s buildings were perhaps the first to
capture the modern industrial world in all its strangeness and wonder” (p. 252).

The zeitgeist of Frank Furness:
“At the time of the Civil War,
Philadelphia was in the forefront of the
Industrial Revolution in the United
States. There were 250,000 residents in
1839 drawn to jobs generated from the
steam engine and the railroad.
Philadelphia was the first large city
north of the Mason-Dixon Line, and a
center of culture, commerce, and
manufacturing. It was a time of
optimism and prosperity” (Gallery,
2016, p. 50).

A City block of Philadelphia by Furness in 1894 was later demolished.
Frank Furness patented rubber floor tiles which he invented in 1896, and rubber tiles for stairways in 1898.

Conclusion
Five forces converged to shape creativity in Furness: the industrial roots of Philadelphia, the influence of his
father, a gift from Emerson, tutelage from Hunt, and Frank's unconventional thinking. These factors helped Furness

become an architect, unlike any other- an original. Frank Furness possessed a remarkably intuitive, unhampered,
freedom of expression. Despite his harsh critics, Furness expressed a playful optimism for his zeitgeist. Furness possessed
a remarkably intuitive, unhampered, freedom of expression. Moreover, the rapid changes of the Industrial Revolution,
traveling between two cities always under construction, and encouragement from family and mentors to express his

ideas, combined to shape Frank’s creativity as well. Furness possessed the traits conducive to invention, and thankfully
the opportunities to build:
It remains a paradox that the most conservative of America’s older cities, Philadelphia, should have
produced its most eccentric architect. But the staid Quaker city seems to have acted as a kind of
pressure cooker, in which Furness’s creative forces built up until they exploded. (Lewis, 2001, p. 5)
This research has shown that Furness received the encouragement and education necessary to develop his
creative potential into extraordinary creative achievement. As evidenced by the numerous publications on Frank
Furness, The Standard Definition of Creativity (Runco, 2012) was met by a man with no formal architecture degree. The
unconventional thinking, immense domain-knowledge, skill, risk-taking, originality, and designs the projects “Furness”
realized around Philadelphia, were the manifestation of creativity.

Selected Buildings by Furness
Thomas Hockley House - 1875
Thomas Hockley was an influential lawyer and early

supporter of Furness. The house employs the style of
the day: Victorian forms such as mansard roofs,
pointed arches, pointed dormers, and projecting
bay windows. The brickwork is superb and highly

original with many variations- cut, pressed, diagonal,
checkered, string-courses, corbels, and a blunt-

headed chimney which grows out of the wall of the
house. The entry corner of this masonry building is
supported on only one column, marking the entry.
Various elements are oversized and details are

combined in a collage-like manner that yields
dynamic vitality. The craftsmanship is superb- rough

stone base, dark brick bands and intricate brickwork
wood entry doors, ornamental ironwork, chimney
articulation, and complex roof styles.

Thomas Hockley House – 1875
Decorative tympanum panels in the arches, stubby
columns at the entry, recessed and projecting
elements are “Furnessian” design moves.

Thomas Hockley House

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - 1876
Furness won the competition in part because of two

major reasons. First, he recognized how important Broad

Street would become with the construction of city hall in
the central square of Philadelphia. His design reinforces
the city plan.

Second, Furness was the only one that

solved the functional problems within the allotted site &
square footage. Frank had practiced architecture for
over ten years before receiving this commission.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts opened for the Centennial Celebration of 1876
N. Broad and Cherry Streets, Philadelphia, PA
Taxicabs que in front of the building for the grand opening.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts
Furness and Hewitt designed this extraordinary
building that turned out to be a game-changer in
architecture. It was immediately recognized as a
masterpiece. Furness won this commission in a
competition because he satisfied all of the

requirements of the program and was able to
orient the front of the building on Broad street,
instead of the much longer side facing Cherry
Street as the other competitors did.

The building was planned as part of the 1876
Centennial, and was required to be fireproof
construction with two entrances- one for students
entering the art school on the ground floor, and
one for the public visiting skylighted art galleries
above on the second floor. The unique aesthetics
of the building have now come back in vogue,
after years of ridicule and misunderstanding.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts. Like most creative geniuses, Furness was ahead of his time and was ridiculed
and in his lifetime. The second floor and exterior masonry wall are both supported by a long steel truss celebrated on
the exterior. The inspired genius of this move is that it is unconventional, structurally inefficient, and counterintuitiveFurness turned the structure in the longest dimension rather that spanning in the short dimension. Yet this solved the

functional problem that no other architect could! Exposing the steel truss structure on the exterior was new and
unheard of at the time, but now it is common for a building to signify as exoskeleton.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts
“It remains a paradox that the most
conservative of America’s older cities,
Philadelphia, should have produced its most
eccentric architect. But the staid Quaker city
seems to have acted as a kind of pressure
cooker, in which Furness’s creative forces built

up until they exploded” (Lewis, 2001, p. 4).

The second floor & exterior wall are supported by a large steel truss that allows skylights to illuminate the first floor studios.

Furness used the largest steel truss in Philadelphia to support the exterior wall, second floor galleries, and skylights.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - 1876
The interiors are just as luxurious as the exterior with a wide
variety of materials, colors, and ornamental details. Furness
clearly had exceptional creative ability and imagination,
yet he was mindful of his native roots in Philadelphia as an
industrial city identified with trains, mechanical industries,
craftsmanship, and freedom. After serving in the Civil War,

Frank returned with a passion for original, independent,
nonconformist, unique, radical, free-expression in design.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts – 1876. Furness’s unique ornamentation was based upon the
Pennsylvania Railroad’s steam engine locomotives and native flora.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - 1876
Furness patented his floor construction system in 1889. Stair railing based on local plants and locomotive engine parts.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - 1876

The way Furness left the structural steel and cast iron exposed inside the museum was ahead of its time. The Museum was
one of the first to have central heating and cooling, polished concrete floors, and vibrant combinations of colors.

The creative achievement of the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts made Furness famous with many imitators

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - 1876

The Furnessian style of stained-glass would influence his apprentice Louis Sullivan, and later, Frank Lloyd Wright in Chicago.
Furness’s architecture is described as a cross between Gothic and Victorian styles combined with his unique aesthetics.

Furness’s design was at first criticized by the
architectural elite, before it was later praised by
them for breaking their rules. Robert Venturi states,
“The main stair in Frank Furness’ Pennsylvania
Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia is too big
in relation to its immediate surroundings. It lands on
a space narrower than its width, and faces an
opening narrower than its width. Furthermore, the
opening is bisected by a post. But this stair is
ceremonial and symbolic as well as functional, and
it relates to the hall immediately beyond the
opening, to the whole building, and to the great
scale of Broad Street outside” (1977, p. 25). The
client reduced stair risers from seven inches to six
inches high, pushing the total length of the stair
forward towards the entry.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - 1876

Furness was unafraid to combine patterns and materials
in creative, eclectic ways that broke the rules of design.

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - 1876

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - 1876

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - 1876
The design was ahead of its time and remains unique
today. Louis Kahn would later become famous for
museums top-lit by natural light, based upon Furness.

“Unlike earlier building that made fragmentary and disconnected
use of the new industrial materials and systems, the Academy
project combined the critical elements of modern logistical
planning, steel and iron construction, and modern plumbing,
heating, and ventilation systems, serving as a workplace and a
school, with the architectural expression of the age [zeitgeist].
Moreover, rather than seeking to reify the past, the architects had
chosen the most dynamic of modern forces- the machine- as both
inspiration and ornament. Instead of being based on a look into
the rearview mirror of history, the new Academy faced the present
and the future. The academy’s machine for making art can rightly
be termed the first modern building” (Thomas, 2017, p. 12).

Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts - 1876
Furness used steel and cast iron structural elements to create layered spatial zones for galleries topped with skylights.

Centennial National Bank - 1876
3140 Market Street, Philadelphia, PA
With the success of the Fine Arts Academy, Furness
received this commission for the same centennial
opening. Although this building is now located on the

campus of Drexel University, it was designed to coincide
with the Centennial Celebration of 1876. It is one of the
very few bank buildings designed by Furness still in

existence. Today the building serves the alumni of Drexe
University. The building is listed on the National Register

of Historic Places, which described it as “One of the best
pieces of architecture in West Philadelphia.” The

distinctive and dramatic gable on the front elevation

was designed to be seen from afar, especially during the
centennial celebration held across the street when the
bank opened.

32nd

Centennial Bank - 1876
and Market Streets, Philadelphia, PA

32nd

Centennial Bank - 1876
and Market Streets, Philadelphia, PA

32nd

Centennial Bank - 1876
and Market Streets, Philadelphia, PA

The one-story wing by Furness was extended south
by Frank Miles Day in 1899. The building is in the
classic “Furnessian” style of red brick, dark bands,
rough stone base, and mansard roofs.

“The architect of the most interesting buildings of
Centennial Philadelphia was Frank Furness. He
was singled out for praise in the nation’s lone
architectural journal, American Architect and
Building News, albeit with a caution for his
originality that hinted at future criticism: “By far the
most important element in recent building
Philadelphia is Mr. Furness’s work. Nobody would

think of calling it commonplace; and it is so far
from being scholastic that a good deal of it is hard
to classify” (Thomas, 2018, p. 3).

32nd

Centennial Bank - 1876
and Market Streets, Philadelphia, PA

The building is no longer entered from the front, but rather from the rear that faces a plaza on Drexel’s campus.

32nd

Centennial Bank - 1876
and Market Streets, Philadelphia, PA

The exuberance of the front façade is carried into the main banking hall decoration.

32nd

Centennial Bank - 1876
and Market Streets, Philadelphia, PA

The building’s main banking room is now used for alumni receptions at Drexel University.

32nd

Centennial Bank - 1876
and Market Streets, Philadelphia, PA

The building’s beautiful detailing by Frank Furness has remained intact.

Undine Barge Club - 1883

East River Drive, Philadelphia, PA

Undine Barge Club - 1883

East River Drive, Philadelphia, PA

First Unitarian Church - 1886
The exterior of the church has been significantly altered. The massive carriage porch has been removed. Skylights
along the ridge illuminated the sanctuary, but these are now covered. This is Philadelphia’s first Tiffany glass window.

First Unitarian Church - 1886
Skylights along the roof ridge originally illuminated the sanctuary, but these are now covered. Note how Furness

inserted the pipe organ into the trusses on the side of the sanctuary where an adjoining building blocks the light.

Rowhouses – late 1800’s
Rittenhouse Square District Philadelphia, PA
Shallow arches and incised ornamentation are

typical of Frank Furness. Note how Furness pulled
two entries together on the first floor, varied the
façade materials, and enlivened his designs with
rich details when seen up close.

Greater Exodus Baptist Church

North Broad Street, Philadelphia, PA
Unfortunately the roof forms on the right are not original.

Fisher Fine Arts Library 1888 - 1890
University of Pennsylvania Philadelphia, PA
One of the most iconic buildings that graces the
University of Pennsylvania’s campus is the Fisher
Fine Arts Library, designed by Frank Furness. Its
fiery red brick façade is just as ornate and eyepopping as the library’s stunning interiors. In fact,
Louis Kahn preferred to teach his studios in the
Furness building over the actual Penn-Design
School next door. After it opened, the library
underwent a major renovation by Venturi, Rauch
and Scott Brown and was renamed the Anne and
Jerome Fisher Fine Arts Library. Today it is called

The Furness Building, and houses the university’s
arts and architecture collections, an art gallery,
seminar rooms, classrooms, offices, and a large
multipurpose room on the top floor.

Fisher Fine Arts Library – 1890
This official plaque does not designate Frank Furness as architect or the year that the library was built!

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890
University of Pennsylvania

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890
University of Pennsylvania

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890
University of Pennsylvania

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890
University of Pennsylvania

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890
University of Pennsylvania

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890 University of Pennsylvania
Industrial, railroad-inspired ornamentation is combined with patterns based on the Golden Section spiral- innovative.

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890 University of Pennsylvania
Furness was unafraid to combine industrial steel, bare concrete floors, and ornamental cast iron balustrade-filigree.
Note how the top leg of the stair is disconnected from the rest of the stair; it appears to float in air.

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890 University of Pennsylvania
Library interior of reading room is a surprisingly vast, light-filled atrium. The interior walls are designed to appear exterior,
as if the building is turned inside-out. The great wall that divides the rectangular reading room from the lower
semicircular room is structural- there is an enormous amount of weight resting on those two arches seen on the left.

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890 University of Pennsylvania
Steel girders left exposed and unadorned, plus frosted glass floor bridges were radical and shocking for its time. Frank
Furness was ahead of his time in terms of structural expression, material juxtapositions, and collage-like compositions.

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890 University of Pennsylvania Main reading room and top floor multipurpose room
The stumpy column supporting the enormously over-scaled arch appears to be unstable because only the top of his
base is visible and the individual stone wedge blocks seem to be disjointed. Louis Kahn used this top classroom when
he taught Robert Venturi architecture at the University of Pennsylvania. Furness was always open to experimentation.

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890 University of Pennsylvania- Main reading room
The freedom and exuberance that Furness had for mixing and matching disparate styles, geometries, structural
systems, and materials is astonishing. Frank Furness was a creative genius that broke all “the rules.”

Fisher Library interiors showcase “Furnessian” design: arches, stained glass, wood craftsmanship, and masonry. Furness’
apprentice Louis Sullivan learned architectural ornamentation from Furness, and then he taught his apprentice Frank
Lloyd Wright how to utilize stained glass in a similar manner. Wright also emulated Furness’ ceiling designs.

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890
University of Pennsylvania

Fisher Fine Arts Library - 1890 University of Pennsylvania: Masterpiece

Thomas A. Riley House - 1892

1804 Rittenhouse Square Philadelphia, PA
Frank Furness was a famous architect after
securing the Fine Arts Academy and the Library
for the University of Pennsylvania. With these

commissions in hand, Furness was sought after by
the wealthiest clients who wanted his skill and
name recognition. Thomas Riley was a wealthy
attorney who could not only afford to build a
townhouse from scratch on the prestigious
Rittenhouse Square, but also hire one of the most
famous architects in America. Furness did not
disappoint- the townhouse faces the square with
elegant stonework and graceful arches and

refined compositional sophistication. The house
has a skylighted lightwell in the center that pulls
natural light all the way down to a magnificently
sculptural, winding, wood entry hall stair.

Thomas A. Riley House - 1892
Note the operable, curved, stained and leaded
glass, unique balustrade, and superb stonework.
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