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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
The development of a "Black Cultural Design Primer" consisting of facts, 
notes, projects, designers, publications and websites specifically related to 
the subject of incorporating black culture into the environmental design 
disciplines grew out of a direct response to the following: 
 
 1 The global acceptance of black culture and its resulting 
  Aesthetic (primarily through the phenomenal success of Hip Hop) 
  where literally youth of every nation dress and address the 
  “cool” notions of what it means to look and feel black and the 
  medias willingness to showcase and exploit its manifestations. 
 2 The interest in African imagery of artifact & iconography within 
  the design industry in recent years. 
 3 The rise in the number of "Afri-Cultural" products being offered 
  By manufacturers both in the U.S. and in Europe from high end 
  To affordable. 
 4 The increasing awareness of upwardly mobile black Americans of 
  The need to express their cultural "roots" in the creating of 
  places where we work, live and raise our children. 
 5 Recent numbers of large scale projects proposed and 
  developed for black urban communities by non-black business & 
  Design enterprises who now must meet design standards and 
  Guidelines increasingly set by community boards and local civic 
  groups in order to go forward. 
 6 Increased national competitions for museums, cultural centers 
  and the like that call for qualified design firms with a strong 
  Black involvement in the process. 
 7 The absence of training and reference material for design 
  students interested in evolving a strong sense of 
  "black" cultural aesthetics within their own design vocabulary 
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PREFACE 
 
 
 Contemporary social and environmental conditions pose significant 
challenges to normative design practices as well as to the accepted notion 
of "Design Excellence".  The current situation stems from the following: 
 1 A shortage of world resources and subsequent increase demand on 
those resources 
 2 The emerging "global" family dynamic inclusive of many who have not 
had their voices  heard before 
 3 Consequent shifting of resources and processes, much of which has 
been towards those 
  countries and peoples marginalized in the past, thus allowing greater 
impact from those once all but silent voices  
 
The Jack Travis Studio for Education + Community Development (JTS) along 
with The National Organization of Minority Architects (NOMA) is seeking to 
clearly define that a "Point of Departure" for black architects as well as 
other architects of color that the organization presents in juxtaposition to 
the National Institute of American Architects.  These efforts intend to 
remind all of us in the profession and outside just what that point of 
departure truly represented then and represents now. 
 
NOMA is seeking to expand the definition of "Design Excellence" by focusing 
on those aspects of earth (home) and family (population) that heretofore 
have not been a significant part of architectural theme and/or discourse. 
 
The purpose of this project typology is the following: 
 1 To encourage students to address the significance of "Cultural 
Aspects" in their work 
 2 To research the customs, mores and traditions of a specific minority 
group in the American population and to consider the unique ways that these 
traits affect the use of and movement through space as well as determine 
formal and decorative aesthetic treatment within space 
 3 To challenge each non-black design student to explore cultural 
determinants for making space/ form solutions in their own culture and 
compare and present their findings with those for this use group 
 4 To become more aware of the cultural aspects learned in the current 
American schools of architecture and design that advance Eurocentric 
aesthetic paradigms while (either consciously or unconsciously) marginalizing 
those of other cultural groups 
 5 To formulate documentation and to build a case for the presence of a 
black architectural expression in the American architectural debate 
 
 
 
 

Jack Travis, FAIA NOMAC, 
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POLEMICS 
 
 
HISTORY 
 
The Black Architectural Experience in america 
The African slave brought only the products of his mind to the new 
world, including the skills of ironworking, woodcarving and proficiency in 
the use of earth and stone. His innovations in the application of these 
skills qualified him as an architect alongside many other early American 
craftsmen. 
 
The colonial plantation system relied upon its slave craftsmen to produce 
all furniture and tools and often buildings. In 1934, historian Leila 
Sellers wrote about the Charleston, SC. Area: “Slaves had become 
proficient in every craft, even that of jeweler…the white artisan was 
virtually eliminated by 1790.” A narrative written by a slave, Louis 
Hughes, reports that “Master had a skilled (slave) blacksmith and slave 
carpenters and workers in wood who could turn their hands to most 
anything.” He also informs us that “slaves made the brick for, and built 
Master McGee’s mansion near Memphis.” 
 
It was slaves who built the 10-room, two-and-a half story plantation 
called Magnolia in Plaquemines Parish, La. Records and building 
technology reveal slave involvement in most early plantation 
construction throughout Louisiana. A few notable examples include 
Oakland in Bermuda, Cherokee in Natchez and Kate Chopin’s house, now 
the Bayou Folk Museum, in Cloutierville. 
 
When John Sims’ house at Gippy Plantation in South California was 
destroyed by fire, it was rebuilt in 1852 by slave artisans. Winsor Hall, 
the oldest landmark in Greenville, Ga., was designed and built in 1836 
 
 
 

TO BE COMPLETED 
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POLEMICS 
 
 
HISTORY 
 
Chronology: American Black Architects 
1868 First Industrial Art School for African-Americans, Hampton  

  Normal and Agricultural Institute, Hampton, VA 
 
1881  Founding of Tuskegee Institute, AL. 
 
1892  Robert R. Taylor receives his architecture degree from the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Where he is class valedictorian. 
 
1893  Tuskegee Institute becomes the first African American School to 
offer training in Architecture. 
 
1895  The “Black Town” movement in Oklahoma develops Boley and 
Langston and twenty-five other towns. 
 
1900  Tuskegee Institute offers curriculum in building construction 
and mechanical industries. 
 
1901  John A. Langford, the first identified African-American 
Architect with an office, designs a major office and social building, the 
Pythian Building, Washington, DC (also constructed by African-Americans). 
 
1906  William S. Pittman wins competition for design of “Negro 
Building” at Jamestown Exposition and establishes his office in Washington, 
DC. Julian Abele becomes first African-American to earn Diplome 
D’Architecture at L’ecole des Beaux Arts, Paris. France. 
 
1907  Howard University becomes first predominantly African-American 
university to offer two-year Bachelor of Science degrees in Mechanical 
Engineering, Civil Engineering and Electrical Engineering. 
 
1910  Moses Mc Kissack & Mc Kissack Architectural Firm, currently 
the nation’s oldest operating black-owned architectural firm. 
 
1911  Howard University becomes the first predominantly African-
American university to offer Bachelor of Science Degree in Architecture. 
 
1913  Clarence Wigington becomes first African-American Architect 
employed by Municipal Government, City of St. Paul, MN. 
 
1915  Armstrong Tech High School in Washington DC established for 
elementary training in architecture and engineering. 
 
1917  Black millionaire, Madame C.J Walker, hires Vertner W. Tandy as 
architect for her New York City town house. 
 
1919  Tandy designs Walker’s country house (The Villa Lawaro). 
 
1923  John A. Lankford becomes first African American architect to 
write book on architecture, Artistic Churches and Other Designs 
 
1925  Charles Duke and others found the National Technical 
Association (NTA) in Chicago for Black Engineers, architects and other 
professionals. 
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1926  Paul Revere Williams becomes the First Black Member of the 
American Institute of Architects (AIA). 
 
1929  Cornelius Henderson, a 1911 engineering graduate of the 
University of Michigan, designs the first all- welded steel factory building In 
the US. 
 
1933  Howard University Changes its architecture program to the 
School of Architecture and Engineering. Tuskegee Institute offers degree 
courses in architecture and building construction. 
 
1934  Howard University becomes the First accredited School of 
Architecture and Engineering at a predominantly African-American University 
offering a four-year Bachelor of Science degree.  David Williston of 
Washington, Dc becomes the first African-American Landscape Architect to 
open private office. 
 
1938  First black-white joint venture between Hilyard Robinson and 
associates for Langston Terrace Public Housing project in Washington, DC. 
 
1939  William Moses wins competition for the State of Virginia’s 
exhibition for the 1993 New York’s World’s fair. Mr. Moses received the 
prize money, but his design was never used. Paul R. Williams becomes the 
first African-American to win American Institute of Architects Merit Award 
foe Design Excellence, for the Music Corporation of America Office Building, 
Beverly Hills, California. 
 
1949  Howard University School of Architecture becomes first black 
school to gain full accreditation; began five-year Bachelor of Architecture 
program under the leadership of Hamilton Mackey. 
 
1952  John Chase becomes first African-American to graduate, 
University of Texas at Austin graduate program under the leadership of 
Howard Hamilton Mackey. 
 
1957  Paul R. Williams becomes first African-american architect 
elected to AIA College of Fellows. Tuskegee Institute offers Bachelor of 
Science in architecture, a four-year program. 
 
1965  Harvey B. Gantt becomes first African-American graduate, 
Clemson University. 
 
1966  Norma Merrick Sklarek becomes first female black member of 
AIA. 
 
1968  Whitney M. Young, jr., Director of the National Urban League, 
makes keynote address. “Man and His Social Conscience,” at annual AIA 
Conference. Annually, an award in his name is given to an architect or 
architecturally-oriented organization, in recognition of a significant 
contribution to social responsibility. 
 
1970  Robert J. Nash of Washington, DC is elected vice-president of 
AIA; becomes first black to hold national office. The National Organization 
of Minority Architects (NOMA) is founded in Detroit, MI. The Department of 
Architecture at Tuskegee Institute is accredited by the National 
Architectural Accrediting Board. 
 
1976 John Henri Spencer becomes the first minority to hold the position of 
president of the NAAB (1976-1977). 
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1978  James C. Dodd is installed as member of AIA’s Board of 
Director’s in three-year term as National AIA Director representing 
California region. 
 
1979  Edward L. Price of Alabama is named first African-American 
Fellow in American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA) and remains the 
only black Fellow. 
 
1980  Leroy M. Campbell is selected for the AIA’s Whitney M. Young 
jr. Citation, posthumously; Campbell died August 28, 1977. 
 
1980  Norma Merrick Sklarek becomes first black female Fellow of 
AIA. 
 
1983 
 
1984 Statistics reveal approximately 107,000 architects in the US: 2568 
are African-American. Harvey Gantt, architect and planner, is elected Mayor 
of Charlotte, NC. 
 
1986 Architecture curriculum at Tuskegee is changed to five-year program, 
Bachelor of Architecture. 
 
1989 Sims-Varner & Associates, Inc. of Detroit, MI, designs the $170 million 
Cobo Conference and Exhibition Center. 
 
1990  NOMA celebrates its twentieth anniversary by returning to its 
original founding place, Detroit, MI. 
 
1991  New York architect, Jack Travis, compiles a monograph profiling 
the work of thirty-three African-American architects. 
 
 
 
 
Compiled by Vinson McKenzie, 
Auburn University, Auburn, AL. 
 
 


