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Abstract

In the 1950s, Spaniards could hardly afford the expenses of traveling 
abroad, and Spanish architects scarcely read foreign architectural 
magazines because of their expense. Surprisingly, even at this time 
when everything else failed, the Chicago school still reached the 
Spanish architects over unexpected, winding pathways. In 1953, the 
United States and Spain signed a political agreement that offered 
US military and economic aid in exchange for an alliance against 
Russian communism. However, the Spanish population was prej-
udiced—reason enough for the American Embassy in Madrid to 
develop a propaganda program in order to improve the perception 
of the United States and help (although under political oppression) 
with the renewal of agreements in upcoming years. One of the main 
points of the propaganda program was the culture. The US used 
architecture as a cultural weapon. At the time, architecture was one 
of America’s strengths because of the migration of European mas-
ters the US, the development of new materials and techniques, etc. 
Thanks to the work of the “Casas Americanas,” information about 
American architecture spread to several cities in Spain. In this article, 
we will study the dissemination of the Chicago School in the main 
periodical publications of the “Casas Americanas.” As we will see, 
they were sent to an important segment of the Spanish population—
the architects.
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Figure 1: “Escalera IIT,” Atlántico, no. 15, 1960. 

Periodic Broadcasting Media

Noticias de Actualidad was the main tool used by the 
Americans in Spain to show the American Way of life. The 
readership of this informational magazine was 65,000 in 
1956. The second main publication by the US Information 
Service (USIS) was Atlántico, Revista cultural (figure 1).1 This 
review was composed of long analytical essays written by 
American authors and some Spaniards sympathetic to the 
US.2 They dealt with every cultural topic, from poetry to 
politics, from national identity to the arts. In both magazines, 
we find articles related to architecture, some of them about 
the Chicago school.

In Noticias de Actualidad, we find an article related to Louis 
Sullivan, titled “This man embellished the skyscrapers” 
(figure 2).3 The article explained the beginning of his career 
and some aspects that stimulated his work: “In that period of 
time around the end of the last century, American architec-
ture was a mixture of the most different historical styles. But 
Sullivan was a man who looked to the future and he was not 
influenced by the routine.” 

Figure 2: “Este hombre embelleció los rascacielos,” Noticias de 

Actualidad, Febrero 1957, 9. 

An Atlántico article about organic architecture is started 
with a quote about the importance of Chicago in the  
architectural world: [the construction in 1833 of the Saint 
Mary Church by Washington Snow uses the “balloon 
frame,”] “consisting of an ingenious procedure in which they 
used light wooden strips fastened among them, reaching  
an extraordinary lightness and economy.”4

In the same article, they briefly present Chicago’s archi-
tectural history (figure 3). They explain Frank Lloyd Wright, 
starting with the footprint in the decades of 1880 and 
1890, and the “Chicago spirit, expression of a big collective 
effort looking for a reasonable and sincere solution to the 
huge problems caused by the vertiginous growth of the 
population.” This effort achieved technical, constructive, 
and urbanistic innovations that defined a “new esthetic 
language,” but with the World’s Columbian Exposition 
in 1893 in Chicago they followed some other directions.5 
Louis Sullivan was the only one who, with Dankmar Adler, 
designed a building appropriate to the historical moment, 
without following the Beaux-Arts style of the rest of the 
building. “Only Louis Henry Sullivan kept the torch lit. His 
fight was really heroic against adversity, the lack of appre-
ciation and eclecticism. His principle, according to which 
form follows function, is essential to locate the historical 
beginning of organic architecture.” 

Notes

1. “The two USIS periodicals are important 
vehicles for cultural material. Atlántico, a 
cultural quarterly devotes its 120 pages 
to presenting a wide range of US cultural 
interests and achievements through arti-
cles by leading American writers. Noticias, 
although serving several other purposes, 
also is strong in cultural content: over 100 

articles during the year, of which 42 were 
on literature, art, music, education, and 
architecture.” USIS Country Assessment 
Report: SPAIN 1959.

2. “The review has been fortunate in 
receiving abundant and spontaneous 
contributions from Spanish authors, many 
of which have been publishable within the 
magazine’s objectives. They have greatly 

assisted in giving the publication an honest 
mutuality of interest character. A check of 
the first six numbers shows that 16 of 33 
articles (48%) are of Spanish authorship.” 
USIS Cultural Review, Atlántico, August 
27, 1957.

3. “Este hombre embelleció los rascacielos,” 
Noticias de Actualidad.

4. Aguilera Cerni, “Sobre el contenido de la 
arquitectura orgánica,” 69–70.

5. “La Exposición adoptó un anacrónico 
e incongruente clasicismo mercantil que 
tardó poco en avasallar el dudoso y vaci-
lante gusto de las clases más poderosas, 
sobreviniendo una terrible proliferación de 
nobilísimas y grandilocuentes imitaciones 
de los estilos históricos.” Aguilera Cerni, 
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The article “Constitution of an architect” has an interesting 
point of view. “It is not impossible that the most important 
element born in Chicago from the architectural point of 
view was not the Transportation Building or the Meyer-
Schlesenger stores, but the coordination principle. Burnham 
understood this principle when he became master architect; 
Adler intuitively used it when designing the Auditorium 
building (…). Burnham and Adler were the heroes, not 
Sullivan and Root—although Burnham and Adler’s ideas 
stopped being beautiful when they were accepted and 
implemented by other architects.”6 This article is followed 
by pictures exemplifying American architecture. More than 
half of the pictures are from Chicago buildings (figure 4).

Conclusion

What is remarkable in all the studied publications is the 
search for the American question, the meaning of this 
concept, the definition of American, and, more specifically, 
the image of authentic American architecture, even to the 
point of becoming obsessive in the Atlántico review.

To this point, the Chicago School played an important 
role, because from its roots it is without a doubt originally 
American. Even more, some of the buildings built in Chicago 

represented the United States abroad. That is the reason 
why the Chicago School, even though it was a background 
topic, offered an extraordinary overview of American 
architecture. Atlántico gave importance to it as part of 
the program to understand the development of American 
architecture, even if it is not a relevant topic. They trans-
mitted an impression of Chicago as a fundamental city, but 
they did not stop to explain in detail the reason why. We can 
conclude that through this publication, the Spanish people 
obtained a partial view of Chicago, and as a result they 
wanted to know more about the city and its architecture.

The image of Chicago was engraved in the mind of the 
Spaniards through the pictures shown in the exhibitions 
about American architecture, from the first skyscrapers of 
the original Chicago school to the houses of Frank Lloyd 
Wright (figure 5) to the works of Mies van der Rohe and 
his disciples. To the architects who traveled to the United 
States in the 1950s and 60s, it was mandatory to visit 
Chicago to know first-hand the very well-known buildings 
there, even more so than New York. 

“Sobre el contenido de la arquitectura 
orgánica,” 69–70.

6. Translated by the author. In the original: 
“No es imposible que el elemento más 
importante que nació en Chicago desde 
el punto de vista de la arquitectura no 
fuera el Transportation Building, o los 
Almacenes Meyer-Schlesenger, sino el 
principio de coordinación que comenzó a 

ser comprendido por Burnham entonces y 
que comprendió más plenamente cuando 
se convirtió en planeador de grandes 
ciudades, principio que fué adaptado 
intuitivamente por hombres como Adler 
cuando concibieron el Auditorio de 
Chicago. Fueron éstos los hombres que 
anunciaban el porvenir, Burnham y Adler, 
no Sullivan y Root, aunque los primeros no 
fueron tampoco hombres completos y sus 

ideas dejaron de ser bellas cuando se sep-
araron los autores de ellas.” “Constitución 
de una arquitectura,” 56.

Figure 3: “El Merchandise Mart, Chicago,” Atlántico, no. 9, 1958.
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Figure 5: “Frank Lloyd Wright, arquitecto genial,” Noticias de 

Actualidad, Octubre 1957, 11. 
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Figure 4: “Torre del Tribune, Chicago,” Atlántico, no. 9, 1958.


