
The house of moderate cost is not
only Am e r i c a’s major arc h i t e c t u r-
al problem but the problem most
difficult, if not improbable of so-
lution, for her major arc h i t e c t s .

T
hese words of Frank Ll oyd
Wright, reexamined nearly
30 years after his death,
h a ve a surprising fre s h-

ness—at a time when the news me-
dia re p o rt that the median-income
family can no longer qualify to buy
the median-priced home.

The Usonian house

For 20 years after the De p re s s i o n
Wright struggled with the pro b l e m

of low cost housing against a back-
g round, first of shortage of re-
s o u rc e s, then of rising costs. For him
it was a period of continuing inno-
vation as he sought new or differe n t
design and material combinations
to produce satisfying homes for
families of modest means. The
smaller homes he designed at this
time are collectively re f e r red to as
Usonian, deri ved from the term
Usonia,* Wri g h t’s name for the re-
f o rmed American society that he
t ried for the last 25 years of his life to
b ring about. Many of the simplifi-
cations and improvements that
Usonian houses offered we re later
i n c o r p o rated into the broad mass of

subsequent homebuilding: the car-
p o rt; the ranch style home itself; the
c e n t ra l i zed, sometimes open
kitchen; slabs on grade; and a larg e r
common living space, achieved by
eliminating the separate dining
ro o m .

The earlier Usonian houses we re
of wood or a combination of wood
and brick. Designs we re usually
m o d u l a r, often planned on grids of
t riangles or hexagons as well as re c-
t a n g l e s. A few we re round, and
some we re built on circular l-acre

Concrete in housing

Usonian Automatic:
Wright’s concrete masonry
Full-size house in traveling show

BY M. K. HURD

Usonian Automatic home now touring the United States was designed in 1955 by Frank Lloyd Wright. For ease in
setting up and shipping, concrete masonry was realistically simulated in the 1,800-square-foot exhibit house.

* Origins of the term are unclear. Wright at-
tributed Usonia to Samuel Butler in the
novel Erewhon, but no one today can find
the word there.



p l o t s.
About 1950 Wright designed a

c o n c rete masonry building system
that he called Usonian Au t o m a t i c.
Automatic was used to suggest that
the owner might participate in the
actual construction of the home,
laying or even making the blocks.
Beginning in 1951 a number of
these houses we re constru c t e d
a c ross the nation from Ca l i f o rnia to
New Ha m p s h i re. Some owners did
indeed participate in building their
houses (see Co n c rete Co n s t ru c t i o n ,
May 1986, page 496), not always
with the ease that Wright had antic-
i p a t e d .

Usonian Automatic 
construction

The basic concrete block of the
Usonian Automatic system is
4x12x24 inches (see drawing); the
c o rner unit is 14 inches long on
each face. The blocks are laid up
without mort a r, with #3 re i n f o rc i n g
bars placed both hori zontally and
ve rtically in semicircular voids in
the contacting faces. When two
blocks are set in place the void in
which the rebar is centered be-
comes a 2-inch-diameter cylinder.
After one or two courses of blocks

a re laid, grout is pumped or poure d
into the voids to embed the bars and
bond the stru c t u re together.
Be veled block edges form decora-
t i ve gro oves on the exposed face of
the wall.

The basic block can be va ried in
many ways. Some are cast with a
5xl7-inch opening for glass. Gro u p s
of these blocks form window units

of any size desired. Others have in-
dented panels or coffers on the sur-
face to provide pattern in the fin-
ished wall. A corner block turned on
its side or upside down becomes a
roof-line ornament. Deeply coffere d
blocks serve as ceiling components
(see photo of interior). Although a
simple dwelling may be built with
just a few of the block va ri a t i o n s,
one of the larger houses built in
1957 re q u i red 37 different block de-
s i g n s.

House in traveling exhibit

Pe rhaps 10 or 20 Usonian Au t o-
matic houses have been built in the
United States; they are pri va t e
homes and not readily accessible,
although some owners have coop-
e rated with local schools to perm i t
public viewing. But now comes the
o p p o rtunity to experience this spe-
cial concrete construction system in
a full-size home filled with Wri g h t -
designed furn i t u re. An 1,800-
s q u a re-foot Usonian Au t o m a t i c
h o u s e, designed by Wright in 1955,
has been re - c reated as the focal
point of a tra veling exhibition,
“Frank Ll oyd Wright: In the Realm of
Id e a s.” The show is not a re t ro s p e c-
t i ve; it is an exploration of Wri g h t
ideas that are fundamentally va l i d
and significant for building today.

Standard Usonian blocks make up the fireplace wall of the exhibit home. Dining
area on the left displays Wright-designed furnishings.

Interior view of the exhibit home shows deeply coffered concrete masonry
ceiling. Window wall at the right is made up of concrete block units inset with
glass. Note exposed standard Usonian Automatic blocks in the wall at the left.



A l ready seen in Dallas and Wa s h i n g-
ton, DC, the tra veling exhibit has
been scheduled for six other cities in
the next 2 years (see box ) .

To cope with problems of assem-
bling, disassembling, and mov i n g ,
the show house is not made of con-
c re t e, although it looks like it. The
block construction has been simu-
lated with a polystyrene core sand-
wiched between layers of laminat-
ed board material, all cove red with a
cementitious coating.

Usonian block system
may be adapted

O rg a n i zers of the exhibition make
clear that they are not pre s e n t i n g
the Usonian Automatic house as an
a n s wer to contempora ry housing
p ro b l e m s, but only as an illustra t i o n
of the untapped potential of modu-
lar construction. Critics have called
the show house a splendid essay in
economy of means, “feeling far
g rander than its 1,800 square feet
because of Wri g h t’s deft manipula-
tion of ceilings and walls, and his
m a s t e rful handling of light.” Co m-
plex effects are created by the re-
a r rangement of simple elements.

As with many Wright innova t i o n s,
Usonian Automatic was neve r
patented. Its concepts are ava i l a b l e
to the industry for continuing use or
adaptation to today’s mark e t s.  
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The basic Usonian Automatic block has a semicircular groove running around the
entire block on its narrow face. Blocks are laid without mortar, but with
reinforcing bars in the grooves, both horizontally and vertically. Grout poured or
pumped into the cavities surrounds the rebar and unifies the construction.

WHERE TO SEE USONIAN
AUTOMATIC

The schedule for “Frank Ll oyd
Wright: In the Realm of Id e a s” is
g i ven below. In addition to the
f u l l - s i ze Usonian Au t o m a t i c
h o u s e, the exhibition includes
160 displays and artifacts fro m
other Wright designs. The Na-
tional Co n c rete Ma s o n ry Associ-
ation has also provided an 
accompanying freestanding sec-
tion of assembled Us o n i a n
blocks showing construction 
d e t a i l s.

Ja n u a ry- Ma rch 1989
■ CENTER FOR THE ARTS

Miami, Fl o ri d a

Ju n e - September 1989
■ MUSEUM OF SCIENCE

AND I N D U S T RY
C h i c a g o, Il l i n o i s

Oc t o b e r- December 1989
■ B E L L EVUE ART MUSEUM

Be l l e v u e, Wa s h i n g t o n

Fe b ru a ry- Ap ril 1990
■ MARIN CO U N TY CIVIC

C E N T E R
Ma rin Co u n t y, Ca l i f o rn i a

Ap ri l - July 1990
■ SAN DIEGO MUSEUM OF ART

San Di e g o, Ca l i f o rn i a

December 1990-Ma rch 1991
■ S COTTSDALE CENTER FOR 

THE ARTS
S c o t t s d a l e, Ari zo n a

For details on the exhibit sched-
u l e, contact Su zette Lucas at Ta l-
iesin West, Scottsdale, Ari zo n a
85261; telephone 602-860-2700.


