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UNDERSTANDING
THE
ARCHITECTURAL
LANDSCAPE OF
AMERICA

For anyone who has
ever walked down a
historic street or driven
through a charming
neighborhood and
wondered about the
stories behind the
walls, A Field Guide
To American Houses
offers more than just
names and dates. It
provides a toolkit for
reading the built
environment, turning
every ordinary
structure into a

chapter of social,
technological, and
aesthetic history.
Originally penned by
Virginia and Lee
McAlester and later
revised, this essential
reference remains the
definitive resource for

identifying and
appreciating the
diverse residential
architecture found

across the United
States. Whether you
are a homeowner, a
history buff, a real
estate enthusiast, or
simply a curious
observer,

understanding the
vocabulary of American
house styles
transforms the way
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STYLESCAND: TMEIRI
around you.

The genius of this
approach lies in its
classification  system.
Rather than getting
lost in subjective
opinions about beauty,
A Field Guide To
American Houses
organizes homes into
major architectural
traditions and stylistic
families. This system
allows you to look at a
roofline, a  window
pattern, or a porch
detail and immediately
place a house within its
historical and cultural
context. It demystifies

terms like "Greek
Revival," "Queen
Anne," and "Ranch,"
making them

accessible tools for
observation rather
than obscure jargon.

THE MAJOR
ARCHITECTURAL

DEFINING
FEATURES

The guide
systematically covers
the primary styles that
shaped American
residential architecture
from the 17th century
through the late 20th
century. Below is an
exploration of several
key styles, highlighting
the features that make
each one distinct.

Colonial
and Early
American
Styles
(1600-17
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80)

This family of styles
reflects the varied
heritage of the original
European settlers. A
Field Guide To
American Houses
carefully distinguishes
between regional
variations that
emerged from different
building traditions and
available materials.

* New England
Colonial: Steep
roofs, central
chimneys, and
clapboard siding
define this style.
Symmetry is a
hallmark, with a
formal front door
flanked by
evenly spaced
windows. These
homes were
practical, built to
withstand harsh
winters.

e Dutch Colonial:

Instantly
recognizable by
its gambrel roof,
which resembles
a barn shape
with two distinct
slopes on each
side. This design
created
additional living
space in the attic
without requiring
a full second
story.

Georgian
Colonial: The
most formal and
elaborate of the
colonial styles,
Georgian homes
emphasize strict
symmetry,
hipped roofs, and
decorative
entrances
featuring
pilasters and
pediments. Brick
was a common
material in this
style.

* Federal Style:



Following the
American
Revolution, this
style refined
Georgian
principles with
lighter
proportions,
delicate
decorative
elements like
elliptical fanlights
over doors, and
Adamesque
influences from
British design.

Understanding these
distinctions is central
to using A Field Guide
To American Houses
effectively. The quide
provides illustrations
and photographs that
highlight the subtle
differences between a
Georgian and a Federal
doorway, or a Dutch
Colonial and a
gambrel-roofed barn.

Romantic
and
Victorian
Era Styles
(1830-19
00)

The 19th century
brought a wave of
romantic revivalism
and technological
innovation. The
Industrial Revolution
made mass-produced
decorative elements
affordable, leading to
an explosion of ornate
detailing. This period is
where the qguide
becomes especially
valuable, as the variety
can be overwhelming.

Greek Revival
(1825-1860): Inspired
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by the Greek War of
Independence and a
growing fascination
with classical antiquity,
this style dominated
American architecture
for decades. Look for
prominent front gables
supported by bold
columns, wide
entablatures, and
rectangular transom
lights above doors. The
style conveyed a sense
of democratic ideals
and civic virtue.

Gothic Revival
(1840-1880): A
reaction to the
formality of classical
styles, Gothic Revival
homes feature steeply
pitched roofs, pointed
arch windows,
decorative
vergeboards
(gingerbread trim)
along the eaves, and
asymmetrical facades.
They evoke a
picturesque, romantic
ideal of medieval

cottages.

Italianate

(1840-1885): Inspired
by Italian Renaissance
villas, this style is
characterized by low-
pitched, often hipped

roofs with wide,
overhanging eaves
supported by

decorative brackets.
Tall, narrow windows
often have arched or
rounded tops, and
many homes feature a
prominent cupola or
belvedere on the roof.

Queen Anne
(1880-1910): The
definitive Victorian

style, Queen Anne is all
about complexity. The
guide emphasizes its
hallmark features:
asymmetrical facades
with projecting bays,
wrap-around porches,
multiple rooflines,
patterned shingles,
and a mix of textures
including brick, wood,
and stone. Corner



towers and decorative

spindlework are
common.

Stick Style
(1860-1890): Often
considered a
transitional style

between Gothic Revival
and Queen Anne, Stick
Style emphasizes the
structural framing of
the house through
decorative stickwork
applied to the exterior
walls. It features steep
roofs, overhanging
eaves with exposed
rafters, and board-and-
batten siding.

Early
20th
Century
Eclecticis

m
(1900-19
40)

The turn of the century
saw a revival of
historical styles, but
with modern
construction

techniques and a
desire for comfort and
convenience. This
period includes some
of the most beloved
American house styles.

1. Colonial
Revival
(1880-1955): A
nostalgic return
to the colonial
past, especially
popular after the
Centennial
Exhibition of
1876. These
homes borrow
elements from
Georgian and

6 A Field Guide To American

2023-10-03

Houses



A Field Guide To American Houses 7

Federal styles
but with greater
flexibility and
modern floor
plans.
Symmetrical
facades, dentil
molding, and
multi-pane
windows are
typical.

. Prairie Style
(1900-1920):
Pioneered by
Frank Lloyd
Wright, this style
emphasizes
horizontal lines
that blend with
the flat
landscape of the
Midwest. Low-
pitched hipped
roofs, deep
overhangs, rows
of casement
windows, and an
open interior
plan define this
uniquely
American style.

3. Craftsman

Bungalow
(1905-1930):
The most popular
house style for
the early 20th
century middle
class.
Characterized by
low-pitched
gabled roofs with
exposed rafters,
full or partial
front porches
supported by
tapered columns,
and natural
materials like
wood, stone, and
stucco. The
interior is known
for built-in
cabinetry and
open, functional
spaces.

. Tudor Revival

(1890-1940):
Inspired by
medieval English
cottages, these
homes feature
steeply pitched
roofs, decorative



half-timbering
(exposed
wooden framing
with stucco fill),
tall narrow
windows grouped
in multiples, and
massive
chimneys. They
convey a sense
of old-world
charm and
permanence.

Mid-
Century
Modern
and
Modern
Styles

(1930-
Present)

The post-war era
brought a shift toward
simplicity,
functionality, and
integration with the
landscape. A Field
Guide To American
Houses provides clear
parameters for these
styles, which are often
misunderstood or
lumped together under
the vague term
“modern."

Minimal Traditional
(1930-1950): A
transitional style
between the ornate
early 20th century and
the clean lines of mid-
century modern. These
homes have low-
pitched roofs, simple
rectangular shapes,
and minimal
decoration. They often
feature brick veneer
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and small front
porches.
Ranch House

(1945-1980):
guintessential
suburban home, the
Ranch is a single-story
dwelling with a low-
pitched roof, an
asymmetrical L- or U-
shaped plan, sliding
glass doors opening to
a patio, and attached
garages. The style
emphasizes
informality, indoor-
outdoor living, and
efficient use of space.

Shed style and
Contemporary
(1960-Present):
Emerging from the
post-modern
movement, these
homes often feature
shed roofs (single-
sloped), asymmetrical
forms, and a
combination of
materials like glass,
wood, and metal. They
prioritize natural light

The

and flexible interior

spaces.

HOW TO USE A
FIELD GUIDE TO
AMERICAN
HOUSES
EFFECTIVELY

The practical
application of this
guide is what makes it
so valuable. It is not
simply a book to read;
it is a tool to use in the
field. Here is how to
approach identifying a
house style using the
methods outlined in

the guide.
Start with the Roof:
The roofline is often

the most visible and
identifying feature of a
house. Is it steep or
low-pitched? Is it a
gable, hip, gambrel, or
mansard? Does it have
cross gables or
multiple intersecting
roof planes? The shape
of the roof immediately



narrows down the
stylistic possibilities.
Examine the
Windows: Windows
are critical diagnostic
elements. Are they
double-hung (two
sashes that slide
vertically) or casement
(hinged on the side)?
Are they narrow and
tall, or wide and
square? Do they have
decorative muntins
dividing the glass into
multiple panes? The
arrangement and
detailing of windows
speak volumes about
the style.

Look at the Front
Door and Entrance:
The main entry is often
the most decorative
element of a facade. Is
it centered or off to
one side? Is there a

10

is different from a
Craftsman door, which
is different from a
Modernist door.

Consider the
Materials: What is the
primary exterior
material? Brick, wood
clapboard, stone,
stucco, or shingles?
The material choice is
often dictated by
regional availability
and stylistic trends. A
Colonial home in New
England might be
clapboard, while one in
the Mid-Atlantic might
be brick.

Evaluate the Overall
Shape and Massing:
Is the house
symmetrical or
asymmetrical? Is it a
simple rectangular
block or a complex
form with projecting

porch or a portico? Are bays, towers, and
there columns, wings? Horizontal
pilasters, or a emphasis suggests
pediment above the Prairie or Ranch, while
door? A Georgian door vertical emphasis
10 A Field Guide To American  2023-10-03
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suggests Gothic
Revival or Queen Anne.

By following this
systematic approach,
anyone can become a
confident architectural
identifier. A  Field
Guide To American
Houses transforms the
casual glance into an
informed observation,
revealing the layers of
history and design
intent embedded in
every structure.

REGIONAL
VARIATIONS AND
VERNACULAR
TRADITIONS

One of the most
rewarding aspects of
using A Field Guide
To American Houses
is understanding how
national styles adapt to
local conditions. The
same basic style can
look very different in
New England, the
South, the Midwest,

11

and the West.

The
Influence
of
Climate
and
Materials

In the Northeast, steep
roofs and central
chimneys evolved to
handle heavy snowfall.
In the South, raised
foundations, wide
verandas, and central
hallways promote
airflow and cooling. In
the Southwest, adobe
and stucco
construction with flat
roofs reflects Spanish
colonial and Puebloan
traditions. The guide
addresses these



regional adaptations,
helping readers
understand why a
Cape Cod cottage in
Maine looks different
from a raised Creole
cottage in Louisiana.

Vernacul
ar Versus
High
Style

It is also important to
recognize that most
houses are not "pure"
examples of a single

style. The guide
distinguishes between
"high-style" homes

built by architects or
pattern books and

"vernacular" homes
built by local builders
using traditional

methods. A vernacular
Queen Anne might lack
the elaborate

12

spindlework of a high-
style example but still
possess the essential
asymmetrical massing
and roof configuration.
The guide encourages
readers to see houses
on a spectrum,
understanding that
most homes are
mixtures of influences
and practical
considerations.

This concept of a
spectrum is central to
the book's lasting
value. It teaches you to
see not just what a
house is, but what it
was built from and
what it was built for. It
shifts the focus from
aesthetic judgment to
historical and cultural
understanding.

WHY THIS GUIDE
REMAINS
RELEVANT TODAY

In an era of teardowns
and cookie-cutter
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subdivisions,

understanding the
architectural heritage
of our neighborhoods is
more important than

ever. Preservation,
sympathetic

renovation, and
informed new

construction all benefit
from the knowledge
provided by A Field
Guide To American
Houses. Knowing the
original proportions,
window patterns, and
material choices of a
historic style helps
homeowners and
architects make
decisions that respect
the character of a
home and its
surroundings.

Furthermore, the guide
fosters a deeper
appreciation for the
built environment. It
encourages slower,
more attentive
observation. When you
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can identify the subtle
differences between a
Colonial Revival and a
Neoclassical house, or
between a Ranch and a
Minimal Traditional,
you begin to see the
city or town as a living
museum of
architectural trends
and social history.
Every street becomes a
gallery, and every
house tells part of the
story of America.

The guide also serves
as a practical resource
for real estate
professionals,

appraisers, and
property investors.
Accurate architectural
classification adds
value to a property

listing and helps
buyers understand
what they are

purchasing. It provides
a common language
for discussing design,
condition,



