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The Zeigler house is set on a narrow lot with more conventional turn-of-the-century houses  
to which it forms an instructive comparison on either side. The site slopes up steeply from 
the street, giving the house the appearance of being perched above the passerby and emphasizing 
the underside of the overhanging eaves. (It is not known whether Wright realized the nature 
of the site when he prepared by the design; one story has it that the unusual and challenging 
site was what prompted him to accept the commission.) fSee photos 1, 2, and 3 J

(Sclarenco, pp. 7-16, 18) "/The Zeigler houseybelongs to the type of 'prairie house' that 
has as its core a main block that is approximately square. In both plan and appearance it 
bears resemblances to several other houses of the type, including the Stephen M. B. Hunt 
house in LaGrange, Illinois, (1907) the L. K. Horner house in Chicago, and even the much 
more sophisticated and abstractly complex Mrs. Thomas H. Gale house in Oak Park (1909). 
The plan itself is almost identical with that of the third Ladies 1 Home Journal house (1906), There 
are, additionally, certain features, such as the stairwell and the shallow protruding balconies 
for plants, which may be observed in a sketch for the Curtis project and which are echoed 
almost exactly in the Zeigler house four years later. ^Perhaps the executed structure that 
the Zeigler house most resembles is the central block of the Robert W. Evans house in Chicago 
with the Frankfort loggia a truncated vestige of the Evans extended wingsV/ /See photo 10 J

"The main block of the Zeigler house is 30 f wide and 32 f at the sides and its two stories extend 
to a height of approximately 23 f . From the front there extends a low terrace that runs the 
length of the facade and is connected with the living room by a set of glass doors that, in a 
manner rather bold and open even for Wright at the time, form almost a solid wall of glass, 
interrelating interior and exterior space in a fresh and daring way. This is the more 
remarkable since the*terrace itself, unlike those in other similar houses of the period, is 
neither high nor enclosed. It is, on the contrary, low, and opens at the end near the entry. 
It is also connected at this end to the entrance walk by steps. The open quality of the glass 
doors is counterbalanced on the upper level by a shallow cantilevered balcony which runs 
almost the length of the front and which extends upward from the doors to the strip windows 
on the second floor. With the wide projecting eaves of the roof, that seem almost to press 
the building into the ground, it combines to help reaffirm the character of the house as a 
shelter, a private retreat {see photos 1 & |J.

"On the south side of the house there are similar balconies on both levels. These not only 
repeat and balance on the exterior the terrace and balcony projections of the front, but also 
combine with the leaded strip fenestration on this side of the building to afford an internal 
counterbalance to the open front within the L~shaped living-dining space itself. All these 
shallow balconies were designed for continuous banks of plants and have built-in metal troughs. 
They are accentuated by heavy timber stripping at the tops and bottoms and, on the upper level, 
are further integrated into the design of the structure by means of a continuous wooden strip 
that carries their top trimming almost completely around the house. [Phote 4j

Reproduced in Henry-Russell Hitchcock, In the Nature of Materials (1942 edition),
Plates 130, 136, 160-61, 128-29.

(continued)
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The design of the Zeigler house   the only building by Frank Lloyd Wright erected in Kentucky 
during his lifetime, and his first commission south of the Ohio River   comes at the end of the 
"Prairie Houses" phase of Wright's career. In its modest way, it is a quintessential Prairie 
house, of a type that Wright had hoped could become a model for popular suburban housing, and 
had allowed Edward Bok of the Curtis Publishing Company to publicize nationwide in The Ladies' 
Journal at the turn of the century. And it was just this type of design that European architects 
assimilated as the basis of their own "modern" architecture just before and after World War I.

Although the Zeigler house design belongs to an earlier sequence that ended about 1909 (what 
Manson calls "The First Golden Age") and marks no important new departure in Wright's 
work   in fact, he had completely forgotten it until reminded 35 years later, and in any case 
did not participate in its execution nor even see it until that late date   the circumstances of its 
commission belong to one of the most interesting and crucial episodes of Wright's career.

These circumstances were recounted by Carl Sclarenco in a 1949 paper, "A Prairie House in 
Kentucky, " prepared for Professor Walter L. Creese of the University of Louisville.

"In 1910, the architect felt himself spent and creatively at a dead end. He describes it thus in 
his autobiography:

This absorbing, consuming $&se of my experience as an architect ended about 1909. 
I had almost reached my fortieth year: weary, I was losing grip on my work and 
even interest in it. Every day of every week and far into the night of nearly every 
day, Sunday included, I had 'added tired to tired' and added it again and yet again, 
as I had been trained to do by Uncle James T on the farm1 as a boy. Continously 
thrilled, too, by the effort that now seemed to leave my mind up against a dead wall. 
I could see no way out. Because I did not know what I wanted, I wanted to go away. 
Why not to Germany and prepare .the material for the Wasmuth Monograph? I looked 
longingly in that direction. .

"His solution to the dilemma was of necessity no less than a complete break with the stultifying 
set pattern of his life: friends, family, all. Forced to choose between an artistic ideal and 
the life that was making him creatively sterile, he elected, not without painful deliberation, to 
keep the ideal high. 'Turning my work, plans, draughtsmen and clients over to a man whom I

!. Frank Lloyd Wright, An Autobiography, p. 162 (1943 ed.).
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"On the north side of the house, set back from the front of the main block and extending from 
its side, is a rectangular protuberance about half the length of the building which incorporates 
an entry and a passageway to the rear and to the kitchen. This projection is but one story 
high and there rises from it the somewhat smaller volume of a stairwell which extends from 
the main block only as far as the overhanging eaves, which serve to roof it. The space atop 
the entry in front of this stairwell is utilized as a tiny open porch which leads into the main 
bedroom on the second floor. The top of the stairwell is continuously glassed on all three 
sides so that light flows abundantly all during the day, and in this respect as well as in 
general feeling and design it is nearly identical to that of the Ladies 1 Home Journal project.

"The manner in which entry and stairwell interpenetrate is echoed in the design of the 
loggia which extends from the main block /beside/the entry. The low slab roof is supported 
by two monumental rectangular pillars, between which is a . . . wood screen of thin, square, 
vertical strips, narrowly spaced and broken only by a horizontal strip running through the 
center. A somewhat similar but much smaller screen forms part of one wall of the stairwell 
inside. . . . The loggia provides a passage to the rear that is open but both sheltered and 
private, and which relaxes and counterbalances the comparative rigidity and monotony of 
the square mass of the house. (JPhotos 5 and 6.J

"The only remaining extension of the main block occurs in the rear where a projection 
half the width of the house and nearly square serves as a screened-in porch connected with 
the interior by glass doors similar to those leading to the front terracfe. An additional 
door on the north side of this extension leads to the rear yard. The upper part of this 
projection formed originally an unroofed, shallow-1 edged sun porch connected with rooms 
on the second floor. This has been since altered . . . into an enclosed, separately roofed 
sleeping porch, fphoto 7.J

"The entire structure is surmounted by a hipped roof of the type made famous in the 'pr^airie 
houses,' through which there rises slightly toward the front and centered from the sides a 
rectangular chimney typical of such houses. With the exception of the rear, the eaves 
project far over the house, affirming the strong quality of shelter characteristic of the 
mature work of Wright in the first quarter of the twentieth century.

"Henry-Russell Hitchcock has pointed out that the restrictions of the square plan make many 
of the houses of this type dull and uninteresting. Despite this, however, the ^rchiteqf/ 
managed to achieve in the interior /of the Zeigler house/a spatial arrangement that is, on 
the ground floor at least, at once flexible, subtle and masterfully handled. From the entry 
a short series of steps leads up into the front arm of a continuous L-shaped living-dining

(continued)
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space. This portion of the room features at the front the doors leading to the terrace, and 
at the rear as is common in the 'prairie houses,' serving as a core for the entire plan a 
yellow Roman-brick fireplace. Above the fireplace £s a shelf-like enclosure that also forms/ 
the lowered ceiling for a passageway behind. It is faced with moveable leaded-glass doors 
which impart to it a hovering, almost floating appearance. The function of this shelf-like 
extension, however, is ambiguous. It may have been designed for either air-conditioning 
or indirect lighting, but there is also the possibility that it was intended for books or as a 
display shelf for china or glass articles. Wright's own guess was that it was designed for 
air conditioning, but the presence of the glass doors would seem to make this unlikely. A 
somewhat similar device for lighting and air conditioning is to be found in the Robie House 
(see Hitchcock, pi. 166). It serves, at any rate, to integrate into the design the passageway 
behind the fireplace which leads from the juncture of the L to the stairwell, making the 
fireplace itself at the same time a free-standing volume. Not only does it thus increase 
and enhance the dimensional qualities of the fireplace, but it also forms a secluded spot in 
the midst of the sweeping continuity of the L-plan. ^Photos 8 and 9^

"The side arm of the L occupies the south half of the structure, . . . The outside wall has 
inset a continuous strip of windows leaded with the geometric pattern carried uniformly 
through most of the fenestration and glass partitioning of the house, while the opposite wall 
is fitted with a built-in china cabinet and sideboard with storage drawers. An oval lighting 
fixture attached directly to the ceiling is the only fixed source of light in the entire living- 
dining space. The treatment of wall and ceiling is here, as throughout the house, of the 
type common to Wright's houses of the period; a smooth plaster skin with unpainted wood 
trim. The continuous spatial flow of this living-dining room, the free-standing fireplace, 
the glass doors at both front and rear which extend and interrelate interior with exterior, 
the quantities of light afforded and the pure, plain walls with their warm, natural trim, 
all contribute to a sense of airiness, spaciousness and comfort. . . .

"The kitchen forms a self-contained, almost enclosed and isolated block that is yet com 
pletely accessible, connected on the one side to the dining space through a little passageway 
and pantry at the rear, and to both the rear yard and the front of the house. . . . Like 
the rest of the main block, it is elevated slightly above the entry and is connected to it by 
a short series of steps. Although the kitchen is small, it is both spacious and light. Win 
dows are set into both outside walls and there are built-in cabinets in the longer inside wall 
similar to those in the dining space. The windows here are not leaded but are clear, in 
keeping with the character of the kitchen as a work room in the rear of the house where 
privacy is not so much desired as light. These windows, and for that matter all those in 
the building, are not of the familiar "guillotine" £sasi7type but are of the casement variety,

(continued)
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opening outward by means of cranks, screens being placed on the inside; the type which 
Wright says in his autobiography he would have invented had they not already existed.

"The second floor is, as one might expect, more conventional, less interesting and less 
exciting than the ground floor. . . . Around the center hall are grouped in the front a 
master bedroom and a connecting smaller chamber, and in the rear a large room opposite 
the master bedroom, a recessed bathroom in the center, and beside it another smaller 
room. Yet the master bedroom has rising through it, rather awkwardly perhaps, the 
chimney, which occupies the rear corner near the adjoining room. Here the Roman brick 
of the downstairs room is replaced by conventional red brick and the execution is somewhat 
less satisfactory. . . .

"The stairwell is ... one of the most attractive and important features of the house. Its 
hollow rectangular volume rises the full height of the building, partially divided in the 
center by a partition which forms a wall between the doubled-back stair levels and serves 
as a low retaining wall on the second floor. A light fixture attached to this partition 
illuminates the stairwell by night. Into the three outside walls are set built-in storage 
cabinets at the landing, while set into the wall on the first floor which divides the stairwell 
from the living room is a wood screen /similar to that of the entrance loggia/. "

Aside from the unexplained cabinet over the fireplace, there are other minor features 
unlike those in houses supervised directly by Wright and his assistants: the use of two 
different woods for the exterior trim and the lack of colored glass inserts in the leaded 
exterior panels (both perhaps the result of economy during construction).

The structure has undergone some slight alterations, most noticeably the enclosure of the 
sleeping porch mentioned above. In spite of a general lack of maintenance, particularly 
during some of the rental period, the house is largely intact, both outside and in.

The house was recorded for the Historic American Buildings Survey by a team under the 
supervision of Professor Philip A. Noffsinger of the School of Architecture, University of 
Kentucky, in 1972 (14 sheets deposited with the Library of Congress, Washington, D. C.).
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As the house is at present difficult of access and virtually unchanged, the majority of 
the photographs included in the form were taken from glass slides made at an unknown 
date by an unknown photographer and deposited in the slide collection of the Department 
of Fine Arts at the University of Louisville, Kentucky. Note that the trees surrounding 
the house (particularly the birch at the left of the entrance, which seems to be a planned 
and integral part of the composition) are not significantly smaller than at present.

GPO 892 455
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had just met,' he writes,' Von Hoist, a young Chicago architect, and making the best provision 
I could for my family for one year, I broke with all that was as it was.' Wright left Chicago 
and'Usonia'and set sail for Europe.

"In the course of that most important voyage, the architect met a young Presbyterian minister 
from Frankfort, Kentucky, the Reverend Jessie R. Zeigler. Whether or not the minister 
had heard of Wright before or was acquainted with his work is uncertain, although it seems 
possible that he may have been familiar with one or more of the Ladies' Home Journal projects. 
In any event, the Reverend Zeigler asked the architect to design him a house and Wright drew 
up a number of sketches for the building while en route. Here the origin of the house becomes 
obscure and complicated. The architect himself remembers only having made these preliminary 
sketches and disclaims acsy other connection with it. There is little reason to doubt his 
memory and it is most likely that the sketches were sent back to the Oak Park workshop to be 
elaborated into a complete set of detailed plans. All efforts to locate the plans have failed; 
therefore, the degree of Wright's participation in their formulation and the question of their 
actual execution must remain matter of conjecture. The matter is of particular importance not 
only to the problem of placing this work in relation to the body of Wright's production, but 
especially because of certain features of the house, . . . responsibility for which the architect 
disclaims and even the function of which, in one case, is uncertain. Regardless, the house is 
unmistakably authentic and bears a strong resemblance to the third Ladies' Home Journal 
house, as well as others of Wright's work. The employment of a similar plan may be 
coincidental or it might, on the other hand, indicate that the Reverend Zeigler was familiar 
with the third Ladies' Home Journal project and desired a similar house. The house is 
listed in Hitchcock's catalogue as unsupervised, but whether this means that not even an 
assistant from the workshop helped in construction is uncertain.

"After his shipboard meeting with the Reverend Zeigler and the consequent sketches for a 
house, Wright went on to Italy to his Voluntary exile at Fiesole.' The minister, apparently 
taking only a short summer vacation, returned to Kentucky, and in the winter of 1910, under 
the supervision of a Frankfort contractor named Scott /since deceasejd7> construction was 
begun on what was to be one of the last of the 'prairie houses' and the first building by Wright 
to be erected south of the Ohio River. The house was built on a plot of hillside property 
located at what was to be 509 Shelby Street in the old section of Frankfort, a few blocks from 
the new State Capitol.

o
F. L. Wright, op. cit., p. 164.
The story of this meeting was corroborated by Wright during a 1948 lecture-visit to the 

University of Louisville which included a trip to the Frankfort house. This was the first time 
Wright had seen the building. Rev. Zeigler was the minister of the First Presbyterian Church 
of Frankfort.

4 See the letter from Wright to Sclarenco transcribed below.
(continued)
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"The property had been purchased by the minister from Russell McRery of Frankfort in 
May 1909. The house was partially financed by a mortgage, dated September 23, 1910, 
between the Reverend Zeigler and his wife Charlotte and the Capital Trust Company of 
Frankfort. These documents are to be found in Deed Book 55, p. 21, and Mortgage Book 
38, p. 307, in the office of the Franklin County Clerk, Frankfort. The mortgage is in 
the amount of $4, 650 which might be some indication of the cost of the house since the 
Ladies 1 Home Journal project had been subtitled 'A Fireproof House for $5,000. f On the 
other hand, the Frankfort house probably cost more than this since it is larger than the 
project. "

The Zeiglers left Frankfort about 1916 and the property changed hands several times before 
being purchased in 1948 by the present owner and her late husband. In the interim it had 
been used as rental property. Thanks no doubt to its location there were several distin 
guished tenants, including Judge (later Governor) and Mrs. Simeon Willis.

Letter from Wright to Sclarenco dated September 6, 1948:

My dear Mr. Sclarenco: I did build the house and we have the drawings. The 
plans were sent to the Zeiglers and they employed a builder.

I never saw the house until my visit to Lexington last spring.

It all seems normal except the strange cabinet above the fireplace. Some liberties 
taken there?

Sincerely yours, 

Frank Lloyd Wright
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