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H/27/84 DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The San Diego Post Office is a large Starved Classical building, located just outside of 
the present-day downtown area of San Diego. The building has a symmetrical facade 
and floor plan, and is constructed of reinforced concrete. The front elevation is char 
acterized by' window openings extending through the second floor, and separated by 
fluted piers. Entrance to the public lobby is by two projecting wings. Four low-relief 
sculptural panels by Archibald Garner are placed on the front elevation.

LOCAL CONTEXT
The Donwtown Station is located near San Diego's central business district; new office 
construction has been focused to the north, and buildings dating from the 1930s sur 
round the post office on the south and west. Though this part of San Diego has been 
platted since the 1870s, the Downtown Station is not within a designated historic district.

PHYSICAL APPEARANCE
The public lobby occupies the northern portion of the first floor, and has limestone 
pilasters and a marble floor. Several of the original black-glass lobby desks remain 
in use, and many of the orginial bronze post office boxes are still in place. Doors 
facing the lobby are covered with polished brass plates.

The building has a structural steel skeleton, and reinforced concrete walls. The foun 
dation is reinforced poured concrete, and the structure is topped with a flat, asphalt- 
composition roof. The lobby has a limestone wainscotting and ISinestone pilasters, and a 
terrazzo floor. Doors opening into the lobby have a potishedj bronze veneer, and the 
original railings and door moldings are also polished bronze. The original lobby desks, 
which are still in place, have one-inch thick black glass tops, and square, fluted bronze 
pedestals.

The San Diego Downtown Station is an example of the "Starved Classicism" that became 
the characteristic idiom of the WPA architecture. Through the influence of the late phase 
of Beaux-Arts classicism, ornament is reduced to a bare minimum. The concrete pilasters 
on the front elevation are fluted to resemble classical pilasters flanking each door. 
Terracotta panels,sculpted by Archibald Garner, depicting a train, a ship, an airplane, 
and a car, are placed over the windows at the front entrance. An inscription placed in 
the frieze carried by the pilasters of the front elevation reads, "Through science and 
the toil of patient men, the nation's thoughts traverse the land, sea, and air".

ALTERATIONS
An automatic-opening aluminum and glass door was installed on the south entrance when 
an access ramp for the handicapped was constructed in the early 1970s. The orginial 
lobby light fixtures have been replaced with mercury-vapor lights, and the registry area 
has been filled with two banks of lockboxes. The assistant postmaster's office and the 
postmaster's office have been removed, and replaced with additional lockboxes. The 
site is landscaped with palm trees and a strip of lawn on the north.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The San Diego Main Post Office retains integrity of location, design, setting, materials, 
workmanship, feeling, and association. It is significant on the state level and exceptionally 
significant on the local level, under National Register Criterion C, as a distinc 
tive example of a type, period and method of construction.

ARCHITECTURE

Johnson was a well fc.P.owj>. San Diego architect, and received several important commis 
sions in the San Diego area in the 1920s through the 1940s. His first major project 
was the U.S. Exhibition Hall (later the U.S. Consulate) constructed for the 1928 
American-Iberian Exposition in Seville, Spain. These buildings were archetypic of 
the Southern California version of the Spanish Colonial Revival, a style in which most 
of Johnson's work was designed. In addition to the post office, he collaborated with 
a team of architects on the San Diego City and County Building, constructed in 1938 
with WPA funding.

Johnson described the building's style as "a kind of classic", perhaps revealing an 
ambivalence about the style. The Starved Classicism of the San Diego Main Office 
was almost de rigueur for large post offices in the mid-thirties. This building is an 
example of an architect known for his devotion to the Spanish Colonial Revival who 
adopted the Starved Classicism of the Supervising Architect's office for one project. 
This building is unique in the architect's oeuvre. The building has significance on 
the state level as one of the earliest and largest Starved Classical buildings. On the 
local level, it is exceptionally important as a relatively rare survivor from the thirties 
in San Diego's downtown area, thus giving historical focus and a sense of place to its 
immediate surroundings. The building embodies the fine craftsmanship characteristic 
of Depression-era public buildings. Its structural sturdiness is also typical of federal 
building of the period, though a combined structural steel skeleton and heavily rein 
forced bearing wall construction was found in relatively few projects.

SCULPTURE

The sculpted relief panels on the front elevation are representative of federally- 
sponsored art in general and of Garner's work in particluar. The panels lack dis 
tinction as art, but combined with the building's architecture, contribute to the 
overall significance of the building. The panels also have local significance; though 
several federally-sponsored murals exist in San Diego, the post office reliefs are the 
only known federally-sponsored sculpture in the city.
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Sculpture, continued

Archibald Garner, Sculptor, (1904-1970):
Garner received his art education at the California School of Fine Arts (now the San 
Francisco Art Institute), and was a pupil of Ralph Stackpole and Ruth Craveth. He 
was a sculpture designer for 20th Century Fox Studios in Los Angeles, and taught at 
Occidental College in Eagle Rock. He received several commissions for federal art 
projects, among them "Astronomer's Monument", at the Griffith Park Planetarium, Los 
Angeles; "Law", an eight-foot limestone relief in the Los Angeles Federal Building 
lobby; "Law", a red sandstone relief in the Los Angeles Museum of History, Science 
and Art; a large wood relief in the Inglewood Post Office; and "Justice", a concrete 
relief in the Fresno Post Office.
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Note: Post Office site outlined in red.

Source: Sanborn Map, San Diego Book, page 50A, 1956-62; Geography 
Map Library, California State University, Northridge, CA.


