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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Municipal Building is a straightforward expression of the Beaux Arts, set on the 
east bank of the Des Moines River which flows through the heart of the city. It is 
the only structure which was actually built, of a "city beautiful" plan for several 
governmental buildings intended to complement the ornate and imposing state capitol.

The Municipal Building is built of limestone, buff in color and smoothly dressed. Sym 
metry is a guiding feature in its design, which is basically an 11-bay main block with 
two-bay wings on either end. The elevation is in two stages: a rusticated ground level 
and a two-story upper stage in which most of the decorative elements are contained. 
The whole is topped with a wide modillion cornice below a parapet which is balustraded 
on the wings.

The ground floor stage contains segmentally-arched windows, with paired lights and 
keystoned, voussoired heads. Three centered doors (on east and west sides) are of 
like shape. Over the east entrance is a three-bay balcony, supported by massive 
brackets. Similar balconies are found on each end.

The second stage is marked on east and west facades by a two-story, nine-bay arcade. 
Engaged Doric columns separate tall, round-arched windows with keystoned hoods. Windows 
flanking the arcade on the second floor are pedimented. Similar hoods are found over the 
three center windows at the same level on each end. Windows in this stage (excepting 
those of the arcade) are rectangular, in simple stone surrounds. Original wood sash 
have been replaced by modern aluminum framing.

North and south facades are identical. The main differences between the east and 
west elevations are the lack of balcony over the west entrance and the addition of 
small entrances three bays from each end. Exterior alterations are minimal: original 
lighting fixtures are gone; one door in the west elevation has been remodelled to 
accommodate the handicapped. The east entrance was originally reached by two flights 
of stone steps; the lower flight has been eliminated.

The most prominent interior feature is the long, barrel-vaulted room which occupies 
the whole main floor of the central block. The rest of the floor space is cut up 
into offices and other rooms of various sizes and purposes. Much of the interior 
is elaborately decorated, utilizing marble in several colors and ornamental plaster- 
work.
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The Municipal Building is significant for its architecture and for its association 
with the the form of municipal administration best known as the Des Moines Plan of 
government by commission, which was adopted in this city in 1907. The Municipal 
Building, built 1909-10, to house the new form of government, was then viewed as a 
symbol of Des Moines f committment to progress and change. Of further interest is 
the lawsuit arising out of the municipal election which approved both the adoption 
of the Des Moines Plan and the erection of a new city government facility: in 
Coggeshall v. City of Des Moines (138 Iowa 730), the statutory rights of women to 
vote on questions of municipal finance were clarified, resulting in the holding of 
a second referendum on the building question in 1908.

Stylistically, the Municipal Building is a very competent rendering of Beaux Arts 
civic architecture, complementing the public library of similar grandeur on the oppo 
site side of the Des Moines River. For all the rhetoric which attended its construc 
tion (see below) the exterior of the building is wholly unrevealing of its use as 
a facility for municipal government by commission. The interior is more revealing, 
particularly in the vast main-floor room which was expressly designed for easy access 
to the combined activities of the various city government departments.

Government by commission (demonstrated earlier in Galveston, but eventually best 
known as the Des Moines Plan) was one aspect of Progressive-era municipal reform 
movements. As expressed in reform ideology, the Plan was an opportunity to replace 
the much-discredited system of ward bosses and machine politics with a small group 
of commissioners, elected at large and without reference to party affiliation. More 
than this, however, the commission method involved the centralization of city governmei 
and the "placing of municipal business on a business basis"1 -- to be controlled, most 
logically, by men of business. Indeed, the origins of Des Moines' move toward munici 
pal reform lay in the city's Commercial Club, a group of locally powerful businessmen. 
Among the members were James G. Berryhill (who first proposed the commission plan), 
Harvey Ingham, S.B. Alien, Lafayette Young. (A former member, Jefferson Scott Polk, 
was the architect of the city's urban transit system and the force behind the Greater 
Des Moines Movement, which oversaw the annexation of a number of adjoining suburbs in 
the 1890's.) - - ,

SEE CONTINUATION SHEET
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The rhetoric attending the "Municipal Days" ceremonies of 14 June, 1910, at which 
the cornerstone for the new city facility was laid, invested the planned structure 
with much symbolism. Quite explicitly, the building was to be "a monument to the 
commission form of government... it was planned with the one thought in mind of 
making it convenient for government by commission". Even the design was done by 
a commission --of four leading architectural firms of the city. Prominently noted 
among the building's features was the great, main-floor "counting room". In this 
space the functions of city government were to be concentrated, centralized, rather 
than distributed (much as had been political power heretofore) behind the closed 
office doors of "101 petty officeholders", "political friends and ward bosses".^ 
Even the name was a talisman: it would be known as the Municipal Building rather 
than as City Hall, with all the latter's undesirable connotations.

The Des Moines Plan, which changed not only the form of the government but removed 
political power from its traditional center among the working and middle classes into 
the hands of the economic elite, was adopted by many other cities, wholly or with 
variations, particularly in the south and midwest. Many of the worst excesses of 
traditional ward politics were thereby ameliorated, as promised in the ideology, but, 
more significantly, political and economic power were now firmly joined to form a 
new, businesslike basis for urban growth and change.

The special election of 20 June 1907 presented to the voters two questions. One 
was whether the commission form of government should be adopted; the other was "Shall 
the City of Des Moines erect a city hall at a cost, not exceeding $350,000?" On that 
day, four women attempted to exercise their voting rights (as set forth in Section 1131 
of the Iowa Code) and were turned away from the polls on the grounds that women were 
ineligible to vote in this election (and therefore the city had made no provision for 
the casting of women's ballots). These women, represented by attorneys Grace Ballantyne 
and William Baily, sued the city, and the case eventually reached the Iowa State Supreme 
Court, which on 7 July 1908 found in favor of the women and declared the 1907 election 
invalid. Among their findings, the Court first held that questions concerning the pur 
chase of ground and erection of city halls were, because they involved the levy of a 
special taz or the issuance of bonds, matters upon which the Iowa code permitted women 
to vote. The Court also found that Article 2, Section 1 of the Constitution had refer 
ence to "the qualifications of voters at the elections for the choice of officers only"; 
therefore, Section 1131, giving women voting rights on questions of tax levies, issuance 
of bonds, and public indebtedness (on the municipal level) was not in violation of 
the Constitution.
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Footnotes:

Des Moines Register and Leader, 12 June 1910. 

2Ibid. 

5Ibid.

^Brigham, Johnson. Des Moines and Polk County, Iowa. 
Co., 1911, p. 628.

Chicago: S.J. Clarke Publishing
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