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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Van Alien store rises four stories and is of steel frame construction 
enclosing large plate glass windows separated by horizontal bands between 
floors. The steel structure is encased in concrete and faced with brick. 
There are large wood joists with an accessible attic space between floors-­ 
there was to be an addition that would have made the department store a 
10 story building.

"The nature of the skeletal construction of steel is clearly evident. The 
wall is made of the long, thin bricks which Sullivan often used, in a 
burnt gray color with a tinge of purple. At the base are vertical slabs of 
block marble framing the large show-windows, and above the ground story all 
the windows are framed by a light gray terra cotta. There is a very slight 
cornice."1 The most extraordinary feature of the building is the foliate 
ornament that bursts out of the terminations of the slender mullions 
running through the three stories.

There has been only minor remodeling: street show windows have had 
aluminum sash installed with, slightly elevated walls, aluminum fascia added 
to canopies; some first floor and balcony changes, complete rewiring and 
air conditioning added. A second elevator was added (completely concealed) 
in a shaft originally provided and an exposed sprinkler system installed.

On the interior, the original foliate column capitals remain on the ground 
level and where others were added on upper floors, the originals were 
duplicated. Although this building is not one of the "jewel box" banks, 
the Van Alien store is one of those simple, elegant structures built when 
the American world of commerce was commissioning Roman Baths and Temples.

l-Morrison, Hugh. Louis Sullivan, Prophet of Modern Architecture. W. W. 
Norton § Co., N. Y., 1935, p. 216.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

This department store is one of the dwindling number of Sullivan buildings 
that represent the work of the late years of his life when his architectural 
practice was reduced to the patronage of a few midwestern clients. There 
are five buildings by Sullivan in Iowa: two altered or changed so as to 
seriously damage their integrity--the People's Savings Bank in Cedar Rapids 
and the Henry Adams Building in Algona, the remaining three are the 
Columbus Bank, the Saint Pauls Church in Cedar Rapids and the Van Alien 
Department Store in Clinton. Sullivan was at work on the Cedar Rapids Bank 
and St. Pauls at the same time (1911) and began working on the large dry- 
goods store for the Van Aliens in 1913.

Hugh Morrison found the Van Alien Store similar in concept to the Carson 
Pirie Scott Store in Chicago, although much smaller in scale. He is also 
somewhat critical of its most obvious Sullivanesque detail—the ornamental— 
"outbursts of terra cotta foliage in the attic (level). Corbels and finials, 
(if so they may be called), are a vivid green in color. Just above the 
finials, and forming a background for them, are inset tile panels in Dutch 
blue and white. These curious features must have been purely decorative 
in intention. They are nonstructural, occurring in the middle of the bays 
between the steel enclosing brick piers....they do not seem to be a part 
of the form, but merely applied on it, the exhuberant naturalistic foliations 
comport poorly with a structure so geometrically rectilinear....occasional 
details such as this appear in other of his buildings, and we feel in them 
a tendency toward purely lyrical outbursts, like some passages in his 
writing."^ These details today seem much less controversial—and more 
attractive to the critics of the I960 1 s-1970's who are not so timid about 
Romanticism.

The present owner is the grandson of the original client and is extremely 
proud of the building, maintaining it in its original condition with very- 
few alterations. He retains the original blue prints, old record 
photographs and correspondence between Sullivan and this patron.

The Van Alien store, although small in scale, need only be compared to 
the conventional stores then being constructed across America, to realize 
that even in his last years, Louis Sullivan was one of our greatest 
architects.

^Morrison, Hugh. Louis Sullivan. Prophet of Modern Architecture. 
Norton and Co*, 1935, pp. 216-217.

W. W.
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