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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Merchants National Bank was designed in 1912 by the architectural 
firm of Purcell, Feick and Elmslie, a major Minnesota proponent of the 
stylistic concepts of Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright.

The structure was originally constructed as free standing on a square 
base with the West and South (front) elevations exposed to the street. 
Both are identical, architecturally, except for the copper and brick 
entrance along Third Street. A significant exterior feature is the deep 
set street level windows with the huge translucent svtain glass curtain 
walls above. This is an unusual detail similar in concept to Louis 
Sullivan's reknown Owatonna Bank. Also noteworthy is the rich and well 
preserved exterior detailing found at the copper crescent over the entry 
and at the upper building corners where some of the most impressive 
"Sullivanesque" terra cotta in the Upper Midwest is exhibited. All out 
side surfaces are faced in red pressed brick.

The exterior along the West and South elevations are original with 
the exception of the replacement of some glazing on the street level and 
the reconstruction of the flanking entrance light pedestals.

Due to extensive expansion of banking facilities in 1927, 1946, 1961 
and 1971, the original structure became surrounded, so that presently is 
one section of a modern financial complex. The last .Renovation period 
in 1971 included complete restoration of the interior after public and 
private sentiment changed initial plans to demolish the building. A 
compatible new section was constructed to the east and the older north 
addition was refaced for compatibility with the new and original: exteriors.

The interior-restoration included the reconstruction of the teller's 
cages, the refinishing of the oak woodwork and the general rehabilitation 
of the interior, all according to the original architectural drawings 
and specifications. A false ceiling, added in the 1960's has been 
removed and lighting has been installed to 4reflect ; the design of the 
original fixtures wherever possible. This includes the reconstruction 
of six ten foot high brick light standards following original drawings 
and photographs. Interiors in the newer portions have been designed to 
provide spatial and architectural continuity throughout the complex.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE ; ^

Designed b^,. the Minneapolis architectural firm of Purcell, Feick 
and Elmslie, ̂ the Merchants National Bank of Winona is the largest and 
probably best example of this firm's eighteen bank commissions 
distributed throughout the midwest area. It is considered by architectura 
historians to be one of the important contributions to the development of 
early twentieth century American architecture, and has received consider 
able national attention and recognition with its recent restoration 
program.

Unlike the then prevailing Neo-Classical rural banks, the Merchants 
National Bank, when designed, typified the concept that "such buildings 
need not be rigid, formal and lifeless but dignified, functional and 
economical"1!. Despite its geometrical simplicity, its informal interior 
arrangement and totally American stylistic character, it suffered no loss 
in stateliness when compared to its more architecturally orthodox 
counterpart's. '•-. i : , •,;,:• p : ,,.,;. ^.., : ; : - .

The basis of this design approach, if not-universally-practiced at 
that time, is no less significant, since it is rooted in the design 
concepts developed by Louis Sullivaiv-rfrid Frank L-lgjfftKWright in- the* ' 
significant architectural movement known as "Prairie School" or "Chicago 
School". Both William G. Purcell and George G. Elmslie worked in' ' • 
Sullivan's Chicago office and Elmslie is today credited with some of 
that firm's most recognized works. Their own work is considered to be 
the finest of its type to be appreciated in the upper midwest.

Although architecturally significant in its own right, the Merchants 
National Bank takes on added importance when viewed in the perspective 
of a surviving style. Many of these structures are being demolished at 
an ever increasing rate and the Merchants National Bank might well 
become invaluable not only as an archtype but also as one of the few 
surviving examples of its kind.
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