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Art's Auto is a one-story, flat-roofed, early twentieth-century 
brick service station with steeply pitched, peaked roofs capping the 
tower and piers which accent its fanciful facade. It stands on a 
paved triangular lot with small, dusty, weed-covered patches of earth 
to the left and rear (northwest and northeast) of the building. It is 
located at the busy intersection of Randall, Thurston, and Main Streets 
and Lonsdale Avenue (State Route 122) in a neighborhood containing 
a variety of residential, industrial, and commercial structures, all 
dating from the late nineteenth through the mid-twentieth century. 
The building is approximately thirty-two feet wide and forty feet 
deep and is divided externally and internally into two sections.

The front section of the building, with its fantastic exterior, 
contrasts dramatically with the starkly functional rear section, and 
gives Art's Auto the unique architectural character for which the 
structure is noted. This section, measuring approximately thirty-two 
by fourteen feet, was originally an office and a product display and 
sales area, but is now used for office and storage purposes. Outside, 
it is demarcated by four square, turret-like corner piers, each capped 
by a pyramidal roof with an over-scaled ball finial at the apex. In 
the center of the facade (southwest side) is a circular tower with 
a ten-sided conical roof topped by a larger-scale ball finial. These 
roofs, surfaced with what appear to be asbestos shingles, have convex- 
curved "tiles" along their ridges, a feature which adds to the sculptural 
quality and geometric complexity of the roof forms. In addition, 
sloping, asbestos-shingled panels run between the piers and the tower 
on three sides of the front section, forming a false mansard roof which 
is a precursor of the tack-on pseudo-mansards commonly used on present- 
day storefronts and commercial buildings.

The wall surface of the front section is composed almost entirely 
of a wooden framework designed to hold large plate-glass display 
windows, doors, and multi-paned transoms. Two doorways, one at each 
end of the facade, still exist, as do the transoms, but much of the 
display-window area has now been boarded up with plywood. Inside, 
the front section is divided into two rooms with wood floors, wood- 
sheathed walls, and wood panel-and-batten ceilings, while doorways 
in the partition separating the front and rear permit access between 
the two sections.

The rear section, totally devoid of architectural ornamentation, 
is a hard-edged rectilinear mass with a wood fascia board running 
along the top of the wall, over which the metal roof flashing has been 
bent down and fastened. This portion of the building, measuring about 
thirty-two by twenty-six feet, was originally and is still used for
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servicing automobiles. An overhead garage door at the rear of the 
southeast side of the building provides access to a single, concrete- 
floored service bay, while the remainder of this section contains a 
wood-floored storage area and men's and women's rest rooms (the 
former entered from the storage area and the latter from the front 
section of the building). Windows in the rear section are the multi- 
paned, metal-framed type commonly found in early twentieth-century 
industrial and commercial buildings, except for those in the rest 
rooms, which have wood-framed double-hung sash.

Though it still retains its picturesque quality, Art's Auto is in 
very run-down condition. It was slated for demolition after its 
acquisition by the Pawtucket Redevelopment Agency, but over the past 
year the Agency has come to understand and appreciate the historical 
significance of the structure. Consequently, the PRA is now trying 
to preserve the building and has recently advertised it in hope of 
finding someone who will rehabilitate it.
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to create a lively, striking visual effect. The exaggeration of the 
roofs, with their bulging ridges and bulbous finials, gives the 
station a whimsical quality reminiscent of the character of pavilions 
at fairs or amusement parks. The use of such imagery is probably not 
uncalculated; the original owner of Art's Auto undoubtedly hoped to 
capitalize on peoples' positive feelings for places of amusement by 
employing a design which suggested to the viewer that this was a 
fun place to buy gas, oil, and tires.

A relatively small number of these exotic or novelty service 
stations now exist in this country, making the survivors rare arti­ 
facts of early twentieth-century American culture. They serve as 
testimonials to an important period in our history: the beginning 
of America's transition into the highly mobile, automobile-oriented 
society it is today, with the attendant development of new building 
forms and innovative approaches to marketing necessitated by that 
transformation. .Together with Gilbane's (also in Pawtucket), Art's 
Auto is one of the two early twentieth-century service stations in 
Rhode Island discovered to date which best typify this significant 
phase in the history of American commerce and commercial architecture
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Built in 1927-1928 for Arthur J. Normand, Art's Auto is one of 
the most interesting and best preserved early twentieth-century service 
stations in Rhode Island. It is among the surprisingly few notable 
survivors of its period, and is a significant relic of a distinct and 
important phase in the history of American commerce and the evolution 
of service-station design in the United States. .

Gas stations first became a unique commercial building type around 
1910, and the earliest ones were utilitarian structures exhibiting 
little or no architectural elaboration. Between 1915 and 1920, 
standardized, professionally designed stations, employing forms 
borrowed from domestic bungalows or Prairie School houses, were first 
used by regional and national oil companies to create corporate images 
readily identifiable by the public. Though the stylistic imagery of 
such stations has changed repeatedly to suit popular values or fashions 
in each decade, the basic purposes and principles of standardization 
have remained the same, and the approach has continued to regulate 
the building programs of the major oil companies to this day.

During the 1920s, however, the growing availability and burgeoning 
popularity of the automobile led to intense competition among oil 
companies and independent gasoline dealers, a factor which contributed 
in part to a unique phase in station design. A number of firms and 
individuals used exotic styles or novelty structures in an attempt 
to produce eye-catching buildings which would rivet the attention of 
passing motorists. This approach was the antithesis of standardization, 
which sought to attract consumers by establishing an image of familiarity 
and reliability through uniformity. Bizarre design was thus an alternate 
marketing technique used by entrepreneurs to promote themselves and 
their products.

Art's Auto illustrates the individualistic approach to station 
design. The architectural treatment of the front section of the 
building transcends, strictly functional considerations, and piers, 
tower, and varied .roof forms have been incorporated into the structure
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