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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The design of the Porterville Post Office is strongly influenced by the angular Art 
Deco of the 1920s. The basic form of the building conforms to the symmetrical box 
of the Supervising Architect's Office, with applied terracotta Art Deco ornament. The 
use of extruded aluminum for the muntins and mullions is of particular note, as are the 
two geometricized, nautically-inspired lanterns at the front entrance.

LOCAL CONTEXT

Porterville, located in California's San Joaquin Valley, is 71 miles south of Fresno on 
California State Highway Route 65. The town was platted in 1865, and had a 1982 
population of approximately 21,500. Porterville is surrounded by agricultural areas, 
and has been a shipping center for citrus and other produce since the arrival of the 
railroad in the 1880s. The town's economy remains dependent on the surrounding 
agricultural areas. The fire station and city hall, located two blocks fromlfcheipofct 
office, are built in a simplified Art Deco style compatible with that of the post office. 
The monumnnetal scale and extensive decoration seen in the post office building are 
unique in the Porterville area.

Review of past records and conversations with the local postmaster revealed no persons 
or events which wuld lend either local or regional historic significance to the property. 
The structure is not within a designated historic district, though its proximity to the 
contemporary Porterville City Hall and City Fire Station places it in a de facto historic 
district.

The structure is constructed of brick and concrete blocks and has spread concrete 
footings with reinforced concrete floors. The above-grade foundation is faced with 
granite ashlars. It is topped with a gree terracotta tile roof. Specific features of note 
include:

o Ornamental terracotta plaques above windows. The semicircular forms in these
decorations could be read as representational of either flowers or sunrises/
sunsets;

o Fluted peirs supporting front facade frieze;

o Terracotta frieze over front entrance. An acanthus leaf and rising sun pattern 
appears directly over each of the fluted peirs, vague;y recalling Corinthian 
capitals. Two stern eagles flank an octagonal marble panel; the entire pattern 
is repeated over each span flanking the front entrance;

o Cast almuminum plaques under windows on frant facade;
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Item 7

Physical Appearance, continued

0 Lanterns flanking front entrance. Note especially the contrast of curved lines 
with sharp angular geometry. The polished aluminum lantern recalls a light­ 
house or buoy, and a vegetative pattern is represented in the glass covering 
the lamp.

The applied ornament is representational in content, though there is a strong tendency 
toward geometric abstraction in style. This combination of form and content was 
common in Art Deco ornament.

Iconographically, the eagle and acanthus leaf pattern recalls imperial roman arche­ 
types, and the rising sun was a standard motif of the Art Deco style.

Work began on the building in January of 1933; construction was completed in Novem­ 
ber of that year. The original site survey (attached) indicates that the site was oc­ 
cupied by a wood frame house, which was demolished when construction of the post 
office began. Due to excavations for the basement, it is unlikely that any trace of 
this structure remains. No additional archaeologic or paleontologic resources are 
known to exist within or adjacent to the subject property. Subsurface investigation 
or additional research do not appear to be warranted.

The ornamental terracotta and cast aluminum have no counterparts in the Porterville 
area, and are, in fact, typical of more urbanized areas such as San Francisco or Los 
Angeles. The terracotta roof is unusual for buildings in this style, though it is con­ 
sistent with the local vernacular version of the Mission Revival style.

The lobby occupies the northern half of the building footprint. A black and white 
marble floor originally complimented a series of cast bronze drop lights, but new 
fluorescent fixtures have been installed. A marble wainscoting extends roughly 
three feet up the lobby walls. The service counters are located on the south wall 
of the lobby, and the postmaster's office is on the northeast corner. The workroom 
is directly behind the service counter, and originally had a maple floor.

ALTERATIONS

A remodeling campaign in 1965 added additional square footage to the workroom on 
the south end of the structure. From the exterior, the remodeling has been con­ 
sistent with the original style of the building. The interior lobby, workroom, and 
office spaces have been completely remodeled; only the black and white tile floor 
and marble wainscoting in the public lobby have been retained.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Porterville Main Post Office is important on both the state and local levels. The 
structure is the most sophisticated Art Deco building in Porterville, and is one of two 
public buildings in the town: the other being the WPA~sponsored City Hall. The post 
office is one of three overtly Art Deco post offices remaining in the state, and is artis­ 
tically successful within the constraints of the Art Deco aesthetic. The use of extruded 
aluminum in the building is precocious, and antedates general use of the material by at 
least ten years.

ARCHITECTURE

The exterior elevations of the Porterville Main Post Office retain substantial integrity 
of location, design, setting, materials, workmanship, feeling, and association. The 1965 
remodeling altered the interior workroom space, though the exterior was compatible 
with the original style. The lobby has been extensively remodeled, and retains no 
integrity or significance. The front elevation is important in its own right.

Though the ornament is heavily influenced by Art Deco motifs, the composition of the 
front elevation strongly suggests the influence of the developing Starved Classical style. 
The Porterville Main Office is one of three post offices constructed in the early thirties 
in agricultural areas of California using strongly Art Deco inspired ornament. These 
buildings may represent an attempt by the Supervising Architect's Office to develope 
a style suitable to smaller projects, using a standardized floor plan and simple detail.

The use of cast aluminum ornament is unusual, as are the extruded aluminum mullions 
in the front elevation.

Lake maintained his architectural office in Fresno, and designed small commercial and 
residential structures in towns throughout the Central Valley.
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