
 

Today, nearly 30 years later, Pierre-Antoine Gatier, RMHP 

Fellow 1991 writes: 
 

 

THE RICHARD MORRIS HUNT FELLOWSHIP 

 

 

Coming out of the national competitive exams to qualify as Architecte en chef des 

monuments historiques (ACMH) in 1991 – and garnering first place –, after setting up my 

practice I became interested in the selection process for a research grant from the Richard 

Morris Hunt Fellowship. 

 

When I ultimately received this French-American scholarship from French Heritage Society 

and the American Architectural Foundation (American Institute of Architects), I was the first 

French laureate chosen for an exchange program founded to coincide with the unveiling of the 

newly-restored Statue of Liberty. An American, John Robbins, had received the first award; I 

became France’s first Richard Morris Hunt Fellow. 

 

The Richard Morris Hunt Fellowship celebrates French-American friendship through 

exchange opportunities for preservation architects. As a French laureate, this meant the 

chance to participate in a six-month research trip to the United States. This extraordinary 

program had been conceived by Michèle le Menestrel, Founding President of French Heritage 

Society. 

 

Day by day, Mary Felber of the American Architectural Foundation organized my program 

schedule, thanks to the network of architects made accessible through AAF and the American 

Institute of Architects. I owe them a great debt for all the benefits this experience brought me. 

It is perhaps worth pondering why I chose to take leave after just earning first place in the 

ACMH competition. As soon as my firm was launched, our first assignments arrived for my 

area of purview: the late-medieval churches of Colombey-les-Choiseuls at Breuvanne-en-

Bassigny, Pouilly-en-Bassigny, Bourbonne-les-Bains in Haute Marne, and the Reims market 

hall in the Marne district. 

 

Asked about the value of an historic preservation excursion to the United States, when our 

own long architectural history and heritage-consciousness ought to be old enough to satisfy 

me, I was surprised by such close-mindedness. My response was to sketch out my idea of the 

voyage. It would consist of a series of objectives (places, subjects, people, institutions), each 

having its role in the cultural exposure I expected to gain. Motivated by convictions I already 

had, searching as well for new and different things, I wanted to come face-to-face with 19th- 

and 20th-century architecture, buildings of steel and concrete, picturesque landscapes and 

orthogonal urban plans ... An obvious list. I saw all of these things and so much more. 

 

And then, there were some places I refused to visit. Even if today I might question the 

legitimacy of this position, it helped me at the time to conceive of my trip as a rupture:  no 

galleries of impressionist paintings, no visit to the Cloisters or to see emblematic Beaux-Arts 

style institutional buildings (such as the Pierpont-Morgan Library in New York), no visit to 

Colonial Williamsburg… 



Consequently, rather than Williamsburg, I saw Shaker villages. In France, we only knew 

about the furniture style, but Shakertown gave me an understanding of Shaker town planning. 

A study for the restoration of one of the Shaker houses brought to light the reuse of older 

woodwork, remnant of a conservation process born out of an ethic of economy and simplicity. 

 

I visited George Washington’s home at Mount Vernon (1757), birthplace of historic 

preservation in the United States1  Here, I discovered an architecture of illusionistic material 

treatments:  façades in wood cladding made to resemble rusticated masonry and finished with 

sand paint, roof shingles painted Indian red to imitate terra cotta tiles... Mount Vernon served 

as an introductory exercise in analyzing the techniques of transformation found on American 

worksites. This would become a major theme of my research. I was introduced to the 

emerging field of garden archeology, demonstrating how the vast grassy lawns we associate 

with Colonial architecture are in fact an alteration by the modern eye, rearranging former 

working spaces and covering over their haphazard, worn surfaces scattered with debris. On 

this stately park, archeology rightfully brought back to life the forgotten slave quarters, with 

their simple wooden frames. This reemergence signified a new interpretation of the site, 

revealing its complex history and rectifying an out-of-date 19th-century vision. 

 

Visiting Amish Country in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, I became acquainted with the 

notion of cultural landscapes, thanks to the analysis performed by landscape architects. They 

examined how the Amish had sculpted a landscape of long, narrow farm plots, a result of their 

resistance to modernity by maintaining only animal-powered farming methods.  Beyond the 

specific traits of this territory, the Amish Country spectacularly illustrates the bonds formed 

between a material heritage and its community. These are links one must be able to recognize 

and respect. 

 

I visited the landscaped city parks of Frederick Law Olmstead, trying to grasp the design 

principles behind these complex spaces, of which Manhattan’s Central Park is a textbook 

example, bringing into harmony the natural parameters of topography, geology, and 

vegetation with the requirements of modernity and use – networks of circulation paths 

responding to the urban grid, hydraulic systems, playgrounds and sports fields, etc. – all 

within a vision of social utility. The low wall surrounding Central Park allows visual 

integration with the city. Frederick Law Olmstead punctuated his landscape with rustic 

pavilions and cast-iron neo-gothic bridges, putting the duality of the 19th century’s new 

garden architecture on display. 

 

In Washington, D.C., I analyzed Pierre L’Enfant’s emblematic orthogonal layout known as 

the “grid plan.” Conceived in relationship with the topography, its monumental spaces 

overtake the rigorous geometry of the grid, itself already cut through by diagonal axes. 

 

Exploring New York’s Soho District, its cast-iron façades appeared to me like a manifesto of 

the late 19th century’s industrialized architectural production. I came face-to-face with the 

new materials of the period, discovering at the same time the warehouse typology, its metal 

façades and wooden sash windows, brick common walls, and wooden floor joists covered by 

wide planks. 

Progressively abandoned due to changes in the economy, these districts would become a 

laboratory for New York’s artistic scene following the arrival of minimalists such as Donald 

Clarence Judd (1928-1994) or Gordon Matta-Clark (1943-1978) in the 1960s.   

The activity of these artists resounded with the spaces in which they chose to live and work. 

Donald Judd worked in metals, an echo of the cast-iron façades typical of his neighborhood.  

1
The Mount Vernon Ladies Association initiated the concept of citizen involvement in 1853, including fund-raising 

methods. By purchasing Mount Vernon from Washington’s descendants in order to save it, they introduced the idea of 

monument restoration in the United States. The objective was cultural as well as political, stirring memory as well as 

patriotic sentiment. 



He maintained an approach of strict conservation regarding his studio’s built structure, an 

early impetus toward preservation of such buildings. Gordon Matta-Clark’s approach had a 

different preservation bent:  by extracting portions of existing wood-frame houses, he then put 

the sliced dwellings on display. He would exploit this same theme for his Paris intervention 

coinciding with the Beaubourg sector’s  reconfiguration in 1975. For the Paris Bienniale, 

Matta-Clark created “cuttings”, large circular openings cut into old Paris building stock 

destined for demolition to free up space for renovating the area around the Pompidou Center. 

Working systematically with ruins and cast-off materials, Matta-Clark addressed structures 

caught in a process of perdition or already slated for demolition.  

 

This founding community of minimalist and conceptualist artists shows a preoccupation with 

built heritage, whether in seeking to preserve it, as Donald Judd did, or, like Gordon Matta-

Clark, by demonstrating its obsolescence. This activity of “taking back” would finally gel into 

real preservation action with the designation of New York’s first historic district. 

 

I analyzed glazed terra cotta façades, varnished earthen elements covering the metal 

framework of structures such as New York’s Fred F. French Building2 , whose ceramic tiles 

imitate traditional stonework which is then enriched with Art Deco motifs. Industrial 

materials and application methods take the place of the artisan’s hand. A similar theme is 

evident in vernacular materials: “balloon-frame” wooden houses have an intentionally 

simplified skeleton, with wind-proofing left to the lap siding which was so easy to fix in 

place. These houses could be moved on trailer beds, or even be stolen, as John Steinbeck 

described in The Grapes of Wrath in 1939.  

 

I discovered a vision of built heritage free of preconceived judgments, where real academic 

rigor was applied to structures, guided only by the values they represent. Antiquity ceases to 

be a fundamental factor. The historic building becomes a marker worth preserving because it 

expresses an historical context. 

 

The New Deal would become a model for study all its own. The Works Progress 

Administration, or WPA, created projects meant to provide employment for all, and historic 

buildings were at the center of these initiatives. The Historic American Buildings Survey 

(HABS) led by the National Park Service still produces ongoing graphic documentation of 

historic buildings in an uninterrupted process, following strict, uniform methodologies. 

Through its preservation arm, the National Park Service was steered toward the creation of the 

Historic American Engineering Record (HAER), focusing on historic industrial building 

stock. On its own, the corpus of WPA production could beneficially serve as a case study to 

inform architectural production and methods3.  

 

The Richard Morris Hunt Fellowship offered me six months of study at the heart of a different 

sort of preservation community, working on a different set of preservation issues. I came to 

understand that this kind of exchange and international perspective would become necessary 

for me as a professional. 

 

 

 

 
 

2
 The Frederick Filmore French Building, 551 Fifth Avenue, New York, was built in 1927 by the architects H. Douglas Ives 

and Sloan & Richardson. 
3 

A unit of the National Park Service, Heritage Documentation Programs oversees the Historic American Buildings Survey 

(HABS), the federal government’s senior historic preservation program, and its related programs: the Historic American 

Engineering Record (HAER) and the Historic American Landscape Survey (HALS). The documentation produced through 

these programs represents the most complete source of national archival material documenting historic architecture and 

landscapes. It is housed at the Library of Congress. See John A. Burns, Recording Historic Structures, 1989. 

Translation : Joseph Warner 
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