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The great variety
found in San Francis-
co is reflected in its
geography, its differ-
ent neighborhoods,
and in its architec-
ture. One can dis-
cover 18th century
French Villas on the
tops of its hills,
Beaux Arts civic
buildings at its cross-
roads, Neoexpressio-
nist churches and
Modernist houses up
and down its steeply
inclined streets. In
areas such as Nob
Hill, Russian Hill, Em-
barcadero, Buena

Vista, The Haight-Ashbury, are buildings as colorful as these



names. There are the bright red roofs of Chinatown, the white
walls trimmed with wood in Nihonmachi, the adobe and pastel
designs of the Spanish Mission district. Above all, the srongest
impressions are of the wooden "Victorian Houses” that march
along the curves and slopes of the city in a refreshing blast of
detailed work and color.

San Francisco Victorian Houses are actually a mixture of a
variety of styles, with a common use of projecting bay windows
and elaborate detailing. During the rapid growth of the city
between the Gold Rush (1850) and World War I (1915), 48,000
houses were built in the predominate styles of Italianate, with its
slanted bays; Stich Style with trim outlining the framework and
parts; and Queen Anne style, with its rounded bays and towers. A
further form is referred to as Stick/Fastlake, with its great use
of ornament and colors to produce a "gingerbread”, "wedding
cake” look.

Strong and inexpensive Northern California Redwood was
used to build these houses, often with building plans bought from
the famous mail-order catalogues of the time. With the new
machine technologies for carving and shaping wood, detailed
trimmings for doors, windows, cornices, and stairs could be
bought by the meter from the catalogues. In this way houses
could be constructed quickly and cheaply, yet with the fancy
detail then popular.

In direct opposite to the sedate white homes of the East Coast,
San Franciscans painted their buildings in bright colors. Paint is
the best way to protect the redwood from the fog, rain and strong
sun of the Bay Area, These colors shocked the more conservative
citizens. San Francisco is a major naval port to the Pacific.
After World War II, great puantities of surplus Battleship Gray
paint were made available to the Bay Area citizens for home
improvements. Soon a major portion of the remaining Victorians
were covered in a boring blue-gray thay hid the beautiful detailed
ornamentation. It is this dull city that many tourists remember.
With the advent of the Hippie period, and their love of decora-
tion, San Francisco’s colorful fast was rediscovered. The shock-
ing colors were back / Architectural Historians found descrip-
tions and photographs of the original appearance of many
houses, and this study led to a new "Colorist” Movement.

Suddenly, an old forgotten home became a circus of colors.
Details hidden in the shadows were revealed to be lion’s heads,
sunbursts, vines, French scrollwork. The building’s structure
was outlined and made more forceful through use of light and
dark shadings or centrasting color schemes. Even better, after
the initial surprise, the house was accepted, and the neighbors
began to paint their homes, and clean up the streets, and plant
new trees and flowet gardens. Once deteriorationg neighbor-
hoods became alive with pride, movement, and color. Now the
tourist, besides seeing the better known places in town, will spend
days going up and down these hills, and fall in love with the
patterns and vibrant life that is San Francisco.
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