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ABOUT THE BOOK 
Between 1940 and 1980, Phoenix grew from a small town 
of 65,414 residents to a sprawling city with a population 
of 789,804.  During this period of phenomenal growth, the 
city’s architecture matured as well.  The traditional styles that 
characterized Phoenix architecture during the early twentieth 
century gave way to a bold new design aesthetic known as 
Modernism.  Many of Phoenix’s most recognized buildings 
were constructed during this era, including the Financial 
Center, Ciné Capri, Celebrity Theatre, and Veterans Memorial 
Coliseum.  Sadly, many of the best buildings from the time 
period have been demolished or altered beyond recognition.  
Commercial buildings, in particular, have disappeared at an 
alarming rate.

Recognizing the need to tell the story of this remarkable 
period in Phoenix history and to advocate for the preservation 
of important buildings that still remain, the City of Phoenix 
Historic Preservation Office has prepared this book.  
Midcentury Marvels: Commercial Architecture of Phoenix 
1945-1975 provides an architectural overview of the post-
World War II era, at both the local and national levels.  It 
identifies the key architects and builders who created 
postwar Phoenix.  It also provides a visual tour of eighty 
properties from the 1945-1975 time period and explains their 
importance.  The goal of this book is to get people interested 
in and inspired by Phoenix’s midcentury architecture and to 
show that buildings from this era are worth saving.

Midcentury Marvels reveals the phenomenal story of how 
one Southwestern city embraced the Modern architectural 
movement as an expression of its optimism for the future, and 
how the city’s affection for a new aesthetic shaped its cultural 
and physical landscape.  The book brings Phoenix’s commercial 
architectural gems into the national spotlight, making the case 
for quick actions to preserve the best examples before they 
disappear.  If you are a fan of Modern architecture or are simply 
interested in learning more about the city’s rich and varied 
architectural past, this book is the perfect place to start. 

“This book has been desperately needed for a long time.  Now, 
through careful research, the trove of knowledge on commercial 
architecture has been pried wide open.  Midcentury Marvels is a 
feast for the eyes as much as it is for the hungry heart that seeks 
to understand how our city became a world-class showcase for 
regional Modern architecture in the midcentury era.”        
                – ALISON KING

Founding Editor, ModernPhoenix.net & 
Associate Professor, The Art Institute of Phoenix 
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and   Ryden Architects, Inc.

ABOUT THE CONTRIBUTORS
Don W. Ryden, AIA is a native-born resident of Phoenix 
and graduate architect from Arizona State University.  Don 
has been a registered Arizona architect and a member of the 
American Institute of Architects since 1977.  He has served 
on or chaired the Arizona Historic Sites Review Committee 
since 1988 and has been a member of the Arizona Historic 
Advisory Commission from 1996 to the present.  In 1994, he 
was honored individually with the Governor’s Merit Award 
for Historic Preservation.  In 2008, Ryden Architects, Inc. was 
chosen as the AIA Arizona Firm of the Year for its outstanding 
work in architecture, planning, and historic preservation.

Donna Reiner, Ph.D. holds a bachelor’s degree in music 
history, a master’s degree in historic preservation, and a doc-
torate in cultural humanities.  A long-time Phoenix historic 
district resident, Donna served for seven years on the City of 
Phoenix Historic Preservation Commission and has worked as 
an educator for the Phoenix Museum of History.

Larry Mishler, M.A. is the son of a Mesa camera shop 
owner who envisioned a career in photography after winning 
the Grand Award in Eastman Kodak’s national high school 
photography contest.  He holds undergraduate and graduate 
degrees in education and for more than twenty years has op-
erated a commercial printing company.

ABOUT THE CITY OF PHOENIX 
HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICE
Established in 1985, the City of Phoenix Historic Preserva-
tion Office works to protect and enhance historic districts, 
buildings, and sites in Phoenix.  The office works closely with 
the City’s Historic Preservation Commission to identify and 
designate those properties and districts eligible for listing on 
the Phoenix Historic Property Register and National Register 
of Historic Places.  The office also administers the Historic 
Preservation Bond fund that supports a number of financial 
assistance programs for historic properties.  In 1996, the of-
fice received a National Trust for Historic Preservation Honor 
Award for administration of an outstanding historic preserva-
tion program.

YOU CAN CONTRIBUTE TOO
Preserving Phoenix’s Midcentury Marvels takes a proactive 
approach.  The City of Phoenix Historic Preservation Office 
invites you to share your questions, comments, or stories 
regarding Phoenix’s postwar architectural heritage.

City of Phoenix
HISTORIC PRESERVATION OFFICE

PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT

 602-261-8699 Main | 602-534-4571 Fax | historic@phoenix.gov
200 W. Washington St. - 3rd Floor - Phoenix, AZ 85003
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LODGING
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1959CITY CENTER MOTEL

 The function of roadside archi-
tecture is to attract attention through dra-
matic forms.  Architect William D. Knight 
Jr. and builder Ben Paller used this design 
approach here to create visual excitement 
through complex and contradictory visual 
relationships.  Many themes of the Googie 
style can be traced to the ideas of Frank 
Lloyd Wright who rooted his buildings firmly 
in the earth, built walls of natural stone, 
wood and bricks, and spread out sheltering 
roofs like the boughs of a tree.  At Wright’s 

As a rare, surviving local example of Googie-style 
roadside design, the City Center Motel dynamical-
ly balances the imagery of nature and technology.  
Its ponderous, battered stone pylon set amid lush 
greenery of raised planters counterbalances the 
audacious launch of the angular carport roof.  This 
sleek, soaring roof plane is itself a billboard adver-
tising itself—a fi ne motel demonstration of Wright’s 
“form and function are one.”  

612 West
Van Buren Street

Taliesin West, the heavy desert stone walls 
provided a sturdy platform for the support 
of lightweight roof canopies.  He used the 
metaphor of “cave and bower” for this con-
trasting visual arrangement.  
  On the other hand, many 
European Modernists insisted that boxlike 
buildings should be set in contrast with 
nature as man-made machines for living in-
dependent of the environment.  As shown 
on the vintage postcard above, original 
plantings enhanced the base of the building 

and created a visual buffer from the street.  
The glare of the sun is cut by the ornamen-
tal space-age metal screens.  In concert 
with the architecture, the futuristic roof sign 
catches motorists’ attention as they cruise 
the old highway searching for suitable lodg-
ings near the center of the city.  As is typical 
of highway motels, the lobby and drive-thru 
canopy makes the big architectural state-
ment while the guest room wings are fairly 
simple functional buildings that are little 
more than decorated boxes.

Barbara Stocklin Postcard Collection
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