
george barnett johnston

drafting culture

A Social History of Architectural Graphic Standards

The MIT Press    Cambridge, Massachusetts    London, England

http://mitpress.mit.edu/026210122X


© 2008 Massachusetts Institute of Technology

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in 
any form by any electronic or mechanical means (including 
photocopying, recording, or information storage and retrieval) 
without permission in writing from the publisher.

MIT Press books may be purchased at special quantity discounts 
for business or sales promotional use. For information, please 
email special_sales@mitpress.mit.edu or write to Special Sales 
Department, The MIT Press, 55 Hayward Street, Cambridge, 
MA 02142.

This book was set in Adobe Garamond by Graphic Composition, 
Inc. Printed and bound in the United States of America.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data

Johnston, George Barnett.
 Drafting culture : a social history of Architectural graphic  
 standards /  George Barnett Johnston.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
isbn 978- 0- 262- 10122- 6 (hardcover : alk. paper)
1. Architectural practice—United States—History. 2. Architects—
United States—Social conditions. 3. Drafters—United States—
Social conditions. 4. Ramsey, Charles George, 1884–1963. 
Architectural graphic standards. I. Title. 
na1995.j64 2008
720'.2840973—dc22
 2007039853
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



Acknowledgments When or where this project began is diYcult to say, for it 
seems to have been with me for a long time and through 
many places. High school and college English teachers 
stoked my cultural imagination and love of the layered-
ness of  literature and language. My hometown architect 
showed me that a solitary practitioner could well be his 
own chief draftsman. And in my first professional employ-
ment, two characters—a charismatic young architect and  
a poet of the drafting board—initiated me into the fellow-
ship and vocation of their craft. They taught me through 
their practice to draw more keenly and knowingly than I 
ever had in school, and to be a part of a drafting culture.

I have been fortunate through the years to encoun-
ter teachers who became friends as well as friends who are 
my teachers still. Two whose influence must be noted 
are Michael Fazio and Peter Waldman, both exemplary 
teachers of teachers, of architecture and of history. At 
Georgia Tech, where my own teaching commenced, I was 
encouraged by Alan Balfour to find my own voice in the din 
of architectural discourse, and his successors over the years 
as program director have in diVerent ways in diVerent 
seasons challenged me intellectually and supported the  
development of these ideas. Among a roster of exceptional 
colleagues, Harris Dimitropoulos, Doug Allen, and—
until his untimely death—Lewis Lanter have engaged me 
in a two- decades- long, stimulating conversation about 
things that matter in general and that are the matter of 
this book. In addition, the late Dean Thomas Galloway’s 
sustained interest in, support for, and encouragement of 
this work has been deeply gratifying.

For all the community of interests supporting this 
project from within the field of architecture, it is impos-
sible to imagine that this book could have taken shape 
without first crossing the limits of that discipline. During 
my doctoral studies, the interdisciplinary faculty of the 
Graduate Institute of the Liberal Arts at Emory Uni-
versity encouraged this research as a contribution to the 
wider domain of American cultural history. Discourses 
and methods gleaned from coursework in areas of history, 
literature, cultural studies, anthropology, material culture, 



vii

acknowledgments

ment and the ultimate proof about the modus operandi 
of drafting culture. Appreciation is expressed to the copy-
right holders of those images who granted permission 
for their republication in this volume. A special note of 
thanks is extended to publisher John Wiley & Sons for use 
of the many images from Architectural Graphic Standards; 
and to Winifred R. Seibert and Jane R. Boyer for permis-
sion to reprint images from Louis Rouillion and Charles 
G. Ramsey’s Architectural Details. A sincere eVort has been 
made to locate the copyright owners for each image in 
this book, and in cases where none has been found, I have 
depended upon available evidence to determine whether 
the image was genuinely a part of the public domain. If I 
have erred in this task, I trust that it has been on the side 
of caution.

I am especially indebted to all those at the mit Press 
whose dedicated and professional efforts have brought this 
work to fruition. My sincere thanks go to Roger Conover for 
his interest in and enthusiasm for this project, to Matthew 
Abbate for both skillful and sensitive refinements to the 
manuscript, to Emily Gutheinz for an elegant and evoca-
tive design, and to Marc Lowenthal for his administrative 
care. This process has been a sheer pleasure.

Two dear and devoted friends and colleagues above all 
others, Stuart Romm and Denise Dumais, bolstered me 
along the way with their thorough, honest, and unflinch-
ing readings of this text. They reflected with me every 
Saturday morning on the questions that were raised, the 
ones left unanswered, and the implications of the histori-
cal evidence for the present state of professional aVairs. 
Among other friends new and old, they cheered me across 
the finish line of this marathon. To my family, those  
departed, distant, and near: thank you for your constant 
faith. Denise, Honora,  and Mason, my muses: you inspired 
me with your love and amusements all along the way.

and social thought have provided a constellation of refer-
ences for mapping a small quadrant of the quotidian and 
quixotic universe of architectural practice. Dissertation 
advisor Dana White was uniquely suited to the task, bring-
ing his wealth of historical knowledge and insight about 
the twin processes of urbanization and professionalization 
to bear on the shape that this project would take. The 
distinct yet complementary viewpoints of readers Cris 
Levenduski and Ivan Karp sifted and accommodated well 
the eclectic range of source materials and interpretive 
approaches deployed here. I thank them for their respective 
roles in the formation of this study.

Many thanks are due to the archivists and custodians 
of special collections who have aided me along my way, 
notably those at Kroch Library of Cornell University, 
the Herbert Hoover Presidential Library, the American 
Institute of Architects Library and Archive, the Metro-
politan Museum of Art, the Irish Architecture Archive, 
and the University of Iowa Libraries. Special recognition 
and appreciation is extended to Janet Wells Greene, until 
recently Librarian and Archivist of the Library of the  
Mechanics Institute in New York City. Her early interest 
in this project, her understanding of its place within a 
neglected realm of labor history, and her ongoing encour-
agement have been key motivators in my perseverance 
toward its completion. And a special note of thanks must 
be expressed to now- retired Georgia Tech Architectural 
Librarian Kathy Brackney, whose constant enthusiasm 
for this project has pushed me to delve deeper into the 
archive of knowledge.

Travel to these various collections was supported by 
the Graduate Institute of the Liberal Arts at Emory Univer-
sity, the College of Architecture at Georgia Tech, and the 
Georgia Tech Foundation. Appreciation is also expressed to 
the Temple Hoyne Buell Center for the Study of American 
Architecture for the opportunity to present a piece of this 
work in progress at its biennial dissertation colloquium at 
Columbia University.

The visual discourse of this book, posed through its 
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