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the Chrysler, and the Empire State. The last of these would remain the
tallest edifice in the world for 39 years—until Minoru Yamasaki'’s
World Trade Center. But while they didn’t rise higher, American
skyscrapers continued their radical experiments. Towers would be-
come lighter, with once-hidden steel frames replacing heavy masonry
cladding. Howe and Lescaze’s PSFS Building (1932) in Philadelphia,
is considered the first International Style skyscraper. Instead of rect-
angular windows that punched through heavy brick and stone walls,
the 27-story tower featured sleek, glass-paned floors of office space
wrapped around a steel skeleton. Further pioneers of the move-
ment toward steel-and-glass curtain wall towers were SOM’s Lever
House (1951) and Mies van der Rohe and Philip Johnson’s Seagram
Building (1958) in New York. By the 1960s glass-and-steel facades
would become structural. Curtis and Davis’s IBM Building (1963),
a glass tower in Pittsburgh, was supported by a web of steel truss
walls with spans up to 54 feet (16 meters). “Bundled tube” systems,
consisting of groups of narrow steel cylinders clustered together to
form a thicker column, helped further open interiors while better
managing wind and gravity loads. Beneficiaries of this system in-
cluded SOM’s John Hancock Center (1965) and Sears Tower (1973,
now Willis Tower) in Chicago, and the World Trade Center (1973).
The American age of modernity, of course, spurred more inno-
vative buildings and urban developments than just skyscrapers. The
impact of two world wars, for instance, would further cement the
country as a premier industrial power, becoming a major factor in
its embrace of the forward-facing modernist movement. Military
production required functionality, influencing increasing simplicity
of design. It also created a massive production capacity for materials
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like steel (which, along with lighter framing and new welding ca-
pabilities allowed for more robust and large-scale urban projects),
plate glass (which lightened and opened buildings), and reinforced

concrete (which led to durable, more versatile, open structures and

sculptural forms). Other technical innovations like air conditioning

and fluorescent lighting made larger buildings more comfortable

which further consolidated dense urban cores.

Armed with these techniques and materials, America would
embrace the functional ethos of modernism—a pivot enhanced
by the immigration of many of the movement’s European lead-
ers—like Walter Gropius, Mies van der Rohe, Marcel Breuer, and
Erich Mendelsohn—Ilargely as a result of the chaos of those two
world wars. America’s finest modernist buildings would take their
place as definitive icons of global modernism, from the United
Nations Headquarters in New York to the Case Study Houses of
California. And when soldiers returned from the Second World
War, the development of prefabrication techniques and modular
construction—along with the GI Bill, easy access to home loans,
and the emergence of the interstate highway system—contrib-
uted to America’s massive suburbanization. In turn, this brought
with it mass-produced housing, modern offices, shopping centers
and malls, and a new, consumer-driven landscape. Indeed, the
widespread adoption of prefabrication and modular construction
methods, popularized by firms like Levitt & Sons, led to the creation
of housing developments, most notably Levittown, which addressed
the postwar housing crisis.

As the industrial age evolved into the digital age, America’s
continuing technological contributions have led, in light of this new
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epoch’s challenges, to an increasingly sophisticated level of design
and construction. In the 1960s, MIT researcher Ivan Sutherland
developed his “Sketchpad,” introducing graphical user interfaces,
object-oriented programming concepts, and interactive computer
graphics. Through this, he set the foundation for modern computer-
aided design (CAD) systems. This would eventually allow architects
and engineers to visualize and modify designs dynamically, reduc-
ing construction errors, increasing efficiency, and allowing for a
new level of design boldness. The development of CAD continued
throughout the 1970s and 1980s, with California-based Autodesk
revolutionizing the field with AutoCAD in 1982. It provided a power-
ful, flexible, accessible tool for architects, engineers, and designers
to replace traditional hand-drawn blueprints with precise, editable
digital models. Parallel advances in computer processing power
enabled more complex simulations, enhancing structural analysis
and material efficiency, and 3D visualization and manipulation.
American firms such as Gehry Partners began integrating digital
modeling into their workflow, setting the stage for fluid, organic
parametric designs that would have been nearly impossible with
manual drafting methods.

By the late 20th century, a belated, urgent focus on sustainability
played a major role in the ascendance of green building techniques.
In 1993, the U.S. Green Building Council prioritized environmental
design by establishing the Leadership in Energy and Environmental
Design (LEED) certification. These government guidelines set new
standards for energy efficiency, water conservation, and sustain-
able materials, pushing architecture toward a future of minimal
environmental impact. And with the new millennium, advances

in material science, prefabrication, and automation would lead
to more transformations in design and construction. Today, bio-
materials (e.g., self-healing concrete, mycelium-based bricks, and
carbon-sequestering materials) are allowing buildings to become
more resilient and environmentally friendly. Three-dimensional
printing and automated construction processes are also revolutioniz-
ing building methodologies, with robotic systems capable of printing
entire homes in a matter of days, dramatically reducing construction
waste and cost. The U. S. Department of Defense has also embraced
these advances, deploying automated construction techniques for
rapid disaster relief and military applications. To be sure, the digital
transformation has now reached hyper-speed thanks to Silicon
Valley’s Al-driven design tools, which are enabling real-time data
analysis for optimizing structures based on environmental factors,
cost, and user experience.

And so, as America progresses into the 21st century, its tradition
of relentless innovation remains intact, even as it faces far fiercer
competition globally. From the digital revolution to the sustainable
movement, and from CAD and biomaterials to AI-driven automation,
the U.S. continues to pioneer new frontiers in architecture, proving
that necessity, creativity, and technological prowess remain at the
core of its built environment. The American experiment has indeed
proven that architecture best thrives when it constantly reinvents
itself. And American pragmatism and hard work have helped de-
sign reach its highest levels when partnered with risk and bravery.
Asnoted critic Paul Goldberger putit, “American architecture is at its
best when it captures both the spirit of innovation and the restless
energy of the country itself”
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