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i so immigrated from 

ew York in 1881.· Chances 

re ou've walked beneath their 

s a ing tiled vaults and admired 

their vision. They made America 

better. This is their story. 
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This is me standing beside my father 

on the day we arrived in New York. 
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RSTAVINO 
Actually it is a story about two people named Guastavino. 

Rafael Guastavino Moreno was a visionary, an architect, an engineer, an artist, an interior 

designer, an immigrant to America, a musician ... and my father. 

I too am named Rafael, like my father and grandfather. I am Rafael Ill 

Guastavino Exp6sito, and I would like to tell you how my father and I emigrated 

and changed the shape and color of a thousand buildings in the United States. 



My father grew up in a house in the city center, a neighborhood with 

majestic historic buildings constructed with fantastic vaulted ceilings. 

My great great grandfather was a leading architect and my 

grandfather was a piano builder and restorer. My father 

wanted to become both a violinist and an architect. 

It is good to have dreams. 
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At the age of seventeen, my father moved to Barcelona, where 

he learned how to design and construct wonderful buildings. 

After he became a master builder, he designed a number of 

homes and industrial buildings in and around Barcelona that were 

inspirations for future famous architects. 

He incorporated vaulted and domed ceilings into many of his 

earliest designs. 

La Massa theater was one of the most famous buildings he 

designed. He gave this building an extraordinary large and very 

thin domed ceiling constructed of tiles. 

1880 
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The United States was a young, growing, exciting country in 

the midst o what is now called its Gi ded Age. Railroads were 

expanding, new erritories were being developed and settled, 

and commerce and trade were exploding. 

For i s ance, can ou imagine a cit that grows from 1 million to 

3.5 million i abitants in went years? That is what happened to 

C" y in the t o decades af er we arrived. 

hen we arri ed, e B ooklyn Bridge was still under 

construe ion but was almost finished. 

New York, Boston, and other cities across the United States 

needed new houses, bridges, tunnels, schools, universities, 

churches, public baths (because at that time there were no 

showers at home), gyms, banks, hospitals, museums ... They 

needed everything! 
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1840 

The country al o needed thousand of immigrants to help 

ma e all thi 1rowth possible. 

When i mi rants arrive in a new country, they are drawn 

e le m their own culture, who speak their native 

e an s are their customs. That is the origin of 

i b s such as Little Italy, Chinatown, 

an ers. e also ollowe this path and went to live 

i i · 1e pain, a eighborhood on the west side of 

a a a ar nd 14th St eet. My father and I didn't 

s ea any Engl sh, which made everything difficult. 

My a er ec e · to send me o a boarding school to 

learn En lis ; t rst I was errified of being all by myself, 

u I soon mad new friends. I graduated with honors one

ea a er a went back to New York to start helping

y dad · his o flee.

I agi el I as nly ten years old and spoke better English 

than he did. 
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My father had come to America with a unique solution to this problem. 

Do you know what high-temperature pizza and bread ovens are made of ? BRICKS!

That is because bricks can withstand extremely high temperatures. 

My father knew how to enclose interior spaces with complex curved surfaces 

constructed from very thin bricks-called ceramic tiles-and how to make the spaces 

fireproof by building what architects call vaults, which are arched roofs and ceilings. 

Isn't that brilliant? Real brilliance is often hidden in the simplest 

ideas, the ones that seem so obvious you wonder why no 

-- - - -
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one has thought of them before. 

That is the big idea that my father had carried 

aboard the ship from Spain! It had given him the 

confidence to emigrate. 

- - - -
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My father patented tiled vaults and ome as a fireproof construction system after 

we arrived in A er·ca, so he was the onl o e who could legally use the system 

in the United States. That is how this construction type became known as the 

G asta · · e va t· . His system made buildings strong, fireproof, 

oc ·ng fa tiles and mortar can form a thin yet strong shell that can 

ou can imagine. A ault built like this is like an eggshell, 

t o eral shape. 

Try this ex erime 

Squeeze an egg endwise between your thumb 

and forefinger, and you will be surprised how 

strong it is. You may not be able to break 

it! Its strength is due to its shape. Vaults , 

arches, and domes work the same way. 

Now squeeze an egg the other 

way and see what happens! 

......, 



1840 

Nobody in the United States had heard of tile vaults. To 

promote the fireproof and structural properties of a tile 

vault and t.o convince the building-code authorities of the 

safety of the system, my father set up demonstrations in 

which he built a fire under a vault and weighed it down with 

tons of iron weights-up to 120, 0 pounds!!! 

Do you knew how much weight that is? It's like stacking 

ei , large elep ant on top of a vault! 

: 15.000 lB : 120.000 l8 

1860 

A lot of pe pie-including architects, officials, engineers, building 

owners, an the press-attended these demonstrations. 

1920 
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what they witnessed. 

They wondered how a 

Guastavino vault could possibly 

resist hours of fire and tons of 

weight without falling apart. 
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ns and achievements my father 

espite all his demonstrations and 

o design. Builders and other architects

le English. 

s a or an could raw any hing. Drawing is an international 

g which e as more han capable of communicating. Eventually, 

arc i ec ral design work, which led to his first big 

ac or, he Boston Public Library, which led to the 

o Fi ep oof Construction Company.

emembe , I as e years old when I started working for my father's company 

pa t ime a e school. A he age of fifteen I began working there fulltime. 
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My father designed the ceilings of the Boston Public Library in 1889, working with 

the superstar architects of the time, McKim, Mead & White. 

1840 

The library's ce·tings served as a Guastavino company catalog. They were 

constructed in a ariety of pat e ns wi h a variety of decorative details. 

The Bos on Public Library was the first library in the United States to lend books 

for free to any citizen. That is why it was known as the Palace for the People. 
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And 
that is how we got one of 

our most successful projects, the 
rst subwa station in the City of New York. 

When the subwa s stem was constructed, New Yorkers were 

worried about t aveling underground because they were afraid 

the ceilings migh collapse. To ease their fears, my father designed the 

sta ·on ·th b igh colors, luxurious lighting, and even skylights. It looked 

mo e i e a pa ace ini g oom han an underground subway station. Thanks 

·n part o his wor , ew orkers became unafraid of traveling on subways. 

C E · e rain s ation was closed and abandoned in 1945 because trains 

go onge . ow it is probably he most beautiful ghost space in the city, and 

he bes part is that you can see it. If you take the Number 6 train downtown 

and stay ·n it after the last stop, it makes a U-turn through the Guastavino 

station before heading back uptown. Press your forehead to the glass and you 

will see sunlight streaming in through the skylights to illuminate my father's 

ghost station. What an imaginative and magical space! 
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In the late 1890s my father went to live ·n the 

Black Mountains near Asheville, North Carolina, 

where he was working on the 250-room Biltmore 

House, the largest home in America. With his help, 

I began directing the company in New York. 

I was just twenty-two years old, but my father had taught me 

enough that I could begin running the Guastavino Fireproof 

Construction Company on my own. 

In 1906 my father designed and started building the St. Lawrence Basilica in 

Asheville with an unusual and fabulous oval dome. During the winter of 1908, 

he caught a cold while working on the cathedral site and died unexpectedly in 

February, just after the main dome was completed. 

His funeral service was held in the unfinished church, accompanied by music of 

his own composition. Sadly, he never had a chance to return to Spain and never 

saw his family again. 

I was devastated by the sudden death of the father who had inspired me, but 

life had to continue. I took over management of the company, and my father's 

dream become mine: to help build the new world . 
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1840 

The Queensboro Bridge prqject was one of he first I managed on my own. 

total length 3,724 feet 

Soaring spaces under the Manhattan approach to the bridge are 

construe ed of fantastic whi e- iled Guastavino vaults. The space 

beneath the vaults became an open street market, and people liked it so 

much that the marke became famous for sumptuous delicatessen foods. 

When you look up at the ceiling vaults, you feel inspired by curves that 

look like a forest. The columns are tree trunks, and the curved vaults 

ook like branched forest canopies. 

An urban forest! 

1908 
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Did you know that the New York City Marathon 

crosses into Manhattan over this bridge i 
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One of my favorite projects was the elephant house at the Bronx 

Zoo, which, by the way, was one of the first zoos in the world. 

This is where the elephants sleep and take refuge from the rain, 

and it is gorgeous! 

The dome has skylights that allow natural light to enter the 

space. The effect is similar to that of dappled sunlight filtered 

through a forest canopy, so the elephants feel at home. 
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You may be wonde ing what is the biggest dome we ever 
erected. t is the central dome of the Cathedral Church of 
St. Jo n the D" · e in ew or Cit . 

This dome ·s 5 fee in diameter, and its hickness varies 
from · c es at the base to just 3.5 inches at the top. It 
is so tall- 62 ee -that the S a ue of Liberty could stand 

ree months! My 

In this cat edral are two Guastavino staircases whose main 
fea re is ha they lack a central axis. Each staircase seems 
to be floating in the air. 

S E · Many people don't know that this dome was intended 
to remain only until the cathedral raised enough funds to 

replace it with a central tower. But this never happened. 
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New 

York City used to 

have two fantastic main train stations, 

Grand Central Terminal and Pennsylvania Station, 

which was said to be the most beautiful station in the 

world. Both stations featured Guastavino vaults. 

Unfortunate y, and despite inteinse opposition, the original Penn Station was 

demolished in 1964 to be replaceid by a more modern train station and related 

development p ejects. hen plans were announced to tear down and replace Grand 

Central Terminal as well, outraged New Yorkers created an activist movement that 

saved it. Today Grand Central Terminal emains one of the most cherished public 

spaces in Amer· ca. Mo e than 750,000 people pass through this station every day. 

-
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: In the basement of Grand Central, at the entrance to the Oyster Bar 

Restauran , you will find one of the most famous Guastavino vaults. It does not look 

special, but it is called the whispering gallery. Can you imagine why? 

1912 
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If you speak in one comer facing 

stands in the other comer facing 

e wall and a friend 

same way, your friend 

will clearly hear what you say, eve if you speak in a whisper. 
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In 1912 we finished the most fashionable and luxurious hotel of its 

day in New York, the Vanderbilt Hotel. 

The most fabulous space was the lobby and bar at ground level, which featured spectacular 

Guastavino vaulted ceilings with polychromatic (multicolored) tiles. 

Unfortunately, because New York is such a restless, constantly changing city, it too was 

demolished in 196Z But a corner of the hotel was saved, and today, that corner is the 

vaulted ceiling of Wolfgang's Steakhouse. 

It is so dramatic that customers are distracted, looking up to admire the ceiling 

vaults rather than paying attention to their meals. 
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illion of immigrants voyaged to the United States. 

uld d c in ew York City with hundreds of people 

was he argest immigration entry 

n i migrants who passed through its 

4 were not only welcomed, they were 

ha wo Id cover the main hall, which 

s o immi ants wo Id see in America. Because I was 

as a special project for me. I wanted them to feel 

e gra parents of people you know came to America through Ellis 

slan . is es ima ed ha more than 40 percent of Americans today are descended 

from Elr s Is and immigrants. 
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I have thought a lot about which building I would like to show you as this story 

comes to an end. 

I have decided to finish with the color explosion of the Nebraska State 

Capitol domes. These ceilings were designed to tell stories about life, 

nature, society, agriculture, and native plants and animals. 

The Nebraska State Capitol is so large and complicated that it took us ten 

years to complete the project! 

Along with the featured polychromatic tiles, we also used tiles with special 

acoustic properties to soften the soundwaves echoing between the walls. This 

makes conversations in these spaces more understandable and pleasant. 

I have always felt that this building represented the height of our 

achievement as a company. We combined shape, color, and sound control 

using curved tiled ceilings that are also structural. 
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Although s me of our architecture has ee den lished, there are still 

hundreds of buildings constructed with Gua ta ino tile that you can visit.

Here are f: ur sugges ed routes in ew York City, and there are many others

·n other cities a d countries. 

E 

use > e Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine 

sboro B idge > Saint Thomas Church Fifth Avenue > St Bartholomew's 

al Terminal> Wolfgang's Steakhouse (Park Avenue) 

0 E 

subway entrance > Western Union Building (60 Hudson 

t S . Barclay-Vesey Building> National Museum of the 

PROSPECT PA K ROU E 

Prospect Park Zoo Entrance Shelter > Tennis Shelter > Prospect Park 

Boathouse + Audubon Center > The Peristyle, Croquet Shelter 
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o ORENO

Born: • Died: Baltimore, 1908 

Ad enturous architect and visionary, he emigrated with his son, Rafael 

Guastavino Exp6sito, to the USA in 1881. He improved and patented the tiled 

vault as a fireproof construction technique with which he designed amazing 

curved architecture, changing the shape and color of ceilings in the United states. 

RRFREL G 

Born: Barce ona S 

Fearless son, he was only eight years old when he embarked 

that would change his life forever. Fascinated by the amazing curved an::Nl:ectur'e 

his father imported to the USA, he continued the work of the Gumt:aviino Cc1m1parsy 

and designed the most beautiful, colorful, enormous vaults that can e 
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