and hig son immigrated from
Spain t; New York in 1881. Chances
are you've walked beneath their
soaring tiled vaults and admired
their vision. They made America
better. This is their story.
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To migrants everywhere who have risked everything for a better future, and to past,
present, and future generations of Guastavino boys and girls, including George Collins,
Bob Silman, Janet Parks, Derek Trelstad, John Ochsendorf, Fernando Vegas, Camilla
Mileto, Jose Luis Gonzalez, Gloria Riba Francas, and my co-authors! —K.D.

To Eva and Marina. Never give up on your dreams. —V.L.
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or ceiling formed

from an arch or series of arches
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FIRST LAYER
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a flat, solid brick

o

= ) a curved architectural
element, usually spanning an opening

174

a rounded vault, typically with a circular base
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The City of Valencia has many domes in its skyline and also has a — 4 "l "*
very special light because it is close to the Mediterranean Sea. R —

My father was born in Valencia, Spain, in 1842. |
1

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!

1840 1860 1880 1900 1920 1940 1960



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
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1900

Having succeeded as an architect and businessman in
Spain, my father dreamed his next big dream: to become
an architect and builder in the United States. In 1881, at
the age of thirty-nine, he made a decision that would
completely change his life. He boarded a ship in Spain and
immigrated to the United States of America.

1940

He brought two things with him: a BIG id 2 hanging his own
life; he was changing mine, too. | was only eight old and no | sure what our
future held.

Although | was thrilled with the adventure, saying goodbye to my siblings and especially to
my mama was very difficult. As often happens with emigrant families, | didn’t know if |
would ever see her again.

It was a long trip by ship. It took us two weeks to travel from Barcelona to New York City.
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The United States was a young, growing, exciting country in
the midst of what is now called its Gilded Age. Railroads were

‘expanding, new territories were being developed and settled,
“and commerce and trade were exploding.
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1840

The country al 6 needed thousand “of immigrants to help
ma & all thi s Bowth possible.

When i i Bants arrive in a new country, they are drawn
top o o their own culture, who speak their native
language and s%re their customs. That is the origin of
ethnic neighb OF hood such as Little Itay, Chinatown,
an ' Yeers, e also dllowe %his path and went to five
i "kt Pain, a Bighborhood on the west side of
M 8 t man 9Hd 14th St Eet. My father and 1 didn’t
s Ba fany Englsh, which made everything difficut.

My & tr &c 18 osendme & aboarding school to

leam En B B € Fst lwas brrified of being all by myself,
& 500n mad hew friends. | graduated with honors one
¥a T4 Br 2 hent back to New York to start helping
Mdad’ This o fice.

| Tgi B!1 %5 Hlly ten years old and spoke better English
than he did.
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1840

In the 1880s, American A ‘
often constructed mainly of wood or iron, and both materials behave terribly SR i
in the presence of fire: wood burns into ashes, and iron deforms and melts. In P < 11
either case, the building collapses and the result is disastrous.

Buildings were also constructed very close together. When one ignited, the
fire could spread across the block and through the neighborhood in a matter
of minutes.

Fires were common in America’s growing cities. In 1871, the Great Fire of
Chicago destroyed the houses of 100,000 inhabitants. Seventy-three miles of
roads, 2,000 lampposts, and 17,500 buildings were lost.

4

% N

\
, American citizens were understandably very
afraid of fires, especially in densely packed cities!

1860 1880 1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 2020




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

é Do you know what high-temperature pizza and bread ovens are made of 2 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 brilliant2 Real brilliance is often hidden in the simple
ideas, the ones that seem so obvious you wonder why no
one has thought of them before.

u
That is the big idea that my father had carri
aboard the ship from Spain! It I"\adtgivg_n in
confidence to emigrate.
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My father patented tiled vaults and domes as a fireproof construction system after
we arrived in America, so he was the only orie who could legally use the system

in the United States. That is how this construction type became known as the
Guastavino tile vau!tcg system. His system made buildings strong, ﬁreproof
“and beautiful.

% rql’hl: mmm fu*m athin yet strong shell that ca




Nobody in the United States had heard of tile vaults. To
promote the fireproof and structural properties of a tile
vault and to convince the building-code authorities of the
safety of the system, my father set up demonstrationsin
which he built a fire under a vault and weighed it down with
tons of iron weights-up to 120,000 pounds!!!

Do you know how much weight that is? It's like stacking
eight large elephants on top of a vaul!

= 1500018

A lot of peaple-including architects, officials, engineers, building
owners, an the press-attended these demonstrations.
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And yet, despite all the recommendations and achievements my father
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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.

The library’s ceilings served as a Guastavino company catalog. They were
constructed in a variety of patterns with a variety of decorative details.

‘The Boston Public Library was the first library in the United States to le
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Once we lost our house and had to sleep in our
office, pretending to work late so that nobody
knew we were living there. | remember when my
father sold his beloved violin to our landlady in
order to pay the rent.

My father was one of the bravest and most

determined people | have ever known. He never
gave up. The poorer and more desperate we
might be, the more creative, excited, and focused
he became to solve our problems.

That is something we ALL should keep in mind. If
you fail, take it as an ity to learn,
move forward, and succeed.
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And
that is how we got one of
our most successful projects, the
first subway station in the City of New York.

When the subway system was constructed, New Yorkers were
worried about traveling underground because they were afraid
the ceilings might collapse. To ease their fears, my father designed the
station with bright colors, luxurious lighting, and even skylights. It looked
more like a palace dining room than an underground subway station. Thanks
in part to his work, New Yorkers became unafraid of traveling on subways.

SECRET: The train station was closed and abandoned in 1945 because trains

and stay in 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!
1904
v
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got longer. Now it is probably the most beautiful ghost space in the city, and _I
the best part is that you can see it. If you take the Number 6 train downtowp ¥
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In the late 1890s my father went to live in 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,
| began directing the company in New York.

| was just twenty-two years old, but my father had taught me
enough that | could begin running the Guastavino Fireproof
Construction Company on my own.

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

February, just after the main dome was completed.
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total length 3,724 feet

Soaring spaces under the Manhattan approach to the bridge are
‘constructed of fantastic white-tiled Guastavino vaults. The space
tvnwl:lﬂhe vaults became an open street market, and people like
ch that the mar ” became famous for sumptuous delica
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You may be wondering what is the biggest dome we ever
erected. It is the central dome of the Cathedral Church of

St. John the Divine in New York City.

This dome is 5 feet in diameter, and its thickness varies
from 8 inches at the base to just 3.5 inches at the top. It
is so tall-162 feet—that the Statue of Liberty could stand




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.

Unfortunately, and despite intense opposition, the original Penn Station was
bli

demolishedin 1964 to be replaced by a more modern train station and related

development projects. When plans were announced to tear down and replace Grand
Central Terminal as well, outraged New Yorkers created an activist movement tt

saved it. Today Grand Central Terminal remains one of the most cherished f
Grand Central, at the entr >t
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spaces in America. More than 750,000 people pass through this station every d
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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 specta
Guastavino vaulted ceilings with polychromatic (multicolored) tiles.

Unfortunately, because New York is such arestless, constantly changing city, it t
demolished in 1967. But a corner of the hotel was saved, and today, that corner is t
vaulted ceiling of Wolfgang’s Steakhouse.

It is so dramatic that customers are distracted, looking up to admire
'vaults rather than paying attention to their meals.




From the 1890s to the 1920s, millions of immigrants voyaged to the United States.
Every single day, several ships would dack in New York City with hundreds of people
carrying hundreds of dreams. Ellis Island was the largest immigration entry
station in America. The more than 12 million immigrants who passed through its
doors between 1892 and its closing in 1954 were not only welcomed, they were
needed—just as they are needed today.

| was asked to design and build the vault that would cover the main hall, which
was the first space millions of immigrants would see in America. Because | was
an immigrant myself, this was a special project for me. | wanted them to feel
welcomed by their new country.

|
FACT: Many of the grardparents of people you know came to America through El

J lsland. 1t is estimated that more than 40 percent of Americans today are descen e
from Ellis Island immigrants.
1917
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| have thought a lot about which building | would like to show you as this story
comes to an end.

SR

| 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.

paie

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

e |

years to complete the project!
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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.

1931
v
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design and construct vaults in more than 400 buildings.

When we arrived in America as immigrants from Spain, we brought and
adapted a construction technigue that would protect millions of lives from fire
and would change the color and shapes of ceilings all over the United States.

Many architects and engineers were and still are inspired by the Guastavino (48
wvault: Antoni Gaudi, Lluis Doménech, Rosario Candela, Eladio Dieste, Fernando 5
Vegas, Camilla Mileto, Norman Foster. . .. |

And me? | forgot to tell you that | died in 1950. My words reach you now as if
carried around the vaulted walls of the whispering gallery in Grand Central
Terminal. Books, too, are vaults. They keep the past alive.

Know this:

™™

You are our future. And knowing and protecting the past will help
you create that future.

N S T
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Although same of our architecture has been demiolished, there are stil
hundreds of buildings constructed with Guastavino tile that you can
Here are four suggested routes in New York City, and there are many
in other cities and countries.

UPTOWN ROUTE






In 1965, an architecture professor named George Collins was si:udying the history
of Spanish architecture at Columbia University. One day he looked up at the ceiling
and saw an extraordinary Guastavino dome. Realizing that he had no knowledge of the
dome or the architect who designed it, he started investigating.

Our company had closed by then, but Collins went to our abandoned factory outside
Boston and found, in the dumpster;, hundreds of
Guastavino Company architectural drawings.

He recovered them and took his collection

to the Avery Library at Columbia

University.

Today that collection is called the
Guastavino-Collins archive,
and anyone can visit to study our
original drawings.

Thank you, Geonge Collins.
Without you, our legacy might
have been forgotten.
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and his son immigrated from
Spain to New York in 1881. Chances
are you’ve walked beneath their
soaring tiled vaults and admired
their vision. They made America
better. This is their story.
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