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ARCHITECT OF POST-WWII “AMERICAN 
CENTURY” SPOTLIGHTED IN EXHIBITION 
OPENING AT MUSEUM OF THE CITY OF NEW 
YORK NOV. 10, 2009 
 
Controversial and Unorthodox, Modernism’s “Mystery Man” 
Foregrounded in  
Eero Saarinen: Shaping the Future, November 10, 2009 through 
January 31, 2010 
 
The life and work of Eero Saarinen (1910—1961), whose career 

embodied legendary publisher Henry R. Luce’s “American Century,” 

will be explored in a first-ever retrospective opening November 10, 

2009, at the Museum of the City of New York.  Eero Saarinen:  

Shaping the Future, on view through January 31, 2010, will feature 

never-before-seen sketches, models, photographs, furnishings, and a 

specially-commissioned documentary film, which includes interviews 

with Saarinen’s collaborators.  Criticized for the lack of a 

signature style, at the same time lauded for his ability to serve his 

clients, Saarinen, together with the era’s most innovative 

corporations, prestigious universities, and enlightened government 

officials, transformed life in America.   

 

Susan Henshaw Jones, Ronay Menschel Director of the Museum of 

the City of New York, commented: “Saarinen’s untimely death at age 

51, when the majority of his most visible projects were unfinished, 

kept him out of the public eye. This exhibition is a rare opportunity 

to better understand some of America’s most important but often 

least elucidated structures—the St. Louis Gateway Arch, New York’s 

TWA Terminal, CBS corporate headquarters, called Black Rock, and 

Dulles International Airport in Washington, DC, among others.” 



 

Eero Saarinen:  Shaping the Future is organized by the Finnish 

Cultural Institute in New York, the Museum of Finnish Architecture 

in Helsinki, and the National Building Museum in Washington, D.C., 

with the support of the Yale University School of Architecture.  The 

impetus for this Finnish-American collaboration was the donation of 

the Eero Saarinen and Associates office archives in 2002 to the Yale 

University Library.  Michael Beirut of Pentagram served as the 

graphic designer for the exhibition and the accompanying 

publication. 

 

ASSA ABLOY is the global sponsor of Eero Saarinen:  Shaping the 

Future. 

 

Donald Albrecht, Curator of Architecture and Design at the 

Museum, is the curator of Eero Saarinen:  Shaping the Future, and, 

with Eeva-Liisa Pelkonen, associate professor at the Yale School of 

Architecture, co-editor of the accompanying catalog (Yale University 

Press).  
 

Eero Saarinen played a pivotal role in building a new, post-war 

America throughout the ambitious and optimistic 1950s and 1960s. 

His clients were a veritable “who’s who” of the most prominent 

corporations that projected America’s image nationally and 

internationally. Their range of influence extended into the 

popularization of television and other media, the advancement of 

new information technologies, the expansion of higher education, 

the promotion of automobile culture and air travel, and 

suburbanization.  Highlights of the exhibition will include 

Saarinen’s seminal projects, which embodied the aspirations and 

values of mid-twentieth century America.  On view will be 

• A specially-commissioned 18-minute film (KDN Films, 2006)), 

summarizing Saarinen’s career; it features never-before-seen, 

behind-the-scenes images of the $100,000,000 General Motors 

Technical Center (1948-1956) as well as contemporary 



interviews with such Saarinen collaborators as furniture 

designer Florence Knoll Bassett and Gunnar Birkerts (who 

called Saarinen the “mystery man of modernism”), critics such 

as Vincent Scully, and Pritzker Prize-winning architect Kevin 

Roche, Saarinen’s senior designer and the man who continued 

the firm after Saarinen’s death 

• A model, drawings, and photographs of the Columbia 

Broadcasting System, Inc., (CBS) building (1960-65), or Black 

Rock (as the public dubbed it), which served as a granite-clad 

monument to television’s new role in America’s homes  

• A 5 ft. x 6 ft. (roughly speaking) cutaway model of the Trans 

World Airlines (TWA) terminal (1956-62), the curvilinear 

forms and spaces of which remain potent symbols of the era of 

glamorous travel; the model is accompanied by a film that has 

not been seen publicly since it aired in 1962 (the year the 

terminal opened) on NBC,  and which sought to be an  artistic 

“essay,” created to convey the experience of the building to 

early television audiences  

• Photographs, drawings, furniture, and promotional brochures 

for the General Motors Technical Center (1948-56), a 

pioneering corporate park outside Detroit dubbed by the press 

an “industrial Versailles,” illustrating how post-war America 

elevated the status of corporate titan to democratic 

aristocrat; the Center became a model for such future 

Saarinen projects as the IBM Research Institute in Yorktown 

Heights, New York, and Bell Laboratories in Holmdel, New 

Jersey 

• A spectacular promotional 1958 film, American Look, created 

by and for General Motors, which promotes the paramount 

importance of style in American buildings, automobile design, 

furniture, and products 

• A 7 ft. x 4 ft. (roughly speaking) model of the David S. Ingalls 

Hockey Rink (1956-58) at Yale, or, the “Viking vessel,” a highly 

controversial project because its distinctive shape defied the 

prestigious university’s historicist architecture.    



• A model, drawings, and an excerpt from Charles Guggenheim’s 

Academy Award-winning film about the St. Louis Gateway Arch 

(designed in 1947-48, completed in 1965), the official name of 

which is the Jefferson National Expansion Memorial.  This 

structure, the result of a competition Saarinen won, shows his 

ability to bring the historical into the contemporary by 

cladding a 630-foot tall classical arch in (then) ultra-modern 

stainless steel; it commemorated America’s westward expansion 

at the very moment the country was emerging as the world’s 

leading economic and military power   

• Never-before-exhibited drawings of headquarters—a corporate 

park—for Time, Inc., commissioned by Henry R. Luce in 1952, 

about which little more is known. 

 

Saarinen remains one of the most complex figures in the history 

of American architecture.  Lauded by the popular press for his 

dramatic, eye-popping, theatrical buildings, he was criticized by 

such formidable architectural historians as Vincent Scully 

(“exhibitionism, structural pretension, self-defeating urbanistic 

arrogance”), Reyner Banham (“Yale is a very sick place”), who 

later changed his position (“the perfect adman, able to create a 

‘style for the job’ ”), and Louis Mumford (“false front”).  

Saarinen embodied the post-war paradox of an all-powerful 

America that also sought to be a “good neighbor,” a contradiction 

expressed in the US Chancellery Building, the London embassy, 

where a 35-foot wide gilded aluminum eagle by sculptor Theodore 

Roszak (1907--1981) crowned a building made of a signature 

London architectural staple, Portland stone.   

 

Eero Saarinen was the son of Eliel Saarinen (1873-1950), the 

architect who found visual expression for Finnish identity as the 

young nation achieved independence from Russia.  Similarly, Eero 

Saarinen sought to express the national ideals of America.  His 

second wife, Aline B. Louchheim (1914-1972), was an associate art 

critic for The New York Times from 1947 to 1959. She often 



examined, through her columns and best-selling book, The Proud 

Possessors (Random House, 1958), the relationship between art 

and society.  She also focused on the importance of American 

taste.  Ironically, Eero Saarinen was considered a shy and very 

quiet man. 

 

The Museum of the City of New York presents and interprets the 

past, present, and future of New York City and celebrates its 

heritage of diversity, opportunity, and perpetual transformation.  

The Museum’s exhibitions and public programs on design, 

interiors, architecture, and how the built environment affects 

people—Robert Moses and the Modern City:  Remaking the 

Metropolis, The High Style of Dorothy Draper, and Glass and 

Glamour:  Steuben’s Modern Moment, to name but a few—have 

garnered praise from the press and public alike.  
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