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Molly Lester: On April 13, 1889, the Portland Daily Press in Maine mentioned Minerva Parker’s 
new practice on its front page, in a column of assorted news items with the headline 
“Personal and Peculiar”:  

 “Miss Minerva Parker, a Philadelphia architect, has familiarized herself not only with 
her profession, but with every detail of the building trade,” it read. “She can judge 
of the material which is to go into the house and the way in which the work is 
carried out as well as any master builder in the country. She says that one of the 
most important parts of an architect’s knowledge [is] knowing how to direct the 
mechanics, and this she herself does with great skill.” 

 From this glowing portrayal of Minerva’s credentials and experience—published 
within the first year of her practice, in a newspaper 400 miles from her office—the 
Portland Daily Press pivots to a description of one of Minerva’s contemporaries, 
writing: 

 “Buffalo also has a woman architect who is her husband’s partner, and one of the 
vice presidents of the Western Association of Architects, and she is the only woman 
member of the American Institution of Architecture…She was one of the designers 
of the new model schoolhouses which the city of Buffalo has been building, and 
these have been so much admired that the plans are to be sent to the Paris 
Exposition. She has made this her life-work, and as her husband seems eminently 
satisfied, it is to be inferred that her work as an architect does not interfere with her 
duties as a wife.” 

 [Pause] 

 That’s where the column ends. Speculating on the domestic satisfaction of a 
husband, but never bothering to mention the architect by name. So, allow me to her 
her due: her name was Louise Blanchard Bethune. 

 It’s a striking example of the pattern that I’ve come across again and again in 
historic newspapers that mentioned Minerva, although sometimes the equation is 
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reversed and it’s Minerva who receives the parenthetical treatment. If a professional 
woman must be mentioned, then her competition must be shunted aside, her 
accomplishments marginalized, and in this case, even her name ignored. If there 
were a Bechtdel Test for Historic Research, then old newspapers would fail it many 
times over. It’s as if to say, there can only be one noteworthy woman at a time, and 
we must venerate her alone.  

 But…don’t we still do this?   

[THEME MUSIC BEGINS] 

 This is “What Minerva Built,” a podcast about the story of architect Minerva Parker 
Nichols, and a conversation about what she can teach us about the work of 
architecture, history, and preservation today. I’m your host, Molly Lester, and this is 
Episode 2: Pioneers. 

 Let me cut to the chase: I hate the word “pioneer.” I challenge you to find an 
example of a woman making noteworthy, meaningful contributions to history—and 
historians and popular culture not referring to her in turn as “pioneering.” The 
phrase “pioneering woman” is so well-worn that it’s hard to hear one word without 
the other.  

 But I actually think it’s more than just a question of meaningless ubiquity; I think we 
do a disservice to these women when we call them “pioneers,” as if they were out 
rampaging through unmarked territory, with little regard for anything and anyone 
that came before (which, let’s be clear, is what most American pioneers did).  

 Referring to them as “pioneers” prizes individualism above all else, setting 
particular people (in this case, women) aside as “trailblazing”—as if no one else had 
started that trail for them, and as if they did not share their journey with anyone. It’s 
a particularly modern sensibility, born out in the way we think of “starchitects” like 
Frank Lloyd Wright, and Le Corbusier, and Frank Gehry, and others. In fact, when I 
speak about Minerva to different audiences, I frequently receive different versions of 
the same question: “Well, what was she doing that was so special compared to her 
peers?” As if to ask, “Was she the Frank Lloyd Wright of her time?” and subtly 
implying that anything less than that kind of narcissistic genius would be 
insignificant. 

 But that’s a particularly modern way of thinking about architecture, and that’s not 
how progress works: it’s iterative, often incremental, and it builds on the influences 
of others. And this was true for Minerva, as much as anyone. 
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Aaron Wunsch: I think that notion…that to be an important architect or artist, which she 
considered herself to be, you have to be a kind of a renegade, a pioneer or a lone 
wolf.  

Molly: This is Aaron Wunsch, a professor in architectural history in the Stuart Weitzman 
School of Design at the University of Pennsylvania. We heard from him in Episode 1. 

Aaron:  That’s an idea that has lived on in our field and in many ways is a product of the 20th 
century even more than the 19th century, and has to do with a complex set of social, 
professional, and other factors that I think have been steadily worn away at by 
scholarship of the last 30 years. That doesn’t mean that outside the Academy, that 
isn’t still the touchstone for what counts as a great artist. But for Minerva Parker 
Nichols, the implicit question put in its most blunt kind of sexist terms is, ‘Okay, so I 
understand she’s important as a woman architect, is she important as an architect?’ 
That’s the question that I think you’ve set out to address. And I think to answer it 
properly, you have to say, ‘Well, what do we mean by important as an architect?’”  

Molly: So what do we mean about the importance of an architect? How should we think 
about Minerva, if not as a pioneer? 

 At this point, you might be thinking I’m a hypocrite, because here I am celebrating 
the particular achievements of Minerva Parker Nichols as the first woman in the 
country to practice architecture independently. And I’ll confess that in my earliest 
years of thinking and writing about her, I did lean too heavily on that superlative, 
leaving it unexplored and treating it as a self-explanatory reason for her significance. 
I was guilty of falling into the trap that scholar Randy Mason warned against when I 
took his class in graduate school: “Beware of the ists and the ests,” he would say. 
The first; the earliest; the best.  

 But the more I’ve spent time researching Minerva and her work, the more I’ve 
wrestled with what it means that she was the first woman in the country to open her 
own practice, and just as importantly: where she fits into the larger landscape of 
women contributing to the American built environment in the 19th century. So, I’d 
like to reframe some of my own earlier work to say: Minerva had colleagues. She 
had contemporaries, and yes, many of them were women. She studied at the 
Franklin Institute with other women. She corresponded with other women architects 
to ask about job prospects. She encouraged other women to take up the 
profession, and advised them how to so.  

 She was a vibrant participant in a much larger discourse about the ways that 
architecture can and does shape American life—she wanted to have a say in that 
conversation, but it was just that: a conversation. Think of it as a dialogue that she 
was interested in participating in—not a monologue. And it crossed international 
borders as well. 
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Despina Stratigakos: Women were very much, in Germany, were very much aware of what was 
going on in the US or in England.  

Molly: Despina Stratigakos is the University at Buffalo’s Vice Provost for Inclusive 
Excellence, and Professor of Architecture in the Department of Architecture and 
Planning. She’s studied the history of women in architecture in the United States 
and Germany, asking the question that became the title of her 2016 book: Where 
are the Women Architects? 

Despina: In education and careers, they were keeping track of what women in these other 
countries were doing. They were writing about it. So when I started to read 
women’s magazines from this period and look at, for example, meetings and 
conferences and association newsletters, I was learning not just about Germany, 
which was my, you know, my focus, but there would be these mentions of people 
who are working in other areas of the world, and the achievements that they had.  

 And to me, this was a really interesting discovery to realize the degree to which 
women were keeping track of what was going elsewhere in the professions and 
wanting to, you know, not fall behind when, let’s say a Women’s Club opened up in 
Philadelphia, you know that, why don’t we have a Women’s Club in Berlin. And so 
this was really run because it, for me, it pointed to, in an age, you know, before this 
kind of global communications that we’ve gotten, you know, take for granted today, 
that you see that women were very much plugged into what was happening 
globally, and using developments elsewhere as a kind of measure of where they 
should be.  

Molly: That does not sound like a frontier, and that kind of transatlantic competition does 
not align with the brand of isolated individualism that is embedded in the word 
“pioneer.” What we’re talking about is a professional community, motivated by the 
stakes of their work to build on what has come before.   

So what had come before? We heard in Episode 1 about some of the context for 
women in architectural education. But where did these women fit into the broader 
dialogue about design and architecture in 19th century America? 

More on that after the break. 

BREAK 

Molly: By the mid-19th century, architecture was having an identity crisis.  

 As the divide deepened between those trained in the building trades and those 
educated in the new university programs, everyone was caught up in a debate 
about credentials and certification—all in the interest of defining who was entitled 
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call themselves an “architect.” The result was an ideological rift between the two 
branches of the field—the building trades and the academic discipline.  

 Both sides faced competition from a new development at the time: pattern books. 
These books complicated the debate for professional credibility in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, as they marketed residential designs on a mass scale. Asher 
Benjamin’s Country Builder’s Assistant in 1797 was the first to introduce this kind of 
pattern book to the American public, but countless others—including the most 
popular ones by Andrew Jackson Downing and Alexander Jackson Davis—followed 
in the ensuing decades. Their appeal stemmed from the way they promised to 
democratize the building process, so that middle-class property owners (that is to 
say, primarily white men) could purchase architectural expertise (and taste) in the 
pages of a book, rather than using the more expensive services of a professional 
builder or architect. Think of pattern books as the ancestor of the Sears Catalogue 
or HGTV: design marketed to the masses, eliminating the skilled professional in the 
middle. 

 Meanwhile, we can’t talk about women and design in the 19th century without 
mentioning the work of Catharine Beecher. Her sister, Harriet Beecher Stowe, is 
better known today, but in the 19th century, Catharine had a following of her own, 
thanks to the 1869 publication of the Beecher sisters’ book called The American 
Woman’s Home. The book did a lot to link women’s equality with domestic 
efficiency, arguing that if the home was efficiently arranged, then women would 
have more time to devote to other concerns. But the book nevertheless reinforced 
the popular perception of American women and their homes. 

Aaron: When Catharine Beecher and her famous sister Harriet Beecher Stowe write The 
American Woman’s Home after the Civil War, in many ways, it comes as a challenge 
to that tradition of seeing domestic architecture as an expression of style and an 
expression of the character of the inhabited.  

Molly: Aaron Wunsch again. 

Aaron: Because what they prioritize is exactly what you were referring to, namely, the 
practical operation of the house, especially from the point of view of the woman 
who must manage it. And of course, in the 19th century, in middle class America, it 
was understood that the woman was, in addition to being the angel of the hearth, 
also the manager of the home. And so the Beecher sisters really tried to make the 
case for designing houses in such a way that they do serve practical needs, 
especially for those whose job it is to keep them running. (Aaron Wunsch, 20:25-
20:58) 

Molly: This isn’t to say that the Beecher sisters—or even popular American culture—saw 
women’s place as only in the home, or even that the home was exclusively 
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associated with women. That notion of “separate spheres” was a construct of 20th 
century historians, who even coined the term “cult of domesticity” to refer to the 
way in which the Beecher sisters and others looked to refine the design of the home 
for practical homemaking needs. This theme will feature prominently in Episode 3 as 
we take a deep dive into Minerva’s own residential designs.  

 But for now, I want to simply establish that the arc toward Minerva’s career passes 
through these contemporary debates about professionalism, and pattern books, 
and The American Woman’s Home.  

Aaron: She brings to her own work the Beecher sisters’ interest in the practical functions of 
a house and how a house should be laid out to accommodate the woman who runs 
it. But she is also interested in exteriors, as you say, and most especially in what she 
calls art. She makes a rather impassioned case in the early 1890s for architecture as 
an art. And for that, again, she does not mean as a lone recluse going off and 
having inspiration that connects to nothing that came before it. She really does 
mean a kind of harmonization of the parts. So when she talks about aesthetics, it’s 
often the language of restraint, of harmony, of what we would now call 
contextualism.  

Molly: Minerva may have eventually trod her own path, but her path was carved alongside 
the women in her classes, and the women enrolled in university architecture 
programs, and—ahead of her by just a few years—a woman named Louise 
Blanchard Bethune.  

 Louise Blanchard was born in Waterloo, New York, in 1856, which made her 6 years 
older than Minerva Parker. She planned to enroll in the new architecture program at 
Cornell University, but decided instead to take a job as a draftswoman in the office 
of Richard A. Waite and F.W. Caulkins, a firm in Buffalo. In 1881, at the age of 25, 
she opened a firm in partnership with Robert Bethune, making her the first woman 
to practice as a professional architect in the United States. The two principals 
married three months later, and Louise practiced for nearly all of her career 
alongside her husband, as Louise Blanchard Bethune. In 1885, she was elected as a 
member of the Western Association of Architects, a professional network founded 
one year earlier by several Midwest architects who felt snubbed by the East Coast 
bias of the American Institute of Architects. Four years later, the two organizations 
merged, and Louise Blanchard Bethune became the AIA’s first woman fellow.  

 Based on these accomplishments, it is almost inevitable that Louise Blanchard 
Bethune is referred to as a pioneer. But architecture is not a solitary profession, and 
in asserting their place in the field of architecture, both Louise and Minerva were 
claiming a place among their peers, following in the footsteps of many predecessors 
and, in turn, making space for others around them. For Louise, that meant 
advocating for equal pay; for Minerva, it meant teaching the next generation of 
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student architects (which we’ll hear more about in upcoming episodes). As Despina 
Stratigakos puts it: 

Despina: It’s not always the most helpful to try to create these kinds of superlatives or 
hierarchies, because it’s not necessarily how the women are managing to succeed in 
that period, it’s not necessarily by promoting themselves as the first this or that. 
Although the press is very interested in that, you know, the press, as you know, love 
all these.  

 It’s, I think, partly celebrating these women and partly, I think, at the time, it’s seen 
as a kind of a freak show, and that there’s something wrong with these women, 
so…they’re presented to the audience both as to wonder at, but also as, as 
sometimes extremes.  

Molly: So where does this leave us, as we situate Minerva within a broader context? How 
should we interpret the fact that she practiced independently, if she wasn’t working 
alone at all? How can we talk about her significance as an individual, without fixating 
on some misguided and anachronistic values of individualism? In other words: how 
do we take her seriously as an architect, and not simply qualify her as a “woman 
architect”? 

 More on that after the break. 

BREAK 

Molly: I hope it’s clear by now that I’m not interested in pitting Minerva against Louise (or 
any of the other women who entered the profession during and after this period) by 
classifying them as pioneers or parsing their superlatives. Any desire to do so says a 
lot less about the women in question, and a lot more about how we limit the space 
for women in our histories. 

 However, it is worth understanding Minerva’s career in context with Louise’s, in 
order to consider the ways in which Minerva’s obstacles to a successful career were 
different from Louise’s. Without a male partner, Minerva had to create a business 
model where none existed—forging for herself a willing clientele and a profitable 
portfolio in a field and era that primarily equipped men with the education, training, 
promotion, and professional networks to achieve success. With only half of those 
assets in hand, Minerva hung her own shingle at the age of 26, choosing to build 
her practice centered on women and the places that they created for—and cared 
for—themselves.  

In doing so, she created her own niche in the profession, but not without looking 
first to her predecessors, and her mentors, and her colleagues. In terms of her 
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career, portfolio, and clients, Minerva knew that context matters, and she designed 
for it. 

CLOSING CREDITS 


