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Name of Property: General Motors Technical Center
City, State: Warren, Macomb County, Michigan
Period of Significance: 1949-1961
NHL Criteria: 4
NHL Theme: I11. Expressing Cultural Values
5. Architecture, Landscape Architecture, and Urban Design
Previous Recognition: 2000 National Register of Historic Places

National Historic Context: Special Study

NHL Significance:

e The General Motors Technical Center (commonly known as the “GM Tech Center”) is
one of the most significant works of architect Eero Saarinen, who was among the most
important modernist designers of the post-World War 1l period in the United States.

e The Technical Center marks Eero’s emergence as a nationally significant designer
independent of his work with his father Eliel. The project first brought Eero to wide
national attention and acclaim, causing his office to grow into a large firm with an
international practice.

e The Technical Center was the first in a series of important corporate Saarinen
commissions for suburban corporate campuses (for IBM, Bell Laboratories, and John
Deere), which set the design standard for this important post-World War Il landscape and
architectural type that represented an important change in American business facilities.

e The campus represents Saarinen’s work not just as a creator of buildings, but as the
planner/designer of total environments.

« Saarinen worked with and orchestrated design collaborations on the campus’s buildings
and their material details, construction methods, landscape, furniture and furnishings, and
artwork, creating a design totality unparalleled in the period that established a key
working method for the architect.

Integrity:

« Although there have been additions to the campus since its dedication in 1956, the Technical
Center maintains the character defining features of Eero Saarinen’s innovative corporate
research campus design that conveys its significance. Because of the overall scale of the
design, the campus experience as a whole remains what it was at the time of its
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dedication, particularly since the facades most visible in the central core have not
experienced changes that significantly impact historic vistas.

e The organizational scheme and palette of materials of the buildings, which differentiated
administrative volumes from technical volumes, was intended to be an expandable
system that would allow for additions to the complex as needed. A number of buildings
completed after 1956 were done with the involvement of the Saarinen office. The
additional buildings continued the fundamental vocabulary of materials established by
the original design without exception in the core campus area around the lake.

o Historic exterior finishes survive on almost all of the campus buildings, including the
original, highly-colored, double-glazed brick, the original glazing, and sandwich panel
walls.

« Signature spaces and features such as the lobbies, executive office suites, cafeterias and
the Central Restaurant, the sculptural stairs, auditoria, double-loaded corridors, interior
gray-green brick walls, Hauserman panel systems, and integrated ceiling grids, all
survive without significant loss of historic fabric or major alterations.

« Within the landscape, character-defining features also survive essentially unaltered
throughout: historic roadways, walkways, parking lots, lawn areas, the signature water
tower, the gridded tree “forest” perimeter, historic gate houses and entrances, fountains,
lakes, and reflecting pools. The signature lake islands, river stone embankments, and
concrete paving edges, all survive.

Owner of Property: General Motors Corporation
Acreage of Property: Approximately 400 acres

Origins of Nomination: The Michigan State Historic Preservation Office hired a consulting
firm to prepare the NHL nomination as part of its Michigan Modern Initiative.

Potential for Positive Public Response or Reflection on NHL Program:
e NHL designation will recognize one of Eero Saarinen’s exceptional Modern designs,
regarded as a benchmark in his nationally significant career.
e NHL designation will recognize one of the most significant and comprehensive Modern
designs—integrating architecture, landscape, and interior design—in the United States.

Potential for Negative Public Response or Reflection on NHL Program: None known.

Landmarks Committee Comments:
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Landmarks Committee Recommendation: Designation. Mr. Hoyos moved, Dr. Carson
seconded; unanimous approval.

Public Comments Favoring Designation (received as of 12/12/2013):

David N. Fixler, FAIA, Society of Architectural Historians, Heritage Conservation Committee,
Chicago, Illinois

Kevin Roche, Kevin Roche, John Dinkeloo and Associates, LLC, Hamden, Connecticut

Steven M. Bieda, State Senator, 9" District, Lansing, Michigan

James R. Fouts, Mayor, City of Warren, Michigan

Jayne Merkel, Architectural Historian, New York, New York

Jon Switalski, State Representative, 28™ House District, Michigan House of Representatives

Amy L. Arnold, Preservation Planner, State Historic Preservation Office, Lansing, Michigan

Cesar Pelli, FAIA, Pelli, Clarke, Pelli Architects

Nancy M. Finegood, Executive Director, Michigan Historic Preservation Network, Lansing,
Michigan

Dr. Theodore H. M. Prudon, FAIA, President, DOCOMOMO International, New York, New
York

Dale Allen Gyure, Ph.D., Professor of Architecture, College of Architecture and Design,
Lawrence Tech University, Southfield, Michigan

Shawn Pomaville, Managing Director, MotorCities National Heritage Area, Detroit, Michigan

City of Warren Board of Commissioners Resolution No. R13-294, Macomb County, Michigan

Brian D. Conway, State Historic Preservation Officer, Michigan

Advisory Board Recommendation:

National Park System Advisory Board 3
http://www.nps.gov/history/nhl/Fall2013Nominations/GMTechCenter.pdf



