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SUMMARY

The Weil-Cassisi House is located at 3105 Southwest Fifth Court in Gainesville, Florida.
The house was built in 1964 and designed by University of Florida (UF) professor of
architecture, Harry Merritt. The Mid-century Modern two-story house is constructed of
Ocala block and redwood, and has large areas of glass that offer unobstructed views of the
enclosed front courtyard and screened terrace in the rear. The flat roof is supported by five
massive wood beams that extend beyond the roofline. The home’s many features
exemplify modern architecture trends including clean and unadorned lines, the integration
of the structure with its site, and visual continuity between indoors and outdoors. It retains
a high degree of historical integrity in its workmanship, materials, design, feeling and
association with the Modern Movement.

SETTING

The Weil-Cassisi House is sited on a gently sloping triangular shaped lot facing west at the
end of a cul-de-sac within the Colclough Hills subdivision, a mile south of downtown
Gainesville. This neighborhood was first platted in 1953 and consists of large lots,
winding paved roads, and a pond surrounded by natural vegetation. The moderately
expensive homes were built over time in a variety of styles, from traditional Neo-Colonial
and Mediterranean Revival to contemporary Ranch and Mid-century Modern (Photo 1).
Three mature live oak trees stand at the southwest verge of the lot, near the street (Photo
2). Inside of the high masonry wall that provides privacy from the street, is a large inner
courtyard (Photo 3). In this private space another massive oak tree with a limb spread of
over fifty feet in diameter became the focal point for the placement of the house, according
to the archite¢t(Photos 4 & 5). A lawn rises to the east, at the rear of the house.

PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION
Exterior

The garden wall rises to a height of 6 feet 8 inches (Photo 2), and is a contributing resource
to the property. Although the property slopes down to the street, the top of the wall is

! Harry Merritt correspondence with Murry Laurie, November 19, 2014.
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level. It encloses the front courtyard, joins to the northwest corner of the house, and
continues along the south elevation and turns north to provide a solid privacy wall for the
terrace that spans the east elevation. A double-door gate with vertical wood slats spaced
two inches apart is set on the street side of the wall, providing a glimpse of the front
entrance from the street. The architect credits the influence of his time in Japan with
inspiring the design of the gate (Photo 3). The front courtyard has been left in its natural
state with a curve of local limestone boulders serving as an erosion control device for the
slope of the land, and providing visual interest. The walkway is composed of cast concrete
steps leading from the gate to the main entrance (Photos 3, 5).

The approach to the house through the courtyard allows one to see through the three main
rooms on the first floor, the two-story glass box of the living room, as well as the adjacent
dining room to the right of the front door and the family room to the left of the entrance,
which have sliding glass doors (Photo 5). The house has a post and beam structure, which
means that no walls are load bearihige flat roof and the second floor are supported by

sets of five evenly spaced boxed wood beérittie wide roof overhang provides

additional shade for the clerestory windows on the second floor. The most distinctive
feature is the two-story living room with its three glass walls. The large glass panels are
one-half inch thick and separated by narrow wood mullions.

The front entrance consists of double doors of redwood with full-length side-lights (Photo

5). A broad panel of vertically grooved redwood with a ribbon of clerestory windows set

just below the roofline defines the wall of the second story and extends several inches from
the main block of the house. Exterior walls of Ocala bl@ck laid with the joints deeply

raked to provide shadow lines on the inside and outside. Vertical rows of wood-framed,
operable single jalousie windows are set at the top and bottom of the glass panels on the
west and east walls of the living room. The fireplace and exposed round chimney flue are
set at the center of the south wall (Photo 6). On the east side of the house the open terrace,

2 Harry Merritt correspondence to Murray Laurie, December 23, 2014. Merritt explained that the “Stressed
Skin” roof beams are 12" deep, 33'-4” long and span 20’ and cantilever 6’-8” on each end. Solid wood
beams would have weighed much more and been very costly.

3 “Ocala Block” a term associated with a product made in the 1950s and 1960s by Cummer, Inc. in Ocala,
Florida, that contained locally mined aggregates of limestone and white cement that gave it a creamy, yellow
color. Competitors began making a creamy/yellowish colored block that was commonly referred to as
“Ocala Block.”
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which has a screen roof, extends across the entire elevation of the house. The terrace wall
which is cut into the slope to the east, is made of Ocala block (Phbto 7).

The two-car garage with a flat roof is attached to the north end of the house (Photos 8, 9).
To the rear of the garage is a one-story 10'’x10’ structure with a pyramidal, semi-
transparent roof, used originally as a kiln room and now used as a greenhouse. At the front
of the garage, to the west, a narrow planting bed is arranged between the front wall and the
driveway.

INTERIOR

The double doors of the front entrance (Photo 10) open to a narrow foyer with a wall of
Ocala block. To the right is the dining room and living room, and to the left is the family
room. The space between rooms is open without doors. The dining room has a long, steel
framed, terrazzo-topped table anchored to the floor in the center of the room (Photo 11),
with only a low storage unit centered to the south, and opening on to the two-story living
room (Photo 12). The north wall of the dining room is of Ocala block and there are sliding
glass doors on the west and east walls. To the south, the drama of the glass-walled living
room is immediately evident. The south wall is glass set above a six-foot-high block wall
(to continue the view of the enveloping wall) with a flat expanse of marble centered above
the fireplace (Photo 12). Looking upward in the living room one can see the wood framing
the master bedroom on the second level of the north wall (Photo 13). As mentioned
earlier, ribbons of wood-framed louvers are set at the top and bottom in the two-story high
east and west glass walls (Photo 14).

The kitchen is located so that it serves the dining space, family room and the rear terrace
(Photo 15). It still has the original redwood cabinetry and a functional pass-through to the
terrace. The adjacent family room also has original redwood storage units and sliding
glass doors on the east and west walls (Photo 16). A utility room and the greenhouse are
accessed from the east side of the family room, and a small powder room is tucked into the
hall leading to the garage from the west side of this room. The terrace is accessed from

4 Ibid., Merritt commented: “The Contractor was Ray Brown and all the workman and subcontractors were
local. This was the first “Modern” home they had ever built so | had to supervise the construction on a daily
basis over the first month or so, but they finally got the hang of it.”
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sliding glass doors in the dining room, the family room, and the pass-through from the
kitchen. A three-foot-wide planter with tropical plants and trees, including tall banana

trees and palms, stretches along the high wall that encloses the terrace (Photo 17). Paving
blocks cover the floor of the terrace with the exception of a wood deck with a Jacuzzi
installed at the south end (Photo 18). Narrow steps on either end of the terrace lead up to
the back yard.

Four bedrooms located on the upper story are accessed from the enclosed stairway in the
family room leading to the upstairs hall (Photos 19, 20). The master bedroom has folding,
louvered shutters overlooking the living room below that can be closed for privacy, or left
open to enjoy the light-filled living room below (Photos 21, 22). Adjacent to the master
bedroom is a large office with an unusual closet that opens from either side that separates
the two rooms (Photo 23). The walls in the upstairs are either plastered or paneled with the
same redwood with vertical grooves that form the exterior walls. A ribbon of clerestory
windows runs along the top of the walls in each room (Photo 24). A large bathroom is
located next to the master bedroom. Another bedroom is located next to the office, and
two smaller bedrooms share a bathroom at the north end of the second floor.

ALTERATIONS

Few changes have been made to the house and all were done under the architect’s
supervision. When the current owners acquired the house in 1974, they asked the
architect to design a translucent roof for the small greenhouse, formerly an unroofed kiln
room (Photo 8). A few years later they asked him to design the screened covering for the
terrace, and to design the wood patio for the Jacuzzi at the south end of the terrace (Photos
7,17, 18).
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SUMMARY

The Weil-Cassisi House is nominated to the National Register for local significance under
Criterion C in the area of Architecture. Built in 1964, it is an excellent example of the
Modern Movement design. The house is the work of architect Harry Merritt who taught
architecture at the University of Florida. The Weil-Cassisi House exemplifies his high
standards of modern architectural design related to its North Florida setting. This building
retains a high degree of physical integrity of location, setting, design, materials and
workmanship.

HISTORIC CONTEXT

Gainesville, the county seat of Alachua County, was founded in the 1850s when the
Florida Railroad established a stop on its Fernandina to Cedar Key cross-state railroad. It
was settled mostly by small farmers and cotton planters from other southern states. During
the Civil War, Gainesville served as a distribution point for food and supplies for the
Confederate Army. It expanded after the conflict was over as a center for agriculture and
phosphate mining. The founding of the University of Florida (UF) in Gainesville in 1906,
brought new residents to the city, many of whom built homes in the established
neighborhoods near the center of town. Several of these older neighborhoods are now
historic districts and exhibit an array of residential building styles that were popular
throughout the country. The University itself chose the traditional Collegiate Gothic style
for the buildings on its campus, a dozen blocks west of the Alachua County courthouse.
Part of the campus is now designated as a historic dfstrict.

Following World War Il, the UF, like universities throughout the United States, expanded
rapidly as returning veterans enrolled and brought their families with them to Gainesville.
In the mid-1950s, the College of Medicine and five other health-related colleges were
established, adding further to the growth of the city. New subdivisions, some with mid-
century modern architectural influences, were established near the University and to the

1 Northeast Gainesville Residential District (1980), Pleasant Street Historic District (1989), and Southeast
Gainesville Residential District (1988), Florida Master Site File, Division of Historic Resources.

2 University of Florida Campus Historic District (1989), Florida Master Site File, Division of Historic
Resources.
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west of downtown Gainesville to accommodate the growing student and faculty
population. The university chose to embrace modern architecture during this period,
building modern dormitories, academic buildings, and medical school facilities that
stepped away from the Collegiate Gothic as new areas of the campus were developed in
the 1950s and 1966s.

ARCHITECTURAL CONTEXT

A number of young architects who had received their architectural training under masters
of the Modern or International Style such as Walter Gropius, Mies van der Rohe, Louis
Kahn, and Frank Lloyd Wright, located and practiced in the Gulf Coast Florida community
of Sarasota between 1941 to 1966. They were eager to create innovative buildings that
adopted the design concepts of the Modern Movement to Florida’s climate and post-war,
casual lifestyle, and found willing clients in the affluent Gulf Coast community. Other
talented modernist architects like Alfred Browning Parker designed homes in the Miami
area that drew national attentibriThe renowned architect Frank Lloyd Wright brought his
unique vision to the buildings he designed for Florida Southern College in Lakeland in the
1930s, and his principles of organic architecture, of fitting the design of the building to its
site and its natural setting, had a lasting impact on architects in Florida. The International
Style used the concepts developed in Europe that included the logical use and expression
of structure, the separation of structure and enclosure, simple building form and detail, and
the honest use and expression of details. The Sarasota architects blended these traits with a
more humanistic approach that included respect for and adaptation to the environment and
to the play of light and shadow.

3 Some of these buildings were included in an addition to the University of Florida Campus Historic District
in 2008.

4 Randolph C. Henninghe Architecture of Alfred Browning Parker. (Gainesville: University Press of

Florida, 2011) Parker also taught at UF, and his papers and drawings are part of the Smathers Library
collection at the University of Florida; Jan Hochstfigrida Modern: Residential Architecture 1945-1970

(New York: Rizzoli, 2004)

5 “Architectural Resources of the Sarasota School of Architecture,” National Register Multiple Property
Cover, 2007.
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Less scholarly attention has been drawn to architects in North Florida, both those who
practiced in a region of the state more similar in climate, terrain, and traditional cultural
values to other southern states than semi-tropical South Florida, and those who educated
generations of architects who adapted modernist design principles to Florida’s unique and
varied environment. Jacksonville architect Robert Broward was a student of Frank Lloyd
Wright, later taught at UF, and enjoyed a distinguished career. He was inducted into the
Florida Artist’s Hall of Fame in 2012.Another prominent North Florida architect is

William Morgan, a pioneer in researching the origins of architectural creativity, who
received the honorary degree of Doctor of Arts from UF in 2012. After graduating from
the Harvard Graduate School of Design and working in the offices of Paul Rudolph, he
established a successful practice in Jacksonville in 1961. Morgan served as a visiting
studio critic at UF in the 1960s and as the Beinecke-Reeves Distinguished Professor of
Architectural Preservation from 1998-2000.

Architect Harry Merritt

Harry Merritt, the architect of the Weil-Cassisi House, was born in 1929 and received his
Bachelor of Science degree in architecture from Clemson University in 1951. After
serving during the Korean War as an officer in the Army Corps of Engineers, he attended
the Graduate School of Design (GSD) at Harvard University, where he studied under
Walter Gropius, from 1953 to 1955. He received the Master of Architecture degree and
upon the recommendation of Paul Rudolph, then a visiting critic at the GSD, he was
invited to join the Winter Haven office of Gene Leedy, a prominent member of the
Sarasota group of architeéts.

A display of Harry Merritt’s work at the Florida American Institute of Architects
convention in 1959, attracted the attention of Turpin Bannister, dean of the College of
Architecture at the UP. The dean offered Merritt a one-year visiting professorship, which

5 Florida Artist's Hall of fame atttp://dos.myflorida.com accessed January 10, 2015.
7 http://www.dcp.ufl.edu/news/morggraccessed, January 10, 2015
8
9

Harry Merritt provided the biographical information in this section.
Turpin Bannister was the third dean of the UF College of Architecture and Fine Arts, from 1957 through
1965. The College was established in 1929.
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turned into a permanent appointment in 186Professor Merritt became chairman of the

UF Graduate Design Program in 1976, and retired in 1996. A number of his students
became prominent Florida architects. One of these, Guy Peterson, commented that Merritt
passed on the principles and appreciation of the International*Stierritt felt the

strength of the UF program was its diversity that avoided the teaching of a “style.”

Merritt designed thirty-six residences, multi-fanmsiyuctures, several churches, and
twenty-two commercial building€. Buildings he designed still stand apart from their
neighbors not only in Gainesville, but in the coastal towns of Cedar Key and Crescent
Beach. The Weil-Cassisi House was featured in Better Homes and Gar aeri975,

(Figures 1, 2, 3) who called it “a truly breath-taking house.”

Harry Merritt lectured throughout the southeastern states on land use policy and served on
the Florida Housing Advisory Committee under Governor Bob Graham. He authored a
book based on his method of drawing titRatspective Drawing: The Projected Image

Method.}* In 2012, he received a Lifetime Achievement Award for excellence in teaching
and architectural design from the UF School of ArchitecturSince his retirement as an
Emeritus Professor, he has been active in architectural policy and education on an
international scale. In the 1990s, after the fall of the Communist government, he assisted
the government of Albania with urban design projects and curriculum development for the

10 |eland Shaw, interview with the author, January 30, 2015. Dean Bannister also brought in Dan Branch
and Leland Shaw, young architects with academic backgrounds from graduate schools (Columbia and
Berkeley, respectively) steeped in modernist theory in the 1960s to bring the UF program up to date. Shaw
credits Harry Merritt with providing a strong influence on the UF graduate program in architecture and for
his interest in the emerging field of ecological studies as it applied to the impact of buildings on the
environment.

11 Saxon HenryFour Florida Moderns (New York: W. W. Norton, 2010) 216. 221-222. Guy Peterson, a
student of Harry Merritt, is one of the four featured architects.

12 The University of Florida Smathers Library holds a collection of more than two dozen architectural plans
and renderings of buildings designed by Harry Merritt.

13 Better Homes & Gardens, Spring/Summer, 1975.

1 Harry Merritt. Perspective Drawing: The Projected Image Method. Gainesville Culicidae Architectural

Press, 2010.

5 The program of the 2012 Awards Ceremony is in the collection of the Smathers Library at UF.
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College of Architecture in Tiran&. Merritt ended his practice of architecture in the 1990s,
and he and his wife now live in Maine.

ARCHITECTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

The Weil-Cassisi House exemplifies the Modern Movement architectural style that was
introduced to Florida in the 1950s and 1960s. Geometric forms and the elimination of
superfluous ornamentation, as well as an emphasis on the functional aspects of the modern
home are hallmarks of domestic architecture influenced by the International Style are
evident in the house. From the flat roof with wide eaves to moderate the intense Florida
sun, the ribbons of clerestory windows that wrap the entire second floor, the architect has
utilized Modern themes. The house embodies Modern design concepts that emphasized
function and the visible expression of the skeleton of the building. The exterior elements

of the home became part of a transition from the landscape to the interior with the use of
building materials that are used for both exterior and interior surfaces. The same unpainted
Ocala block that forms the exterior walls of the house and the high courtyard wall appear
on the interior walls as well, as does the redwood paneling.

Modern Movement architects in Florida strove to integrate both the design and the function
of their buildings with the local environment. Merritt drew a detailed diagram of the
property and its natural features prior to designing the house, and the large oak tree in the
western courtyard played a critical role in his concept. The tree not only provided a strong
focal point from within the house, but its reflections and shadows brought the outside,
inside. With the glass enclosed living room, the “natural front courtyard is visually and
spatially connected to the smaller rear social courtyard through the interior two-story living
area,” Merritt explained’ The house was also positioned so that the tree blocked the sun,
greatly reducing the cost of electricity. The Weil-Cassisi House retains a high level of
architectural integrity.

16 Under a grant by the USAID and The George Soros Foundation, Harry Merritt assisted the Albanian
Government rewrite the curriculum for the College of Architecture in Tirana and organized a design studio of
15 Albanian architectural students and 2 UF College of Architecture graduate students. They produced a
design for the urban expansion of the city of Tirana: the project was selected for Albania’s submission to
Habitat 11, an international conference held in Istanbul in 1996.

7 Harry Merritt correspondence with Murray Laurie, November 19, 2014.
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION

D L CLINCH GRT COLCLOUGH HILL I OR 35/ 156 LOT 22 OR 841/788
Parcel # 15700-022-000

BOUNDARY JUSTIFICATION

This property is historically associated with the Weil-Cassisi House.
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PHOTO LIST

. Weil-Cassisi House

. 3105 SW Court, Gainesville (Alachua County), Florida

Murray D. Laurie

Murray D. Laurie

November, 2014

View of SW Fifth Court in front of Cassis House, facing southwest
Photo 1 of 24

NogosrwdhE

View of Weil-Cassisi House and front wall, facing northeast
Photo 2 of 24

No

View of gate and path, inside of front courtyard, facing west
Photo 3 of 24

No

View of front facade of house, facing east.
Photo 4 of 24

No

6. View of large oak tree inside of courtyard, facing southwest
7. Photo 5 of 24

View of chimney and south side of house, facing west
Photo 6 of 24

No

View of rear of house showing screen over terrace, facing northwest
Photo 7 of 24

No

View of rear and north end of house, roof over greenhouse, garage roof, facing west
Photo 8 of 24

No

6. View of driveway, garage, and north wall, facing east.
7. Photo 9 of 24

6. View of front door, facing east
7. Photo 10 of 24

6. View of Dining room and part of living room, facing southeast
7. Photo 11 of 24
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6. View of south wall of living room, facing southeast

7. Photo 12 of 24

6. View of living room, pass-through to dining room, master bedroom above, facing north
7. Photo 13 of 24

6. View of south wall of living room and front courtyard, facing west
7. Photo 14 of 24

6. View of kitchen, facing northwest

7. Photo 15 of 24

6. View of family room next to kitchen, facing east

7. Photo 16 of 24

6. View of terrace, facing north

7. Photo 17 of 24

6. View of terrace and deck for Jacuzzi and glass wall of living room, facing south
7. Photo 18 of 24

View of staircase to second floor, facing south
Photo 19 of 24

No

View of second floor hall, facing north
Photo 20 of 24

No

6. View of master bedroom, door to hall on left and door to master bath on right, facing north
7. Photo 21 of 24

View of master bedroom, overlooking living room, with closet on the right, facing south
Photo 22 of 24

No

View of study next to master bedroom, facing northwest
Photo 23 of 24

View of rear bedroom, facing northeast

Photo 24 of 24

NoNOo
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