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ARCHITECTS USUALLY HATE THEM. After all, they violate every spoken and 
unspoken rule of design. “Yeah, that house was probably pretty nice once,” they 
probably say. “Too bad someone had to ruin it with all those cheap additions.” 

HISTORIANS USUALLY LOVE THEM. These buildings wear their pasts on their 
skin - each addition a tattoo revealing a different era of urban social, economic, 
and cultural development. No need for a trip to the dusty archives this time! 

NEIGHBORS PROBABLY DON’T THINK MUCH ABOUT THEM. But they sure do 
use them. Maybe to get their hair done, grab a slice of pizza, stock up on their wine, 
meet up after work. And maybe to live in, too, in an upper floor or back apartment.  
We’re talking here about the ‘Frankenstein Building.’ And you, 
dear reader, have probably never heard that name 
before. That’s okay - we just  made it up.

But we’re willing 
to bet that you 
know 
exactly 
what 
type of 
building 
we’re 
talking 
about. 
Like Victor 
Franken- 
stein’s 
monster, 
they are an 
assemblage 
of parts 
from 
different 
sources.

Researched, 
designed, written, 

and edited by  Zach 
Felder with Elihu 

Rubin.

SO WHAT DO YOU 
THINK ABOUT 

THEM???



SOMETIMES IT’S EASY TO 
SPOT THE HOUSE BEHIND 

THE STOREFRONT

OTHER TIMES IT’S 
A LITTLE HARDER

AND SOMETIMES, ONLY A 
LITTLE SLIVER OF THE 

HOUSE STICKS THROUGH!

(yes, the buildings on the left are the same as the ones on the right...)

HOW TO SPOT A FRANKENSTEIN BUILDING

>>>

>>>

>>>
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541 Ferry Street
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The Frankenstein usually starts out as a  SINGLE FAMILY HOUSE along an urban corridor. As the family gets wealthier,
building is split up into an  APARTMENT HOUSE. As higher density squeezes space, and the street becomes commercial, 
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WHY FRANKENSTEIN?

We get it. Frankensteins aren’t universally beloved.
  We’ve assembled some opinions. What are yours? 

LOVE THEM? HATE 
THEM? KNOW OF ONE 
WE MISSED? EMAIL 
YUMP@YALE.EDU

LET THE DEBATE BEGIN

>>
>

>>
>

>>>

(TEXT AND PHOTOS) BY TURNER BROOKS

HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT: 
UNLIKELY GEMS OF 

ARCHITECTURE 

BY LAZO GITCHOS
THIS HOUSE DOESN’T MAKE SENSE

The stairwell is inside out; exterior siding is exposed on the wall, painted over with 
interior paint when the second floor was dropped atop the first. From the basement, 
stairs that once led somewhere lead decidedly nowhere, ending in a sheetrocked hallway 
now littered with decades of tenants’ refuse. The centerpiece is a wheelchair-accessible 
ramp which joins the entrance, a bumpout conspicuously protruding into the sidewalk, 
with the living room, decorated with a church pew and only a single small window. 
The ramp climbs less than 36 inches, and takes up half the house’s common space. None 
of the eight bedrooms are accessible from either level joined by the ramp, nor from any 
of the exterior doors. The bathroom’s stalls, too, are leftover from the building’s short 
mid-life crisis as a barber shop, the rest from its adolescence or retirement as a residence. 
There is a feeling of commercial unease, of transactional occupation, built in.

Lazo Gitchos, an undergraduate at Yale from Twisp, Washington, is interested in how 
and why humans arrange ourselves. He lived in a Frankenstein building for one year.

BAD ARCHITECTURE;

GOOD URBANISM

When presented with ‘before’ and ‘after’ 
images of a typical Frankenstein building, 
it is hard not to wish for a thorough 
restoration to the original condition.  
Though there are many buildings that 
have benefitted from thoughtful additions 
and renovations, the cases shown on the 
second page in this study generally feature 
alterations which not only fall short of the 
quality of design found in the original, but 
which seem to be completely oblivious of the 
building’s existing architecture.

BY AARON HELFAND

That said, a radical restoration would 
sacrifice the vital contributions these 
buildings are now able to make to their 
urban streetscapes, forming neighborhoods 
enlivened by a mix of uses.  It is arguably 
more important that Franken-buildings 
provide street façades compatible with 
their neighboring storefronts than ones 
harmonizing with the original building onto 
which they have been grafted.  But why not 
attempt both goals simultaneously?

Aaron M. Helfand, AIA, lives in New Haven 
and works for Knight Architecture.

EVOLVING ECONOMY; 

ALTERED ARCHITECTURE

Frankensteins call attention to a building’s ability 
to adapt to differing requirements over time. But 

what differentiates a Frankenstein building from any 
building that has been modified? Why do we love the 
connected farmhouses of New England but admonish 

the Frankenstein? 

One may argue that Frankensteins are the result of 
an existing architecture that was not conceptualized 
around organic change. Conversely, some may argue 

that Frankenstein’s unconventional assemblage of 
alterations fails to consider the existing architecture 

as a material culture. Perhaps the aesthetic differences 
in such typologies are the product of our changing 

economic system: from agricultural, to industrial, to 
service-based, and subsequently to knowledge based? A 

New England farmhouse’s growth occurred primarily 
within the time constraints of an agricultural 

economy. In contrast, the Frankenstein reveals 
and reflects the shift of our economy from an era of 
industrial success (and large urban residences) to a 

service-based, consumption-focused economy. 

Claudia Carle is a recent graduate of the Yale School of 
Architecture. A native New Englander, she is currently 

an architectural designer in New Haven, CT.

BY CLAUDIA CARLE

Why Frankenstein Buildings?  Originating in Mary 
Shelley’s 1818 novel, Dr. Victor Frankenstein’s 

“creature” comes together as an amalgam of human 
and animal body parts that are stitched together 

and re-animated.  Like the buildings described in 
this Newsprint, Frankenstein’s “monster” was an 

assemblage of parts.  This “thing” was also disgusting 
and horrifying to some observers, a “being” that did 

not conform to conventional aesthetic standards.  
The same is true of the buildings discussed here:  as 

a pastiche of additions and alterations affixed to the 
original house, the result can appear awkward or 

ungainly.  

But these buildings are also very different from Dr. 
Frankenstein’s “ogre.”  The “fiend” may have been 
constituted by objects from many different sources, 

but this “wretch” was the invention of a single 
person over a discrete period of time.  Conversely, the 

“Frankenstein Buildings” are products of different 
people over a long period of time; there are many 
authors of these architectural creatures and small 

gestures invite close looking and gratify the idea of 
small-scale agency in the built environment.  Their 

extended temporalities serve as compact guides to 
urban change, revealing the evolving qualities of 

major thoroughfares from domestic to commercial 
environments and the changing social structure of the 

city.  In this way, the Frankenstein Buildings possess 
their own graceless appeal and artless beauty:  they 

are material records of complex urban processes and 
merit the close attention and appreciation explored in 

this edition of the New Haven Building Newsprint.

Elihu Rubin is Associate Professor of Urbanism at 
the Yale School of Architecture and Director of the         

Yale Urban Media Project.

BY ELIHU RUBIN

THE ANONYMOUS AUTHOR OF THE CHAPEL 
STREET HISTORIC REGISTER NOMINATION 
FORM WASN’T A FAN OF FRANKENSTEINS. 
THE AUTHOR WROTE ABOUT ‘HOUSES WITH 
INCOMPATIBLE COMMERCIAL ADDITIONS’ 

THAT HAD TO BE ‘BALANCED OUT’ BY 
‘GOOD’ BUILDINGS ACROSS THE STREET.

I feel some of the best most poignant architecture is often unrecognized 
and can be found by random chance on back rural roads and 
anonymous city streets.

Some of the best rural examples involve the older streamlined trailers 
and their additions. Figure 1 shows a trailer which has spawned an 
addition, as if a mother had created a child, and the child gratefully 
caresses the mother with its roof. Figure 2 shows a trailer with an 
added ornamental ‘forehead’ which becomes a kind of furrowed 
brow. I like to think it is nostalgically remembering its past travels.                       
Figure 3 shows a perfectly crafted addition constructed around the 
original trailer. Figure 4 shows a newer house-like addition that has 
swallowed the original trailer, but respectfully exhibits it at each end. 
Figure 5 shows a dynamic trailer under a new roof with a gang-plank 
which if removed, would release the trailer to zoom off to the left.

All these additions seem to me to celebrate rather than disguise the 
trailer as its origin. As an architect designing houses in left over 
agricultural landscapes going to seed, the early streamline trailers 
inspired me by their sense of movement through it. No longer having 
the composition of the farmhouse with its related out buildings, walls, 
cropland, and meadows, they were making their own more existential 
way across the landscape. This greatly inspired my own work with 
houses built in a similar type of site.

This same sort of richness can be found in urban settings. I love this 
image of houses (Figure 6) seemingly proudly metamorphosing into 
commercial enterprises along an urban street. Each house maintains its 
own individual character while joining together, with a cheerful palette 
of colors, to engage collectively with the commercial urban life of the 
city. Also these additions are exactly parallel to the street and the houses 
are not, which produces and nice elastic tension in the overall form. 

After graduating in 1970 from Yale School of Architecture, Turner 
Brooks moved to rural Vermont, where he became a celebrated architect. 
Turner has found inspiration in the eccentricities of rural vernacular 
including the trailers and their ‘wonderfully whacko’ additions.
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TO BE FRANK...ENSTEIN
Seven short stories of the finest Frankensteins

BUILT BY THOMPSON FAMILY

MACTRIFF’S EXPANDS

STOREFRONT ADDED

JOSEPH’S FURS ADDS 
VAULT

APARTMENT STAIRS ADDED

BUILT BY WILLIAM
RENDELL, CARRIAGEMAKER

BUILT BY LEVI WILCOXSON, 
CARRIAGEMAKER

BUILT BY CHARLES LEETE, 
DRUGGIST

BUILT BY FREDERIC NEWTON, 
MATCHMAKING COMPANY OWNER

BUILT BY CHAUNCEY 
DICKERMAN, BUILDER

BUILT BY SANFORD 
FAMILY

EXPANDED FOR 
APARTMENT

EXPANDED FOR 
BUSINESSES

EXPANDED AGAIN
FOR BUSINESSES

EXPANDED BY ARCHITECT 
LEO CAPRONI FOR 
CONVERSION INTO 
BUSINESSES AND 

APARTMENTS

NEW STOREFRONT 
ADDED

NEW STOREFRONT 
ADDED AS PART OF 
RENOVATION BY 
DEAN SAKAMOTO 
ARCHITECTS

EXPANDED FOR BOARDERS

EXPANDED BY NEWTON/PERRY 
FAMILY FOR FRONT PORCH

PHOTOGRAPHY STUDIO 
ADDITION CONSTRUCTED

GROCERY STOREFRONT 
ADDED

NEW STOREFRONT 
ADDED

EXPANDED BY CHARLES LEETE 
FOR SERVANTS AND CHILDREN

EXPANDED FOR ELWOOD 
HOUSE APARTMENTS

ELEVATOR ADDED
FOR FUNERAL HOME

STOREFRONT ADDED FOR 
HORTON DENTISTRY

NEW ASSEMBLY 
SPACE ADDED

EXPANDED BY JOHN BROWN 
FOR SERVANTS AND CHILDREN

EXPANDED BY 
PHOEBE LAKE FOR 

BOARDERS

Home to the Kirby family: John 
(a jeweler), Betsey, four children, 

and a servant

Home to various bars and restaurants, 
including Ron’s Place, House of Punk, 

and Barracuda Bar

Home to the Wheelers, who 
operate a farm and make 
dresses out of the home.

Levi Wilcoxson sells house to 
his son with the same name, 

a physician.

Home to Leete Family

Charles Leete and wife Ida 
pass away, family sells 

house, and converted into 
boarding house 

Frederick Perry passes away, 
family sells house, converted 

into funeral home and 
apartments.

Home to various 
professionals, including 

Umberfield family

home to various families, 
including Sweeneys, Spangs, 

and Dudleys

First floor converted 
into osteopath office and 

photography studio.

Home to McNamara family 
with two renters  

Various families lived 
and operated business on 
site, including plumbers, 
shoemakers, and tailors

Home to two families, 
with addition occupied 
by laundries, tailors, 

shoemakers, and wine store

Radio store opens

Home to Zachary’s Package 
Store and Bulldog Pizza

Home to Hull’s Art Store

John Crabb owns photo 
studio and lives in house

Palmieri family purchases 
building and opens grocery.

Upper floors converted 
into offices and smaller 

apartments

Palmieris sell property; 
converted into various 

restaurants and coffee shops. 

Anaya sushi opens, with 
apartments above for rent

Sisk Brothers Funeral Home  
buys building and operates 

for 50+ years.

Reverend John Brown buys house

James Cummings buys house

Susan Bradley and Edith 
Andrews buy house and 
convert into a rooming 

house, with 8 beds. 

Sold to R. Joseph, who 
opens furs business

Joseph’s Furs becomes 
mainstay on first floor, 
with families living in 

above floors.

Home to Phoebe Lake, 
her two servants, and her 

boarders.

Phoebe Lake passes away, 
family sells house, and 

converted into apartments.

Charles Kaplowicz changes 
permit from residential to 

commercial

MacTriff’s restaurant opens, 
with apartments above.

Home to the Spencer family 
(Sarah and Francis, with an 

Irish maid). Francis works as a 
printer dealer.

NEW GARAGE ADDED
FOR AUTOMOBILE

EXPANDED FOR SERVANTS

The Spencers pass away, 
and leave the house to their 

housekeeper, who rents the first 
floor to an antiques dealer 

With declining urban 
populations, vacant apartments 

are turned into offices

A bicycle center opens 
on the first floor, with 

tailors and designers in 
the second floor offices

<

<

<

<

<

<

<

<

*

***

*

*

*

*

18
6
0

19
0
0

19
5
0

2
0
0
0

conversion to apartments conversion to commercial

th
ic

ke
r c

ir
cle

s 

18
75

19
2
5

19
75

2
0
2
5

in
di

ca
te 

lo
ca

tio
ns

 of
 

dashed lines indicate former streetcar lines.

...and counting!
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