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FOREWORD 

This book publishes correspondence between the Finnish architect Alvar Aalto and 
the monks of Mount Angel Abbey in Oregon, where Aalto designed the abbey’s library 
building. Tracing the back story of the library, it reproduces letters, telegrams, memos, 
and ephemera from 1963 to the building’s completion in 1970. Rather than represent the 
building or its architect in monographic fashion, this book uses primary documents to 
chart the course of this architectural commission in order to investigate the social relations 
and global conditions that made the building possible. The kernel of this project is my 
use of an epistolary archive to propose an alternative architectural history that investigates 
a building outside of the conventions of graphic and biographic representation, setting 
aside formal and typological analysis in favor of a research methodology that focuses on 
a building’s provenance—its origins and its placement in space and time. Attending to a 
cultural imperative to understand place, this book uses the archive as a starting point to 
approach the question: Why is there a library designed by Alvar Aalto at a Benedictine 
monastery in rural Oregon?

The letters situate us squarely in the province of men, specifically within a patriarchal 
continuum that has produced and reproduced Euro-American culture for centuries. 
The letter-writers in this narrative of architectural production besides Alvar Aalto are 
Father Barnabas Reasoner, the library director at Mount Angel Abbey; Erik Vartiainen, 
a Finnish-American architect and Aalto’s U.S. liaison; Vernon DeMars, an architect and 
urban planner at UC Berkeley, and a personal friend of Aalto’s since teaching together at 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the 1940s; and Kaarlo Leppänen, chief architect 
in the Aalto architectural office in Helsinki. These men, and the varying positions of 
status and privilege that they represent, propel the narrative toward its culmination, the 
construction and dedication of the Mount Angel library building.

Centered around the archive of letters, this project ultimately requires a widening orbit 
of discursive terrain in order to understand the library building beyond master narratives, 
formal or phenomenological analyses, and center/periphery tropes, all of which serve to 
reinscribe the customary modes of architectural discourse. The aim of this book is no 
less than to confront critically the reigning social conditions and infrastructures of power 
that produce the built environment as we know it. This book seeks to unfold, through 
the archival case study of the Aalto/Mount Angel letters, how the convergence of global 
forces of settler colonialism, racial capitalism, and expansionist Catholicism manifested 
the Mount Angel Abbey library building. The objective here is not to individualize the 
violence of genocide and dispossession, but rather to begin to unravel the tightly woven 
tales that are told about manifest destiny, religious authority, and architectural mastery. 
The narrative arc of the letters transcends the personal and is instead rooted in the deeply 
embedded western masculine ambitions for possession, for redemption, and for perpetuity.
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AFTERWORD

The Mount Angel Abbey library is situated in the 
mid-Willamette Valley, the ancestral home of the 
Tualatin, Yamhill, Ahantchuyuk, Luckiamute, and 
Santiam groups of the Kalapuya tribe, as well as 
the Clackamas and Molalla peoples. In 1855, their 
homelands, which were already being occupied by 
French Canadians associated with the Hudson’s 
Bay Company, were appropriated by means of the 
Willamette Valley Treaty between the tribes and the 
U.S. government. Having lost 90% of their popula-
tion to disease, starvation, and malnutrition between 
the 1780s and 1850s, the tribes were then forcibly 
removed to the newly established Grand Ronde res-
ervation. The treaty establishing a reservation in ex-
change for vast acreage was based on the quasi-legal 
doctrine of land cession, which placed Indigenous 
historical and ontological relationship to the land 
within the framework of a foreign, white suprem-
acist, and profit-oriented legal system that empow-
ered its agents to deracinate the Indigenous people 
from the lands to which they were connected.

Known as Tapalamaho, the timbered butte now 
called Mount Angel is a sacred site to the Kalapuyan 
peoples. In his 1851 land survey, white settler 
Timothy W. Davenport recorded manmade semi-
circles of stone atop the butte that served a ceremo-
nial purpose for the area’s Indigenous peoples. No 
visible traces of the stones remain today.

Traveling overland from Ohio and stopping in the 
Willamette Valley in 1851, Davenport acquired a 
320-acre donation land claim and took employment 
for the U.S. government as a land surveyor of the 
Oregon Territory. With the Donation Land Claim 
Act, the federal government gave land in Oregon 
to white male settlers, effectively sanctioning re-
source extraction and hastening the displacement 
and eradication of the Native inhabitants. An ar-
dent anti-slavery activist since his childhood in a 
Central New York abolitionist household that was a 
safehouse on the Underground Railroad, Davenport 
advocated for a “free” Oregon in which chattel slav-
ery would be outlawed. This freedom, however, was 
contingent on the forced expulsion of Indigenous 
peoples, the confiscation of their homelands, and 
their exclusion from the rights of legal citizenship. 

Upon achieving statehood in 1859, Oregon’s con-
stitution made no provision for slavery but aimed 
at creating a white utopia by barring African 
Americans from settling within state boundaries.

Davenport’s land survey and corresponding maps 
were part of the systematic process of land seizure 
from Native tribes: The objective was to measure 
and catalogue geological features with particular at-
tention given to resources that could be exploited—
such as fertile soil, waterways, timber stands, and 
potential mining areas. The terrain was partitioned 
into a cartesian grid that disregarded interconnected 
ecosystems and watersheds, not to mention the ter-
ritorial and linguistic divisions of the lands’ inhabi-
tants. Cadastral surveying prescribed the notion of 
earth as a commodity, disavowed Indigenous sover-
eignty, and enabled the institution of private prop-
erty rights. By claiming title and expelling Native 
inhabitants, the government sought to establish its 
ownership and thus its right to profit by regulating 
the sale of property to white settlers, corporations, 
and land speculators.

Although Davenport’s sentimentalization of Native 
life is evidenced in his recollection of his land sur-
vey written over fifty years after the fact, it is useful 
to reproduce his description of Tapalamaho here 
because it records a settler colonial view of the site 
where the Aalto library now stands:

In the eastern part of Marion County, Oregon, 
there stands an isolated and most strikingly 
regular and beautiful butte some three hun-
dred feet in height and covering nearly a sec-
tion of land. It was fringed about its base, at the 
time of which I write, with fir groves, but its 
side and well-rounded and spacious top were 
devoid of timber, except a few old and spread-
ing oaks and perhaps a half dozen gigantic firs 
whose weighty limbs were drooping with age. 
A meridian section line passes over the mid-
dle of this butte and four sections corner near 
its top. While running this line and establish-
ing these corners in 1851, I observed many 
semicircular walls of stone enclosing space 
enough for a comfortable seat and as high as 
one’s shoulders when in a sitting posture, upon 
cross sticks as high as the knee. And what was 
the purpose of these stone chairs? I was deter-
mined to know, and the older white residents 
said the Indians made them but for what pur-
pose they could not say. I became a witness to 
the use, and was particularly impressed with 
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the fitness for what I saw. Indians from the 
north and south traveling that way generally 
camped upon the banks of the Abiqua Creek, 
a rapid stream of pure, cold water, just issued 
from the mountains upon the plain. The butte 
was near, and this they ascended and, taking 
seats within the stone sanctuaries, communed 
in silence with the Great Spirit. Bowing the 
head upon the hands and resting them upon 
the knees for a few moments, then sitting erect 
and gazing to the west over the enchanting 
valley interspersed with meadow, grove and 
stream; who can tell but they felt as sacred and 
elevated religious emotion as those who have 
succeeded them on the butte? The Catholics 
have purchased it and erected upon its summit 
an awe-inspiring cathedral, and there upon 
Mount Angel, as they have named it, the 
prayers of the religious ascend. The Indians’ 
name for this grand mount, dedicated by them 
to the service of their God, was “Tap-a-lam-
a-ho,” signifying in our language, Mount of 
Communion; the plain to the west, “Chek-ta,” 
signifying beautiful or enchanting.*

While legalized land theft was taking place in the 
Oregon Territory, Switzerland was in the after-
math of the 1847 Sonderbund War which led to 
the secularization of state institutions, the closure 
of Roman Catholic abbeys, and the expulsion of 
the Jesuits. Engelberg Abbey had been founded 
in the Swiss-German Alps in 1120, over 500 years 
after the death of St. Benedict, becoming in the 
mid-19th century one of several Swiss monasteries 
seeking colonialist expansion in North America. In 
the oppressive logics of conquest and domination, 
the persecution and expatriation of Switzerland’s 
Catholics operates as preordained permission for 
their genocidal colonization of the Americas. The 
abbot at Engelberg approved the establishment of a 
daughter abbey within the territory of the Missouri, 
Otoe, Iowa, Kansa, Osage, and Kickapoo in 1873, 
but a power struggle between the founding monks 
there led Engelberg’s abbot to sponsor the foun-
dation of a second American daughter house. The 
dissenting monks crisscrossed the west, receiving 
offers of “free land” from regional dioceses as far as 
southern California and the Dakota Territory, ulti-
mately settling on the Willamette Valley. An 1882 
papal bull issued by Pope Leo XIII officially estab-
lished Mount Angel (an anglicization of Engelberg) 
as a new Benedictine monastery sanctioned by the 
Engelberg motherhouse.

The deciding factor for the abbey’s location was the 
promise of land from the archbishop of Portland, 
Charles John Seghers. A Belgian-born Catholic 
priest and missionary, Seghers had gained some re-
nown for his zeal in evangelizing widely through-
out the Alaska Territory, attempting to forestall 
Protestant missionaries who were also proselytizing 
in the territory. Having spent his career engaged 
in what is now understood to be cultural genocide, 
he was later shot and killed in an incident with a 
deranged Catholic layman on the Yukon River. In 
1880, Seghers was appointed archbishop of the di-
ocese that included Oregon, Idaho, and Montana, 
a position that bestowed on him the spurious au-
thority to offer up a promontory forty miles out-
side of Portland to the Swiss Benedictines. German 
Catholic settlers were already occupying and farm-
ing the immediate area, congregated in resistance to 
anti-Catholic sentiment among Oregon’s Protestant 
settler majority.

—

The monks at Mount Angel established the first in-
stitutional library in the colonized Pacific Northwest, 
and by 1962 it held 50,000 books. 1962 was also the 
first year of the Second Vatican Council’s Pastoral 
Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, 
known as Vatican II. Sweeping internal reforms 
intended to reinvigorate the Church’s relevance 
and modernize its public image led to a transition 
in Catholic Church design. Modern architecture, 
newly legitimated by Vatican II, would supplant 
the towers and spires of traditional ecclesiastical 
architecture, and prevail stylistically for the rest 
of the twentieth century throughout the Catholic 
world. The promise of modernism was its purport-
ed universalism, an appealing concept for a Catholic 
Church seeking preeminence throughout the globe 
in an increasingly secular age. Vatican II liberalized 
the Church away from antiquated doctrine, knitting 
it closer into a hegemonic western culture that was 
adopting the poetics of modernist form to narrate 
its dominance. The seductive and transcendent 
appeal of muscular modern architecture was firm-
ly entrenched by mid-century, with Le Corbusier’s 
La Tourette Dominican priory (1953–61) in France 
serving as a well-publicized clarion call to Catholic 
modernism.

Father Barnabas Reasoner, the abbey’s first pro-
fessional librarian, was ambitious in expanding the 
collection and scope of Mount Angel’s library. In 
his search for a contemporary architect who might 
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quench the abbey’s thirst for cultural capital in a 
prestigious new library building, Father Barnabas 
came across the names of Louis Kahn and I.M. Pei, 
both foreign-born American architects with as-
cendant careers. He also certainly would have been 
aware of the recent completion of the Carpenter 
Center for the Visual Arts at Harvard University, 
the only building in the U.S. designed by Le 
Corbusier, and funded by Oregonians Alfred and 
Helen Carpenter with substantial wealth as major 
stockholders of IBM. Father Barnabas undoubtedly 
understood that to attain international prestige, the 
abbey would need to secure the services of one of 
the titans of European modernism.

The epistolary record doesn’t tell us how he first en-
countered the architecture of Alvar Aalto, but after 
midcentury the Finnish architect was widely known 
throughout the globe. He was considered one of the 
world’s thirteen most important designers per the 
American Federation of Art’s traveling exhibition 
Form Givers at Mid-Century in 1959, and the re-
cipient of the Royal Institute of British Architects’ 
Gold Medal in 1957 and the American Institute of 
Architects’ Gold Medal in 1963. Aalto had particular 
connections in the San Francisco Bay Area through 
the influence of William W. Wurster, who had been 
dean at M.I.T.’s Department of Architecture in the 
1940s and at UC Berkeley College of Environmental 
Design beginning in the 1950s. Wurster was an out-
spoken champion of the Finnish architect’s particular 
brand of modernism, and was instrumental in bring-
ing Aalto to M.I.T. in the 1940s, where the Finn 
constructed his first building in the United States, 
the Baker House Dormitory (1946–49). Wurster’s 
far-reaching influence would be felt on the Mount 
Angel project, as his younger colleague at Berkeley, 
Vernon DeMars, was enlisted to the project as its 
U.S. architect of record. 

When Father Barnabas wrote unsolicited to Aalto 
in 1963, the architect was engaged in, among other 
projects, the multi-million dollar revitalization of 
the Helsinki city center, a contribution to the United 
Nations complex in New York, and Nordic House 
cultural center in Reykjavik. It was unlikely that a 
rural Oregon monastery would succeed in claiming 
him as its architect. In the Aalto office’s first letter to 
the abbey, the architect’s secretary, Helga Mattson, 
blames the inconvenience of a month-long post-
al workers’ strike for the architect’s delayed reply. 
To Father Barnabas’ elation, Aalto wrote back two 
months later, “I am very interested in your sugges-
tion as libraries are my favorite projects.”

—

Architecturally, the Mount Angel library is deriv-
ative of the Seinäjoki Library (1960–1965) and 
Rovaniemi Library (1963–1965), which Aalto was 
designing at the time that Father Barnabas sent the 
architect his initial inquiry. All three are designed 
partially on the model of the panopticon, in which 
public areas and book stacks fan out from the cen-
tral circulation desk for maximum visibility by the 
librarian. The panoptic design is the typological 
cousin of the theater, which establishes sight lines 
between a public and the point of spectacle on stage 
or screen. However, it was first put into use as a 
method of social control in the architecture of pris-
ons, where the potential of constant surveillance by 
the warden was a crucial factor in the subjugation of 
the people incarcerated. 

At Mount Angel, the panoptic scheme is mitigat-
ed somewhat by Aalto’s inclusion of closed study 
carrels at the perimeter of the plan that are not all 
visible from the control desk, although current li-
brary regulations restrict carrel privileges to Mount 
Angel’s monks and seminarians. The panoptic li-
brary, like the prison, presumes dominion over the 
visible. It privileges the protection of books over 
the privacy and primacy of bodies: As knowledge 
is possessed and righteously guarded by the pos-
sessors, the acquisition and consumption of this 
knowledge in the form of scholarship becomes the 
gateway to inclusion and subjecthood in both the 
Benedictine monastic tradition and its modern sec-
ular counterpart—the liberal humanist tradition. It 
is no mistake that the panoptic library is sited at 
a hilltop monastery, a place where the prison-like 
policies of spatial confinement and gender exclu-
sion are instrumentalized in service of spirituality 
and transcendence.

The Mount Angel library models the twin strate-
gies of confinement and exclusion that reveal the 
carceral and colonial origins of our society’s insti-
tutional regimes. Like its sibling cultural institu-
tions the museum and the university, the library 
institutionalizes the collection and classification of 
information and the production of knowledge, up-
holding embedded systems of possession and privi-
lege. In the western world, libraries have historically 
represented the colonizers, oppressors, and agents 
of white patriarchy while employing racist and clas-
sist codes and conventions to limit access. Through 
the 20th century, libraries continued to be sites for 
the performance of discriminatory cultural values, 
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even as the onset of the Information Age com-
pelled them to adopt an agenda of public access to 
knowledge as a token of benevolent humanism in 
the modern nation-state. As a tool of the state, the 
library remains a sanctioned space for the civilizing 
subject to consume and possess knowledge, albeit in 
a context devoid of the colonized and dehumanized 
bodies upon whom modernity and the neoliberal 
social contract are contingent. But when serving 
its highest function, the library can also be mobi-
lized as a site of community resistance, where the 
free exchange of valuable knowledge and resources 
benefits communities invested in resisting white su-
premacy and hegemonies of power.

—

Alvar Aalto’s legacy has been codified as that of a 
unique figure in the architectural canon of the 20th 
century. His rise to prominence in Finland coincid-
ed with the construction of a Finnish national iden-
tity after the country’s declaration of independence 
from Russia in 1917. Aalto’s Nordic approach to 
the new modernist aesthetic set him apart from the 
functionalists of continental Europe, slightly older 
men such as Le Corbusier, Gropius, and Mies van 
der Rohe. After the Winter War in which Finland 
was allied with Nazi Germany against the USSR, 
Aalto took on work more international in scope, 
which had the effect of bolstering his career while 
distancing him from the tinge of Finnish national-
ism. Extended trips to the United States, the com-
mission to design the Finnish Pavilion at the 1939 
New York World’s Fair, and a teaching position at 
M.I.T. in the 1940s internationalized his practice 
and broadened his influence beyond Europe. His 
professional partnerships with both his first wife, 
Aino Marsio-Aalto, and second, Elissa Aalto, are 
well-documented, although neither received much 
recognition until relatively recent scholarly efforts 
to recuperate their respective roles.

As the dominant stylistic doctrines of the postwar 
years began to splinter in the 1960s, influential ar-
chitects and critics such as Robert Venturi, Reyner 
Banham, and Vincent Scully kept Aalto’s reputa-
tion afloat in those years between postwar rational-
ism and postmodern reactionism. (The latter would 
reach a zenith in Oregon with Michael Graves’ 
notorious Portland Building [1980–82]). By 1983, 
architecture critic Kenneth Frampton cemented 
Aalto’s position as a protagonist of critical regional-
ism, with a concern for the specificities of site, ma-
terial and tectonic conditions, and an ethic of the 

vernacular. This positioning of Aalto as a master on 
the periphery of the centers of cultural production, 
anti-globalizing and anti-colonial, becomes prob-
lematized when considered from a perspective that 
understands the Mount Angel library as an exem-
plar of the universal application of modernist form 
and emblematic of a religious-secular partnership to 
maintain possession of colonized land. 

This book recognizes more recent Aalto scholarship 
that relies less on formal analysis of the buildings and 
contextualizes him as a cosmopolitan international-
ist, adept at statecraft and adaptive to 20th century 
Europe’s shifting geopolitical terrain in order to ad-
vance his career. As historical distance extends and 
the nature of scholarship changes, it proves valuable 
to situate the architect within different discourses; 
in the case of Mount Angel, it is imperative to ap-
prehend a more complete acknowledgement of the 
social and political lineages of place in Oregon. That 
this complicates Aalto’s established legacies perhaps 
explains, at least in part, why Mount Angel Abbey 
library is overlooked in much of the Aalto scholar-
ship that has flourished since his death in 1976.

—

In the eight-year correspondence between Father 
Barnabas and Aalto, the monk’s letters are informed 
by an unwavering faith in the architect as a sav-
ior whose brilliance could be imported to save the 
Mount Angel hilltop from the eternal ho-hum of 
mediocre architecture. Father Barnabas was acutely 
aware that architectural production has a perma-
nence that continually reifies power and possession 
of territory, inscribing its lasting authority in a place. 
His belief in the redemptive value of modernist 
form and the mastery of its singular (male) genius 
is on full display in the letters, despite the fact that 
the project was beset with years of technical difficul-
ties and fiscal shortages. In his March 1966 internal 
progress report, Father Barnabas recounts his vis-
it to Helsinki and his impression that Elissa Aalto 
had some authority in the Aalto office during her 
husband’s absences, but assures the monks that ul-
timately “all decisions are his.” Aalto’s fragile health 
and his punishing work schedule delayed his prom-
ised trips to Oregon for years, and Father Barnabas 
struggled to strike a balance between compassionate 
patience and desperate urgency in his letters asking 
when Aalto would visit the abbey. The long-an-
ticipated site visit finally occurred in April 1967, 
in what would be the last of the architect’s many 
trips to the U.S. His and Elissa Aalto’s face-to-face 
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meetings with the abbey leaders and local dignitar-
ies revved the project’s momentum and precipitated 
a funding windfall. 

Howard Vollum was a founder of the early tech 
giant Tektronix, an Oregon-based company that 
successfully produced and marketed oscilloscopes, 
electronic devices that precisely measure and graph-
ically represent electrical signals. First building 
cathode-ray oscilloscopes in the 1930s, Vollum 
served in the Signal Corps during WWII, where he 
helped develop radar technology for increased ac-
curacy in artillery targeting of enemy aircraft and 
supply ships. Decorated for his contributions to 
U.S. military interests, Vollum profited immense-
ly after the war by further developing oscilloscope 
technology and marketing it for use in the postwar 
automotive and telecommunications industries. 
By 1959, Vollum was one of Oregon’s wealthiest 
men, heading a company of 3,000 employees and 
commanding $32 million in annual sales, a famil-
iar narrative of success for big tech with origins in 
the military industrial complex. A Roman Catholic, 
Vollum became known for his philanthropy, donat-
ing tax-deductible millions to the state’s cultural, 
educational, and health care institutions. Tektronix’s 
value was on the ascent after having gone public in 
1964, and Vollum’s $1 million donation (the equiv-
alent of nearly $7.5 million adjusted to inflation in 
2021) was the financial injection that enabled the 
construction of the Mount Angel library. 

On May 25, 1968, Father Barnabas sent a telegram 
to Aalto that said CONSTRUCTION BEGINS 
MONDAY ALL OBSTACLES OVERCOME 
AMERICA WILL HAVE BEAUTIFUL 
AALTO. Ground was broken, and after two years 
of construction, the building’s dedication ceremony 
took place in 1970. 

For the opening festivities, the abbey hired jazz 
legend Duke Ellington and his orchestra, through 
the connection of Ann Henry, resident composer 
at Mount Angel Abbey and friend of Ellington’s. 
Henry was a musician, dancer, choreographer, and 
composer who by the early 1960s was a well-re-
garded performer with her own London-based 
TV production, and had toured with Ellington, 
Louis Armstrong, and Dizzy Gillespie. Struck by 
a near-fatal bout of spinal meningitis, Henry was 
forced to quit much of her work in 1963 and spent 
the next several years in recovery relearning basic 
motors skills. A devout convert to Catholicism, she 
visited Mount Angel Abbey in 1965 and requested 

to stay in residence there indefinitely, to live in a re-
treat house and compose music. In a definitive break 
from monastic tradition, the abbot admitted her as 
the abbey’s first female African American artist in 
residence, where she lived for the next ten years. 
At the dedication ceremony, Ellington and his or-
chestra premiered a new composition by Henry 
called “Pockets—It’s Amazing When Love Goes 
on Parade.” Father Barnabas referred to her as “the 
girl with canes” in his 1969 letter to Aalto asking 
the architect to confirm his presence at the dedi-
cation ceremonies. The dedication was a lavish af-
fair with such luminaries as Ellington, the governor 
of Oregon, the Abbot Primate of the Benedictine 
Order, the Finnish ambassador to the U.S., and 
New York Times architecture critic Ada Louise 
Huxtable, among others. However, Alvar Aalto and 
President Nixon, the two men invited who wielded 
the most power through their cultural and political 
status, regretfully declined to attend due to previous 
engagements.

—

Tellingly, it is what goes unsaid in the correspon-
dence between Alvar Aalto, Father Barnabas, and 
the other operatives of architectural production in 
this story that provides the richest understanding of 
the complexities of capital and empire that led to the 
library’s construction. In the letters, we witness the 
white male bourgeois sphere perform gentility and 
humanism, and see in painstaking detail the kind 
of banal administrative litany that implements the 
continued possession and domination of American 
lands as a precondition of today’s built environment. 
In between the lines, the letters impart on the part 
of their writers a presumption of ownership and en-
titlement ingrained in Eurocentric patriarchy that 
laid the foundations of the abbey and its library. The 
constituent forces of settler colonialism, Christian 
exceptionalism, modernist aesthetic production, 
and technological determinism further cultivated 
the terrain and generated the possibility of an Aalto 
building in Oregon. 

While the letters are material evidence of these 
forces, they simultaneously divulge their own mi-
crohistories through the facts of their materiality: 
Father Barnabas’ mimeographed progress reports 
hint at the internal hierarchies of power at the ab-
bey; Erik Vartiainen’s handwritten letters reveal per-
son-to-person contact untraceable by carbon cop-
ies; telegrams transmitted urgent messages without 
the delays of postal systems or time zones; and the 



202

changing appearance of the print output by the end 
of the eight years presages the dawn of the digital 
age. Though the material artifacts of the correspon-
dence relay a compelling topical and temporal his-
tory of the library building, assembling documents 
alone is inadequate for fully interpreting the multiv-
alence of our built environments and how they pro-
duce and reproduce both subjectivities and structur-
al conditions. Textual analysis of the archive must 
be partnered with an expanded field of discourse 
in order to understand the global imbrications of 
where, when, and why a building is constructed and 
how culture is produced. 

The Mount Angel library building’s provenance sit-
uates it unmistakably among the lineages of violence 
within settler colonialism and extractive capitalism. 
Opposing a facile recourse to presentism, in which 
actions of the past are judged by the moral standards 
of today, I am nonetheless presenting the building 
here as part of an historical perspective that under-
stands oppression and dispossession to be built into 
the constructed landscape of America. Like much 
architectural production the result of happenstance 
and good timing, Mount Angel also must be un-
derstood as the product of centuries of deliberate 
geopolitical maneuvering that precipitated the col-
onization of the land, its possession by Catholic 
monks, their importation of a prestigious architect 
in their quest for cultural capital, and the reliance 
on a benefactor enriched by the military industrial 
complex. The continental scope of these concerns, 
particularized in the case of the Mount Angel li-
brary and its archive, calls for a reimagining of the 
boundaries of architectural history and a reconsid-
eration of its conventional terms of engagement. As 
part of the material culture of the Pacific Northwest, 
the Mount Angel Abbey library and its archival pa-
per trail serve as a case study for understanding the 
built environment as a physical manifestation of 
the enduring entanglement of the region’s political 
histories and presents. Only by acknowledging the 
connective histories of place—and by identifying 
heterodoxies and counter-narratives—can we begin 
to forge futures that recompose them.

—Hope Svenson, February 2021

* T.W. Davenport, “Recollections of an Indian 
Agent—III,” The Quarterly of the Oregon Historical 
Society 8, no. 3 (September 1907): 254–255.
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