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Architecture is the most public of artforms. The buildings architects 
design become parts of our shared landscape; we live with them 
whether we actually cross their thresholds or not. This is particularly 
true in cities, where the built environment dominates. In many cities, 
architecture not only serves practical needs but acts as metaphor, 
dramatizing the aspirations, power and accomplishments of the people 
who live and work there.  
 
For all its other charms, Indianapolis is not known for architecture.  
This, in spite of the fact that the city is hometown for one of the 
world’s acknowledged contemporary masters, Michael Graves, and, 
around a century ago, supported the construction of a respectable 
number of stately buildings — many of which, however, have since 
given way to the wrecking ball. 
 
Kevin Cooper and Drew White are founding partners of AXIS 
Architecture. In business for just six years, Cooper and White are 
dedicated to making architecture in Indianapolis a lively art. AXIS’ 
work on such projects as the recently completed Wheeler Arts Center 
in Fountain Square, Fire Station 14 on 30th Street near the Children’s 
Museum, the Business Furniture Corporation’s Northside headquarters building and the interiors of such 
commercial spaces as downtown’s Old National Bank and the Form + Function showroom on 86th Street suggests a 
firm intent on making this city safe for hip design. 
 
“Indianapolis is a flower ready to blossom,” Cooper observes.  “There’s an opportunity to develop a new aesthetic 
that’s Indianapolis or Midwestern — or whatever you want to call it. If we can bring down our barriers and start a 
dialogue among ourselves, then we can push each other into being as creative and original as possible.” 
 
NUVO asked the AXIS guys to help us think about the architecture we see every day in Indianapolis. Although our 
city may not be famous for its buildings, that doesn’t mean there aren’t buildings here worth looking at. So we 
invited Cooper and White to take us on a tour of some of their local favorites. We agreed to forego the more 
traditional choices — buildings like the Central Library, the Athenaeum or, for that matter, Graves’ Indianapolis Art 
Center — in favor of hidden or overlooked treasures. Given their sense of style, for Cooper and White, this meant a 
variety of structures built in this century, many since 1945. 
 
Our intention wasn’t to come up with yet another “Best Of” list. Instead, we wanted to find buildings that might help 
us think afresh about the qualities that make buildings — and, by extension, Indianapolis — memorable. 
 
1. Allison Christian Community Center at 401 E. 34th St.  
 

Cooper and White suggest I meet them at the “T” where New Jersey runs into 34th Street. This happens to be 
the site of one of the city’s most venerable churches, Tabernacle Presbyterian. Easily the biggest building at this 
intersection, Tab dominates its immediate neighborhood. While I wait for the AXIS guys to show up, I jump to 
the conclusion that Tab will be the first stop on our tour. I am wrong. 
 
Cooper and White greet me with matching “Look what we’ve found” grins.  They immediately motion me away 
from Tab, over to the south side of the street ... 



“I looked over here and I almost crashed,” White says about discovering this building while 
 driving through the neighborhood two weeks ago. 
 
    Cooper: “It’s almost a modern style, somewhere between art deco and modern.” 
 

    White: “It could also be classified as a ’50s streamline, which you’d see in Los Angeles on 
  a much larger scale ... The concrete surrounds are what we like a lot. They weigh the 
 project out and the band continues to form the entrance to the building itself.” 

 
     Cooper: “The concrete monitor and overhangs are shading devices so whoever the architect 
  was at the time was thinking environmentally.” 
 
 
2. Louis B. Russell School 48 at 3445 Central Ave. 
 
  Our next stop is a public elementary school. Cooper points to what he calls the “monitor,” 
  the heavy band surrounding the windows like the border of a TV monitor. “The  
  horizontality draws me to it,” he says. “Then recessing the base gives it a more human 
  scale.” 
 
    “The facade’s beautiful,” White agrees. 
 
    Noting that the upper floor seems devoted to classrooms, Cooper says, “To raise kids up 
 and to see beyond is contextual. You tie yourself to the surroundings visually.” 
 
 
3.  Rainbow House at 3590 N. Meridian St. 
  
  Cooper: “I’ve liked this building since I moved to Indianapolis.” 
 

White: “I think it’s the corner for me that’s most important — the rounded corner and the 
way it relates to the two facades.” 

 
Cooper: “You have art deco and modern buildings up and down Meridian Street. This is a 
smaller scale version — I like the way it mixes the granite and limestone. The flagpole 
actually becomes part of the architecture. It’s intended to draw attention and express the 
corner even more.” 

 
 
4.  Holy Trinity Hellenic Orthodox Church at 4011 N. Pennsylvania St. 
  

White: “There’s a nice mixture of hard lines with the softness of the roof’s rounded shape 
— and the tower’s wonderful. There’s more to this site than the Greek Fest.” 

 
Cooper: “It’s not overbearing. I don’t think the intent is to be monumental. I think it’s to be 
somewhat mysterious. 

 
    White: “This is obviously sacred space.” 
 
Our next stop is on West 16th Street, near Bush Stadium. As we drive there, White notes that 
many cities have what he calls “icons” that help define their sense of place. In Chicago, there’s 
the lakefront and the river; New York has Central Park and the subway; L.A. has the ocean, 
beaches and Hollywood.  Indianapolis has the racetrack — but it seems disconnected. “We’re in 
search of something that gives us identity, aren’t we? 
 



5.  1348 W. 16th St. 
 

Cooper pulls our car out of the rushing traffic that curves beneath the abandoned brow of our next stop. “I saw 
this building probably five years ago.  I like the simplicity of it. The fact that it’s overhanging the fast traffic 
driving by.” 

 
White: “The architect realized he had this traffic looping through and this building greets that change. It’s a 
great opportunity.” 

 
Cooper: “I think it has everything to do with the technology of the time — the automobile and the fact that you 
drive to this building. At the same time, it lifts you up and allows you a view to the south, to downtown ... 
Wouldn’t this make a great design studio?” 

 
 
6.  Wynnedale 
 

When people talk about urban architecture it seems they’re usually referring to the large scale public and 
commercial buildings associated with skylines. But Indianapolis is nothing if not a residential city. You can’t 
understand local architecture without paying attention to our homes. We stop next at the bottom of a hill in the 
Wynnedale neighborhood on the city’s near-Westside. 

 
“This’ll be a tough one to photograph,” Cooper says looking up. He adds, “This corner piece with the two-story 
glass is incredible.” 

 
    White: “It’s all about health — bringing lots of light and air into the home.” 
 

Cooper compares this kind of modern architecture to art movements like cubism and abstract painting or 
sculpture. “There’s still proportion. There’s still scale. That’s what makes good modern architecture.” 

 
 
7.  Christian Theological Seminary on 42nd Street 
 

CTS hardly qualifies as a “hidden” building. But it’s such a masterful example of late 1950s design the AXIS 
guys couldn’t resist putting it on their list. That and a lingering suspicion that there are probably a surprising 
number of people in town who, for whatever reason, are only dimly aware of what a truly great structure it is. 
As we walk up to the glass-walled entrance off the east side parking lot, Cooper notes that we can see trees on 
the other side of the building through the glass: “The simplicity of it, the transparency — you can see through 
this entrance into the landscape beyond. It’s the idea of bringing the outside in and vice-versa.” 

 
 
8.  Warfleigh Pumping Station at 6290 Riverview Drive 
 

White found this building while biking around the city. “It’s symmetrical and asymmetrical,” he says. “There’s 
not an equal balance to the two garage doors, but then there’s the limestone mass that rolls over and folds down 
the front.” He’s drawn to the contrast between the limestone and the brick. Overall, the building reminds White 
of styles prescribed by government for great public works projects like the Tennessee Valley Authority or the 
Works Project Administration. “The idea of designing a building to fit a certain style intrigues me.” 

 
 
9.  North Washington Boulevard 
 

White: “I love this house. It changes from one-story to two-story very slowly and you don’t realize it because of 
the way it’s nestled in to its topography.” 

 
Cooper: “I like the way the chimney is pushed all the way to the edge and becomes part of the facade. It sets up 
an interesting massing between the vertical and the horizontal by pulling the fireplace all the way over.” 



 
On our way to look at another home in the Devonshire neighborhood, I tell the AXIS guys that it seems like there’s 
a fine line between successful modern buildings and generic boxes — between architecture that’s worthwhile and 
worthless. How do they distinguish between the two? 
 
Cooper: “Simplicity, proportion, scale, function — these constitute worth.” 
White: “Attitude.” 
 
Cooper suggests that modernist architecture was late coming to Indiana. We started getting buildings in the ’50s and 
’60s that echoed styles associated with the ’20s and ’30s in other parts of the country. Then, says White, in the ’70s 
and ’80s, local tastes turned nostalgic. “No one took the modernism being done to the next level.” 
 
This house is an exception. White smiles admiringly. “This is not a normal house. It’s like something you’d see in 
Palm Springs in the 1950s — George Jetson meets Frank Lloyd Wright.” 
 
Cooper: “Here’s proportion working really well. Heavy mass hovering above the glazing, not knowing how that’s 
being held up — there’s a level of mystery. It’s amazing you can have such a solid facade and still be attractive.” 
 
 
 
10. All Souls Unitarian Church at 5805 E. 56th St. 

 
Cooper: “This is a great sequence — the way you go from your car to the entrance. You have to make a couple 
of turns.” 

 
White: “I was talking to my wife about this tour and she said, ‘You and Kevin put this list together pretty 
quickly.  You probably missed 10 or 20 buildings.’ I said, ‘That’s what’s good about it. Everyone else can put 
together their list.” 

 
Cooper: (Eyes twinkling) “Our intention is not to be the best. It’s to try and make everybody else try harder.” 

 
dhoppe@nuvo.net 
 
More treasure 
 
Here are some buildings we didn’t have time to visit. Check them out. Or, if you prefer, make a list of your own and 
send it to dhoppe@nuvo.net. Religious: St. Luke’s Catholic Church 7575 E. Holiday Drive (original building only) • 
Warehouse/storage/manufacturing: 2350 N. Shadeland (I-70 and Shadeland) • Commercial/office: 1314 N. Meridian 
St., Citizens Gas Building 2801 N. Meridian St., 3103 N. Pennsylvania St., 40 W. 40th St., 395 N. Meridian St., 
3909 N. Meridian St., 3921 N. Meridian St., 3935 N. Meridian St. • Retail: 52nd and Keystone (Footcare Building) 
 
         


