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probably the only architect in the Midwest involved in the rebuilding of San Francisco 
after the 1906 earthquake.47  
 In 1911, Abt and his new wife moved to Moberly, where he opened his own 
architectural office.48  Abt’s role as the second or assistant architect, working with William 
H. Sayler of Kansas City, on the gymnasium/auditorium wing, which was added to the 
Central School building in 1916, undoubtedly proved his abilities to the Moberly Board of 
Education and to the city of Moberly.49  Two years later, Abt was chosen to design 
Moberly’s sixth elementary school, Southeast Park School.  In 1929, when the Board of 
Education embarked on a school building plan, Abt was selected as the architect for all of 
the new school buildings.  Between 1929 and 1931, four new schools designed by Abt 
were erected in Moberly.  Three of those are extant today, East Park School, West Park 
School, and the Moberly Junior High School.   
 In addition to the schools he built for the Board of Education, Ludwig Abt designed 
many of Moberly’s largest buildings, including churches, hospitals governmental offices, 
private schools, a theatre, and commercial storefronts.  One of his most acclaimed 
buildings is the Moberly Municipal Auditorium.  This Art Deco style building, built in 
1939, was funded by the Works Project Administration.50  Although he is most widely 
recognized for his public building designs, Abt also designed dozens of Moberly 
residences.  He designed his own house, located at 1 Holman Road in Moberly, in the 
“Bavarian style.”51  

In an article titled “Milestones and Stumbling Blocks, Continued,” author Howard 
Marshall praised Abt’s versatility and talent.  He wrote that,  
 

Abt’s work includes the Fourth Street Theatre with San Simeon-like grandeur; 
the brick public grade schools that embodied the town’s progressive spirit, the 
noble and perhaps ennobling Classical-style Moberly Junior College; the Art-
Deco Municipal Auditorium and his last major contracts, those for the Moberly 

 
47 “Obituaries,” Mid-West Contractor. Vol. 1128, January 25, 1967, p. 60. 
48 “Ludwig Abt Dies; Noted Architect,” Moberly Monitor-Index. January 12, 1967, pp. 1-2. 
49 Moberly High School Gymnasium/Auditorium Addition Plans, 1916, Ludwig Abt Collection, Collection 
Number WUNP5916, Western Historical Manuscripts Collection, University of Missouri, Columbia, 
Missouri. 
50 Howard Marshall, “Milestones and Stumbling Blocks, Continued,” Journal of Cultural Geography. Vol. 
15, No. 1, Fall/Winter, 1994, p. 54. 
51 “Ludwig Abt Dies; Noted Architect,” Moberly Monitor-Index. January 12, 1967, pp. 1-2. 
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Housing Authority, the National Guard Armory, the Federal Building and the 
new Catholic School.52

 
 Abt-designed buildings can also be found in numerous towns throughout central 
and northern Missouri.  According to the list of blueprints in the Ludwig Abt collection at 
the Western Historical Manuscripts Collection, Abt designed public school buildings in 
more than twenty towns in outstate Missouri.53

Ludwig Abt had a long, productive career, and was quite a prolific architect.  From 
1911 to 1952, he had his own 
architectural firm in 
Moberly.  In 1952, he 
entered into a partnership 
with architect, Jay K. 
Cleavinger, who still lives in 
the area.  Although Abt is 
not well known outside of 
Moberly, his contribution to 
Missouri architecture is 
significant.   

Abt’s design for the 
Moberly Junior High School 
building utilizes elements of 
what was then the new style 
known as Art Deco.  The 
term Art Deco is derived 
from the name of the 1925 
Paris Exposition des Arts 
Decoratifs et Industriels 
Modernes, an exhibition of 
decorative arts and 
architecture predominately 

 

 
52 Marshall, p. 54. 
53 Ludwig Abt Collection, Collection Number WUNP5916, Western Historical Manuscripts Collection, 
University of Missouri, Columbia, Missouri. 
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by European artists.  American artists and architects as well as department store buyers 
and industrial designers attended the exposition and returned to the United States infused 
with new ideas and eager to incorporate those ideas into their own designs.  “Promotional 
literature for the ‘Expo Deco’ stated that ‘reproductions, imitations, and counterfeits of 
ancient styles will be strictly prohibited.”54  Emphasis on the future rather than the past 
and the use of ornament to promote a sentiment of modernity were the Art Deco style’s 
principal characteristics.  Abt’s choice of Art Deco styling for the Moberly Junior High 
School may have reflected the school board’s desire to project a sophisticated image that 
was in sync with the newly reorganized school system.    

Art Deco was as much a system of ornament as an architectural style, and Deco 
motifs were applied to everything from buildings to toasters.  There were common themes 
in the ornament; one source noted that “Art Deco ornamentation consists largely of low-
relief geometrical designs, often in the form of parallel straight lines, zigzags, chevrons 
and stylized floral motifs.”55  Another common theme in American examples was the use 
of Mayan, Aztec and Native American elements.  A description of Art Deco buildings in 
particular noted an emphasis on verticality, as well as the common use of “square or 
oblong blocks and other rectangular projections composed symmetrically around 
entrances.”56   

Many of those elements can be found on the Moberly Junior High, particularly 
around the two main public entrances and in the ornamental stone insets used on the 
south and east elevations.  The composition and ornament of the east entrance tower in 
particular represent a clear expression of Art Deco design.  The hipped roof, stepped 
sides, and strong lines of the piers give the entrance tower a decidedly vertical 
composition, and the ornamental stone pieces around and above the entrance are typical 
of Art Deco buildings of the time.  The allegorical elves above the doorway have a Mayan 
feel, and many of the ornamental blocks feature stylized plant forms.  The south entrance 
also has some Deco detailing, albeit in a more restrained application.   

The fact that the styling of the Junior High building is as simple as it is have 
resulted from the changes to the design to satisfy budget constraints, or Abt may have 

 
54 Poppeliers et al, What Style Is It: A Guide to American Architecture, (New York: Preservation Press and 
John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1983), p. 88. 
55 Ibid, p. 88. 
56 Marcus Whiffen, American Architecture Since 1780: A Guide to the Styles, (Cambridge and London: MIT 
Press, 1996), p. 235. 
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elected to limit the amount of Art Deco detailing in an effort to better blend it with the 
older part of the building.  He may also have wanted to introduce the new architectural 
style in Moberly without having it rejected as too new and different.   

This was not his only Art Deco building, however, or even his only school in the 
style.  West Park Elementary School, which was built during the same building program 
as the Junior High, is still extant and also has Art Deco detailing.  Like the Junior High 
School Building, West Park has a central tower with a stepped roofline and it has stone 
detailing. The stone accents on West Park are much plainer than the Junior High, and 
more closely patterned after Native American art.  West Park ceased to be used as a school 
in the late 1990s and was subsequently sold to an individual.  The other two schools 
designed by Abt as part of the 1930 building program are also extant, but they feature 
more traditional Colonial Revival styling.  Although these other Abt-designed schools in 
Moberly are still in use and are likely eligible for National Register listing, the Moberly 
Junior High School, with its 1917 gymnasium/auditorium section, stands out as the oldest 
school building in Moberly. 

 
Figure Four.  West Park School, Moberly. 
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The Moberly Junior High School building is one of Moberly’s oldest historic school 
buildings of any type, and the first building in the community to ever serve as a Junior 
High School.  It is the largest of the Moberly school buildings designed by Abt for the 
1929-30 building campaign, and one of the best examples of Art Deco styling in that 
group.  The school is highly intact, inside and out, and it clearly reflects its strong link to 
public education in Moberly, Missouri.  

 
 

 














