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This presentation is about the mid-20th-century Split-Level House in Georgia. 
 
The history of Split-Level Houses nationally  is covered in a companion presentation 
entitled “… and the first runner-up is: the split-level house, Mid-20th-Century Split-Level 
Houses: A National Overview.” 
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Let’s start our review by taking a look at 
some of Georgia’s Split-Level Houses ...  
 
from the mid-1950s through the 1960s, 
when they were most popular ...  
 
to get a sense of the nature and the variety 
of these houses. 
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Here’s a typical view of Split-Level Houses 
from this period. 
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Just like Georgia’s Ranch Houses, many of its 
mid-century Split-Levels are plain-style red-
brick houses – like this one, from 1956, with 
a narrow two-story section ... 
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and this one, from the same time period, 
with a wider two-story section. 
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Somewhat common is the Colonial Revival-
style Split-Level House, characterized by a 
tightly controlled overall form, multi-light 
double-hung sash windows with shutters, 
and a paneled front door with sidelights 
(often flanked by "coach" lights). 
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Here's an unusual variant of the Colonial 
Revival style, with a columned portico. 
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Also making a good showing during this 
time was the California Contemporary-style 
Split-Level House. 
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This version appears to have been inspired 
by the Eichler-style Ranch Houses with their 
broad gable roofs and exposed roof beams. 
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Here's an over-the-top butterfly-roofed 
example from 1961 in southwest Atlanta. 
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These Contemporary-style Split-Level 
Houses often attract attention today ... 
although they were the exception rather 
than the rule in their time. 
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Split-Level Houses like this one are more of 
the rule, particularly from the 1950s, and 
especially in the Atlanta metropolitan area. 
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Design references to Frank Lloyd Wright’s 
earlier mid-western Prairie-style houses 
show up on Split-Level Houses, in brick skirt 
walls and contrasting horizontal window-
walls , just as they did with Ranch Houses … 
 
sometimes quite subtly, as in this case in 
DeKalb County ... 
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and sometimes pretty overtly, as in this case 
in Savannah. 
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Here's another good example of Wright’s 
design influence on a mid-century Split-
Level House. 
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For the Split-Level House, this treatment 
was particularly effective in visually 
"lowering" the profile of the sometimes 
bulky-looking two-story section. 
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Throughout this period, Split Levels 
appeared in a range of sizes, from the 
relatively small ... 
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through the medium-sized ... 
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to the quite large. 
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Most were mid-sized, middle-of-the-road, 
middle-class houses. 
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The early 1960s saw two new developments 
in Split-Level House design: 
 
One was the Split-Level House with two 
contrasting exterior materials and colors, 
emphasizing its distinct form. 
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Here's another example, a little more 
subtle. 
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This architectural treatment may be a cross-
over from the popular two-tone color 
schemes on cars of the time. 
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The other early 1960s development was a 
new version of the Contemporary-style Split 
Level with a distinctive "carpenter" or 
"Western rustic" aesthetic. 
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Some Split Levels from the 1960s also 
borrowed heavily from Ranch House design 
motifs ... like this Eichler-inspired Split Level 
design with its broad, low roofline. 
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But never out of sight  was the more 
subdued all-brick Split Level, often with its 
windows trimmed with shutters ... 
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But also in a simple, plain, unornamented 
version, relying on its basic form and the 
pattern of windows and doors for its 
contemporary architectural character 
(similar to the popular plain-style red-brick 
Ranch Houses of the time). 
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By now you're probably thinking that surely 
we've seen them all ... 
  
But -- we haven't. 
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We've been looking at houses that 
characterized the hey-day of the Split-Level 
House in Georgia -- from the mid-1950s to 
the early 1970s. 
  
There are still a few things we haven't seen, 
from the earliest days of the Split Level in 
our state. 
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For example, we know from their physical 
presence that a few Split-Level houses were 
built before the hey-day of the mid-1950s.   
 
This modest split-level was built  in 
Savannah's Fairway Oaks neighborhood in 
1953 ... 
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as was this unusual Modern-style one. 
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This Split Level, stepping down in half-story 
levels on its sloping lot, was built in the 
Overlook neighborhood of Macon in 1950.   
 
It is quite possibly the first Contemporary-
style Split-Level House in Georgia. 
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We also know from documentary evidence 
that Split-Level Houses were built in the 
early 1950s. 
 
Here is a good historic photograph of a 
typical “red-brick” Split-Level House built in 
Atlanta in 1953 -- and taking proper 
advantage of its sloping lot. 
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From other photographic evidence, we 
know of a sort-of  Split-Level House in 
Atlanta dating from ten years earlier – 1942. 
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And in Macon, local architect Ellamae Ellis 
League designed and built this very early 
Split-Level House for herself in 1942. 
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This oblique view shows its split-level form a 
little more clearly. 
  
This house is individually listed in the 
National Register of Historic Places. 
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This recently identified Split-Level House in 
Athens was built between 1941 and 1942 
for Omer Aderhold who was soon to 
become President of the University of 
Georgia.  The house was reportedly 
designed by two recent graduates of the 
Georgia Tech School of Architecture. 
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Here is the second oldest extant  Split-Level 
House in Georgia that we know about:  
dating from 1940 (with a little modern side 
extension on the left). 
  
It’s in the Peachtree Park neighborhood of 
Atlanta. 
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And here is the oldest  known Split-Level 
House in Georgia, dating from 1938.  It’s a 
very unusual design, in the Modern style of 
architecture, looking very European ... and 
looking very much out of place in its early 
20th-century neighborhood in West Point! 
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That brings us to the end – or the beginning 
-- of this historical overview of Split-Level 
houses in Georgia. 
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Now let's consider some ways that we might 
look at these houses a little more "critically.” 
  
Ways that might help us organize our 
"impressions" of these houses. 
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In our national overview of Split-Level 
Houses, we note that the Split-Level House 
is a new type of house, with a distinctive 
floor plan and overall form ... 
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and in this presentation we've already 
reviewed the different architectural styles 
that characterize Georgia's Split-Level 
Houses. 
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Another way to look at these Split-Level 
Houses is their exterior materials and how 
they were used. 
  
As with the Ranch House, the most common 
exterior material in Georgia is red brick. 
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Also common -- and very distinctive -- is this 
unique combination of brick and wood 
siding which highlights the different parts of 
the Split-Level House. 
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Somewhat less common is the exclusive use 
of wood siding.  It is most commonly found 
on 1960s Contemporary-style houses. 
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Another thing to look for is the overall form 
of the Split-Level House -- is it long and low  
like its Ranch House counterpart ... 
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or is it shorter and taller, more upright, like 
a traditional two-story house? 
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A related factor is the proportional 
relationship  between the one-story and 
two-story sections -- in this case, a very 
long, low, one-story section in relation to a 
tall but narrow two-story section ... 
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whereas in this case the one-story section is 
subordinate and the two-story section is 
dominant. 
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Complex roofs with their irregular rooflines 
can throw off the traditional proportional 
relationship between the two sections of 
the house. 
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Here's an example of what might be called 
the "perfectly balanced" Split-Level House. 
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Roof forms play a key role in the distinctive 
appearance of the Split-Level House.  
 
Split-Level Houses by their very nature have 
two different roof sections which can be 
combined in different ways, each 
combination creating a distinct effect. 
 
 
 



 54 

 

Here's the common cross-gabled roof, on  
a Colonial-style Split Level, dating from  
1957 … 
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and here's an unusual example of a cross-
gable roof on an early 1960s Contemporary-
style house where the front gable on the 
two-story section extends down into the 
one-story section. 
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Here's the common hip-and-half-hip roof 
combination ... 
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and here's the much-less-common 
combination of a hip roof and a gable roof. 
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This 1962 Split-Level House has two in-line 
side-gabled roofs ... 
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as does this Contemporary-style house. 
  
Contemporary-style Split-Level Houses 
generally sport a variety of rooflines to 
enhance their non-traditional appearance: 
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Here's an example with a shed-and-gable 
roof (and with a flat-roofed carport) ... 
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And here's one with two shed roofs. 
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The roofs on some Contemporary-style Split 
Levels are all-encompassing, blending the 
two sections of the house into one. 
  
This one has an unequal gable roof … 
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while this one has a broad front-facing gable 
roof that is so long and low that the lower 
level of the “split” is almost out-of-sight 
behind the grassy berm. 
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Once again, here's that complex multi-
pitched roof that tends to disguise the split-
level form of this house. 
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Now I would like to share a few 
"observations" on the mid-20th-century 
Split-Level House in Georgia: 
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First:  unlike the Ranch House, Split Levels 
came to Georgia a little late in the game. 
  
This October 1955 House & Home article 
noted that "Split-Level Houses ... are 
steadily growing more popular in this 
section of the country" when in other parts 
of the country the Split-Level House was 
already well established. 
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Second:  the range of sizes of Split-Level 
Houses was somewhat limited, especially 
compared to its Ranch House counterpart. 
  
This is about the smallest  Split-Level House 
in Georgia, considerably larger than the 
smallest compact Ranch Houses of the time, 
primarily because of its two-story section:  
it's inherently larger, because of the type of 
house it is. 
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This is one of the largest Split-Level Houses 
in Georgia -- a big house, for sure, but not 
so common. 
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By far the most numerous are these mid-
sized Split-Level Houses, squarely in the 
middle of the middle-class housing market. 
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Third:  just like its Ranch House counterpart, 
the Split-Level House was racially inclusive. 
  
While housing developments followed the 
racially restrictive patterns of the time, the 
Split-Level House was built by and for black 
and white homeowners alike. 
  
You cannot tell the difference from just 
looking at these houses. 
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They are essentially identical …. 
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in every respect. 
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Fourth: the Split-Level House was 
geographically limited, unlike the ubiquitous 
Ranch House which can be found 
everywhere in Georgia. 
  
A few Split Levels can be found by 
themselves on the fringes of developing 
counties like DeKalb ... 
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or in isolated settings in the hinterland ... 
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and the Split Level occasionally insinuated 
its way into established communities, like 
Avondale Estates -- but not to any great 
extent. 
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A few even found their way onto Jekyll 
Island, better known for its fabulous Ranch 
Houses. 
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Perhaps the most famous Split Level 
"intruder" is that 1938 International-style 
house in an older West Point neighborhood. 
  
But these “intruders” are the exception, not 
the rule. 
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Most Split-Level Houses in Georgia are 
found in mid-20th-century subdivisions,  
and generally along with the more 
numerous Ranch Houses. 
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Here’s an example of this co-mingling on 
Atlanta’s west side … 
 
 



 80 

 

as is this one … 
 
 

 81 

 

and here’s an example in Savannah. 
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Occasionally Split Levels are found in small 
subdivisions of their own -- often just a 
single street, and usually within a larger 
Ranch House development. 
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Cedar Park in central DeKalb County is a 
small subdivision with approximately two 
dozen Contemporary-style Split-Level 
Houses surrounded by Ranch Houses and 
two-story houses. 
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Northcrest, a subdivision in the northeast 
Atlanta metro area, is the one known big 
exception. 
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It was a huge development, with hundreds 
of houses, dating from the late 1950s into 
the 1970s. 
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And it featured, almost exclusively, Split-
Level Houses -- the biggest collection in 
Georgia. 
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Almost all of them were designed in the 
Contemporary style. 
  
(We've already seen quite a few of these 
Northcrest houses in this presentation). 
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Now I'd like to identify some of the 
architects and designers who were 
responsible for at least some of our Split-
Level Houses here in Georgia. 
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The first that we know about is Ellamae Ellis 
League.   
  
She was among the pioneering women 
architects in Georgia, gaining her state 
professional registration in 1933.  Several 
years later she established her own design 
firm in Macon. 
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In 1942 she designed and built her own 
house in Macon -- which we've already  
seen -- in the prestigious Shirley Hills 
neighborhood. 
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It was, most definitely for Georgia, a house 
ahead of its time! 
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We also have learned recently about this 
early Split-Level House in Athens, built in 
the early 1940s, and reportedly designed by 
two recent Georgia Tech School of 
Architecture graduates. 
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Here's another Split-Level House design that 
was way ahead of its time in Georgia -- from 
a 1946 design competition sponsored by 
Progressive Architecture magazine and 
Rich's Department Store in Atlanta. 
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At that time, Rich's was expanding its "Store 
for Homes" in anticipation of the post-war 
frenzy for new homes and home 
furnishings.  The house-design competition 
was intended to complement the store’s 
new line of house furnishings. 
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Canadian architect Watson Balharrie pulled 
out all the stops in his design for this over-
the-top Contemporary-style Split-Level 
House for Georgia. 
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main level

upper half-level

lower half-level

 

Here are some pointers as to where the 
three half-levels are located.   
 
Note that the lower level was originally 
devoted to "storage" and "heater" but was 
intended for future use as a rec room. 
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An unusual detail of the house was a ramp 
instead of the usual half-flight of stairs 
between the main living level and the 
bedroom level. 
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Another architect associated with Split-
Level Houses is Jackson R. Holliday in 
Macon.   
 
We don't know a lot about Holliday ... 
except that he designed this stylish Split-
Level House for Mr. and Mrs. George Grant 
in 1953. 
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Here are the floor plans, showing the 
characteristic three offset levels. 
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This house was to have been built at 1430 
Waverland Circle in Shirley Hills, but 
apparently it was never constructed. 
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Leila Ross Wilburn, in Atlanta, another 
pioneering woman architect in Georgia, 
contributed significantly to the Split Level 
phenomenon in Georgia. 
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Her stock in trade was publishing plan books 
for builders and prospective homebuyers. 
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She has been best known for her Craftsman-
style Bungalow homes from the 1910s and 
1920s. 
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But more recently her contributions to the 
mid-century Ranch House have been 
celebrated ... 
  
and now her contributions to Georgia's 
Split-Level Houses are being documented. 
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Here's a short overview of her Split-Level 
House designs: 
  
hip-roofed with integral garage below ... 
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hip- and gable-roofed with attached  
carport ... 
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cross-gabled with integral garage below ... 
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and side- or end-gabled with integral lower-
level garage. 
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Here is a rare documented Wilburn-
designed Split-Level House in Atlanta, on 
Ponce de Leon Manor, dating from 1960. 
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This house, like most of her Split Levels, was 
designed to be built of red brick. 
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Published in 1955 was this plan book by the 
Small Homes Plan Service of Atlanta.  It 
included a number of Split-Level Houses, 
along with many more Ranch Houses.   
 
The really interesting thing about this plan 
book is that it featured already built houses 
in the Atlanta area. 
 
 
 



 
112 

 

The write-up for this Split-Level House 
pointed out that this type of house was now 
"popular" in this area -- a contender to the 
more numerous and well-established Ranch 
House. 
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This one spoke to the unique attributes of 
the Split-Level House, including additional 
living space for the same footprint as a 
smaller Ranch House. 
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This one emphasized the unique suitability 
of the Split-Level House for Atlanta's sloping 
terrain. 
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And the write-up for this one (featured on 
the cover as well) cast the Split-Level House 
in the light of luxury, not just efficiency. 
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Another important mid-century plan book 
publisher in Atlanta was the Home Builder's 
Plan Service. 
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We've seen this company before, in our 
study of Ranch Houses:  in 1948, it 
introduced prototypes for many of the 
soon-to-be common "red-brick" Ranch 
Houses. 
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With a little less fanfare -- and not quite so 
much on the cutting edge – this company 
did the same for Split-Level Houses. 
  
Here's its Split-Level equivalent of the plain-
style red-brick ranch house from about 
1960. 
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And here it is again, somewhat bulked up, 
very much like the ones being built in the 
Toney Valley subdivision in DeKalb County at 
the time. 
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But in spite of their brave showing, even in 
this plan book the Split Levels were 
outnumbered by Ranch Houses by about 
ten to one -- very much like the actual ratio 
of Ranch Houses to Split-Level Houses 
across the state. 
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Another major contributor to the designs of 
Split-Level Houses in Georgia is W. D. 
Farmer. 
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Farmer, like Wilburn, was a self-made plan-
book designer and publisher.  However, his 
career began in the early 1960s, just as 
Wilburn's was winding down. 
  
Although Farmer's plan books could be 
purchased on the newsstand, he focused on 
providing them to builders who used them 
in lieu of model homes. 
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Farmer was a big promoter of the Split-Level 
House in the 1960s; he understood it to be a 
practical and cost-effective house design. 
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And although his catalogs are filled with 
mix-and-match floor plans and exterior 
designs, Farmer believed strongly that it 
was the floor plan that mattered, not the 
exterior appearance of the house. 
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This and the next three images are from his 
1962 catalog, showing a variety of Split 
Levels appropriately sited on sloping lots: 
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this one featuring the brick plain-style with 
a hip-and-gable roof ... 
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this one, contrasting exterior materials … 
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and this one, the Contemporary style with 
carport. 
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These next three examples come from a 
slightly later catalog (post-1963):   
 
this one showing various exterior 
treatments for the same plan … 
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this one displaying the plain-style brick Split 
Level ... 
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and this one featuring the same floor plan in 
the Contemporary style (top) and the 
contrasting Colonial style (bottom). 
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Many of those Contemporary-style Split-
Level Houses that we've already seen in the 
Northcrest subdivision in DeKalb County 
were designed by a Georgia Tech-trained 
architect, Ernest Mastin.   
  
A neighborhood researcher is documenting 
Mastin’s life and works, so hopefully we'll 
know more about him in the near future. 
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And thanks to a recently completed study of 
mid-20th-century houses in DeKalb County 
by a Georgia State University historic 
preservation class, we've learned about 
Split-Level Houses designed for Cousins 
Properties, Inc., in the 1960s. 
  
Starting out as a small-time builder in the 
1950s, Tom Cousins grew his business into 
one of metro Atlanta's largest real estate 
developers. 
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Oakcliff, in northeast DeKalb County, was 
one of his earliest subdivisions featuring 
Split-Level Houses. 
  
Here is one of the model homes in Oakcliff, 
built in 1963, as advertised at the time and 
as it looks today. 
  
The architect is not known at this time. 
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And here are three "typical" 1960s Split-
Level Houses in Oakcliff. 
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This concludes our presentation about Split-
Level Houses in Georgia.  From time to time, 
as new information is obtained, this 
presentation will be updated.   
 
For guidance in surveying and researching 
mid-20th-century Split-Level Houses in 
Georgia, we recommended following the 
protocols establishing for documenting 
Ranch Houses in “The Ranch House in 
Georgia:  Guidelines for Evaluation,”  
available for viewing and downloading on 
our office’s website (under “historic 
resources,” “housing,” “Ranch Houses”). 
 
For a national perspective on the Split-Level 
House, please see our companion website 
presentation entitled “… and the first 
runner-up is: the split-level house, Mid-20th-
Century Split-Level Houses: A National 
Overview.” 
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THE END 
 
 

 


