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THE LATE GENE LEEDY DESIGNED SOME OF SARASOTA'S MOST PROMINENT BUILDINGS BEFORE SETTLING
NORTH IN WINTER HAVEN. NOW, A LOCAL ARCHITECT IS ENSURING HIS CONTRIBUTIONS ARE NOT FORGOTTEN

TexT SAXON HENRY

Efforts to shine a brighter light on the achievements of the
Sarasota School of Architecture practitioners continue to expand as more
of its members are celebrated and their legacies are solidified. A nonprofit
founded to preserve architect Gene Leedy’s contributions to the modernist
movement is one of the newest. Double Tee Arts, as it is called for the
trademark exposed beams so pronounced in Leedy’s architecture, has just
wrapped its inaugural year. Initiated by local architect Max Strang, the project
is geared toward cementing Leedy’s storied career—one that began when
he became the first Sarasota employee of Paul Rudolph and Ralph Twitchell,
the two men who came up with the precepts that now define the Sarasota
School of Architecture.

With a spirit of adventure that his daughter, Saffie Leedy Farris,
remembers well, Leedy left Rudolph and Twitchell’s practice to begin his own

firm. Deciding he wanted to be a bigger fish in a smaller pond, he turned his

RIGHT: The interior of Leedy’s home in Winter Haven. Completed in 1956, it is one of 10
modernist residences that were built and are now recognized as the Craney Spec Houses
National Historic District.
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Architect Gene Leedy, an
original member of the Sarasota
Scheol of Architectureyin front
of. his office in Winter Haven,
which was completed in 1961.
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RIGHT: The beach house
that Leedy built for his
family on Casey Key.
Completed in 1985, it has
since been demolished.

‘é LerT: The interiors of Leedy'’s office BeLow: The artist Syd Solomon sitting on the terrace of his Siesta Key residence
and studio, which Leedy designed. Completed in 1970, it no longer stands.

and studio in Winter Haven.

attentions to Winter Haven where he went on to design both commercial and
residential buildings, including his own home and a separate office/studio. Farris
remembers the moment she realized her father had become that bigger fish.
She was 4 years old when a TV interview with him came on as she was watching
her favorite show. “I asked, ‘Daddy, what are you doing on TV? Batman is on!"”
she says. “l reached to turn the channel and when | saw the reaction in the
room, | realized Daddy was possibly as famous as Batman!”

The number of significant buildings Leedy designed in Florida cements
that statement. Though most of his work that has survived is found inland, his
contributions to Sarasota architecture continued after he moved. Unfortunately,
the most prominent buildings on that list, incuding Brentwood Elementary
School (1958), the Solomon Residence & Studio on Siesta Key (1970), and the
Leedy Beach House on Casey Key (1985), have been demolished. Leedy’s
relationships with the Sarasota practitioners continued as well. Farris recalls
driving her father, Rudolph, and Bert Brosmith to Tampa for an American
Institute of Architects convention in the early 1980s. Leedy told his colleagues
they must come up with a name for themselves, suggesting the Sarasota School
of Architecture. Farris said Rudolph seemed humbled by it.

Farris remembers the home her father designed for them as a dynamic

character in their lives. This is also the case for Strang, whose family home

was designed by Leedy. Built in 1970, the 5,500-square-foot house became
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RIGHT: The residence in Winter Haven that Leedy
designed for the Strang family was completed
in 1970 and served as an inspiration for Sarasota
architect Max Strang as he was growing up.

BeLow: A view of the Strang home with its
monumental volume and double-T beams, which
inspired Strang to name his nonprofit Double T Arts.

BeLow: Attendees at one of the recent Double T salon evenings at the now restored Leedy
House, the modernist gem that serves as a backdrop for lectures about the architect’s
work, life, and philosophies.
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LEFT INSET: Strang on the lawn beside the
Leedy residence in Winter Haven just
after he purchased it and before he
began its restoration. He also added
a pool that Leedy had designed but
never built.

a formative backdrop for the young
boy. “Something | remember so clearly is
bringing friends home and watching them trying
to process the materials and the spaces,” he says about the modernist
structure in Winter Haven. “It was normal for me, but it was foreign to
them.” Strang’s relationship with Leedy deepened when he interned for
him between graduating from architecture school at the University of
Florida and attending graduate school at Columbia. As Strang built his
own practice, he found that the principles he had learned from Leedy
informed his work, as if by osmosis.

Strang and Leedy were collaborating as late as 2016 when they
were making plans to bring the residential buildings Leedy designed in
Winter Haven up to code, the timeliness of this effort intensifying when
Hurricane Irma significantly damaged the Leedy House in 2017. When
Leedy died in 2018, his children suggested Strang buy and restore the
home and the office, which he did, seeing them as opportunities to tell a
fuller story of the man and the architect. “With the Leedy legacy, it is still
a major awareness initiative,” Strang says about his efforts, which now
include monthly salon evenings in the Leedy home. “As a kid, Leedy’s
buildings nurtured me, and now I'm nurturing them.”

The salon gatherings are led by the organization’s first scholar-in-
residence, Anne-Marie Russell, who staged an exhibition about Leedy’s
residential work at Architecture Sarasota in 2022 and is undertaking an
ongoing research project called Reading Leedy. “I am excavating his
bookshelves and gaining a better understanding of his values, interests,
and thought process,” says Russell. “This is revealing what a serious
environmentally conscious thinker he was, but there is still so much more

to unpack that is fresh and relevant today.” doubleteearts.org
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