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I can’t stand truth. It gets so boring, you know, like social responsibility.


—Philip Johnson
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Prologue



You cannot not know history.”


Philip Johnson issued that famous maxim in 1959, and though he was talking about architectural tradition, he could just as well have been speaking about his own rich life, which was then barely past its halfway point. That life began in 1906 and ended in 2005, and he spent just about all of the ninety-eight years in between stirring up trouble.


There is hardly a city in America that is not graced—or fouled—by a building with Johnson’s name on it, and often more than one. He craved attention, and made himself into a genuine celebrity. He was the architect of the imagination, a familiar face in his owl-frame glasses, a debonair, self-deprecating wit with a quip for every occasion.


His story, however, is much more than one of a charismatic man and his uneven architecture. Johnson lived the American century, and his story mirrored the nation’s epic trajectory in that time. It opened with the highest aspirations and ambitions, embracing the possibilities of a modern world, yet concluded by abetting the accumulation of vast power and influence by a select few. His story, like the American story, was one of darkness as much as light; a story of inequity and bigotry, of the perils of cynicism, of human weakness and venality, of rampant corporatism, of the collapse of wealth and authority into the hands of a plutocratic class. Philip Johnson began his career proselytizing the public in the name of modern design. He finished it building for Donald Trump.


We cannot not know Philip Johnson’s history because it is our history—like it or not. His dozens of works range in quality from the nadir of grim opportunism to the apex of civic and architectural achievement, but either way they shape our skylines, our streetscapes, and our daily lives.


Johnson’s buildings are ubiquitous, but his influence far exceeds their mere presence. He was a shaper not just of individual structures or even of cities, but of American culture. When his interest first turned to architecture as a young man in the 1920s, modernism was an esoteric movement confined mostly to industry, social progressivism, and the occasional luxury residence. By the time of his death, the modern, with its sharp forms and sharp materials, was the defining language of the American city, the vernacular of business, and the default aesthetic of the avant-garde and the cultural aristocracy. He was not fully responsible for that shift, but he played an instrumental part in it.


His career began not as an architect but as a curator and a critic. Johnson was the founding director of the architecture department of the Museum of Modern Art, and one of its most important patrons. His gifts of painting and sculpture—works by Jasper Johns, Paul Klee, Roy Lichtenstein, Mark Rothko, Oskar Schlemmer, Andy Warhol—define that institution and its narrative of twentieth-century art.


But it was in architecture and design that Johnson exerted greatest influence. His landmark exhibitions established the way design is presented and understood; that both everyday objects and grand works of architecture are worthy of veneration. More critically, he used his platform at the museum to promote a controversial vision of what modern architecture could and should be—a modernity that was about form and style rather than the values that good design could promote: affordable, healthy, and environmentally sensitive building and planning that edified the private and public realms. When he tired of modernism he ushered in its rejoinder, postmodernism, and when he saw that as a dead end he reframed the field once again.


Johnson craved the attention that came with these reversals. He had a Barnumesque gift for publicity, and as with Barnum the principal beneficiary of his mythmaking was himself. Johnson, more than anyone, was responsible for the celebrity-driven practice—“starchitecture”—that came to dominate the profession at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first. Through it all, he was a kingmaker, promoting the architects he favored and casting those he disdained into the wilderness.


He was controversial because he was happy to reverse himself, to lean in to his own hypocrisy, to occupy multiple positions even if they were diametrically opposed. Johnson was a historicist who championed the new, an elitist who was a populist, a genius without originality, a gossip who was an intellectual, an opportunist who was a utopian, a man of endless generosity who could be casually, crushingly cruel. For nearly a century, he had inhabited all of these oppositions, and countless others, concentrating in himself all of the contradictions and paradoxes of America and the century in which he lived. Not coincidentally, he was among the most loved and loathed figures in American culture. Many, somehow, loved and loathed him at once. Such was his strange charisma.


Johnson played to the image that he made of himself, especially in his later years: an avuncular, self-deprecating figure in a well-tailored suit. It was a long-practiced act that shielded him from criticism, suggesting that he was a harmless old wit, blameless for past transgressions. There were many of those, and not just sins of architecture. What he wished most to expunge from memory were his prodigal years in the 1930s when he launched himself as a virulently anti-Semitic fascist political leader, a would-be American Hitler, and an American agent of Nazi Germany.


He did what he could to redeem himself for those sins. He had always had Jewish friends, and they remained true to him. He promoted Jewish architects, built a synagogue without fee, and designed a nuclear reactor for the Israeli state. Did he expiate himself? The very question suggests Johnson’s greatest gift, his unmatched capacity to occupy two poles at once.


Johnson’s contradictions were embodied in the estate he built for himself in the verdant Connecticut suburb of New Canaan, and above all in the Glass House that was its centerpiece. It will always be the work that defines him: a simple rectangular box enclosed by glass, a modernist’s platonic ideal of a home.


It was a tourist attraction and pilgrimage site for architects from the moment he moved into it, in 1949. Public curiosity became such a problem in its first year that he posted a sign along the road warding off intruders:




THIS HOUSE IS NOW OCCUPIED


PLEASE RESPECT THE PRIVACY OF THE OWNER





But in smaller type, that same sign promised hours when the house would be open for all to come and look. Was not the building of a glass house the ultimate demand for attention, to be seen? Indeed, his generosity in welcoming those many visitors was almost as legendary as the house itself. He loved to show it off, to give tours of its precisely landscaped compound, which he had embellished over the years with a series of buildings and follies, creating a private universe of his own, a pristine space removed from the cares and worries of the world. That had always been his dream, from long before he became an architect. “If I had all the money in the world I would just build continuously, and keep on experimenting,” he wrote to his mother in 1930, more than a decade before he made architecture his profession.


The house, like the life he performed from it, was a work of provocation. He was a gay man with a fascist history living in a glass house, and he liked nothing better than to throw stones. He got away with it, usually. He liked to have other stone throwers he could play with, influential figures he could challenge and be challenged by intellectually. On any given day a visitor to the Glass House might encounter John Cage or Jackie O, Andy Warhol or Merce Cunningham, Jasper Johns or Robert Hughes, Frank Gehry or Isaiah Berlin. It was a place where one could speak seriously, where members of the intelligentsia mingled and mixed in sybaritic ease. As the legendary Yale architectural historian Vincent Scully put it, the house became “the most sustained cultural salon that the United States has ever seen.”


Did Johnson actually live in the Glass House? People always asked. It was hard to believe he could, because it seemed more like an architectural manifesto than a place you could rightly call home. But he did live in it, at least in the early years. Even on those winter evenings when its thin glass walls made it almost insufferably cold; even on those summer afternoons when the sun’s rays beat into it, trapping the heat indoors. Whatever one thought of him or his experiment in modern living, he had the audacity and fortitude to remain committed to it and until the very end.


Johnson’s decline had been slow, the initial blow coming with open-heart surgery just after his ninetieth birthday. It was more than a year before he was back at his office on the thirty-ninth floor of the Seagram Building. It was through Johnson that Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, his architectural idol, secured that commission, and they designed it together, with Johnson as junior partner. His return was an event worthy of celebration, noted in The New Yorker’s Talk of the Town, but his participation in the life of the office was more ceremonial than active. He soon gave up his prime table downstairs in the Four Seasons, the power cafeteria he had created, in favor of bag lunches with an ever-diminishing circle of friends. He still liked to gossip, but those few initiates granted access found that their once-joyful sessions with him now had a melancholy air, and that his prodigious, steel-trap memory was beginning to fail. “The last time I saw him he didn’t know who I was,” said one prominent architect, who had been a frequent companion for lunch. “He didn’t recognize me.” Johnson’s last appearance in the office came on a morose day in August of 2003. “I don’t know where I am, and I never want to come back here again,” he told John Manley, the gifted architect who had been his right hand for more than fifty years. His private nurse carried him out with the assistance of a draftsman.


David Whitney, his partner of forty-odd years, tried to insulate him from the world he had once courted, keeping even his close friends at bay, much to their chagrin. While he was still somewhat nimble, Johnson “hiked” the grounds of his New Canaan estate using a pair of trekking poles. They looked sporty enough so he did not think of them as canes. The idea of a walker was thoroughly abhorrent to him. Even in middle age, the thought of incapacitation was so terrifying that he simply wrote out of his life friends who became invalids.


A tai chi trainer came to the house a few times a week. Johnson practiced that meditative discipline indoors, in front of the Glass House’s cylindrical red-brick hearth, the central anchor of the house. It was into that fiery maw that he had, years earlier, thrown the scrapbooks from his wayward years in the 1930s as a friend to the Nazis. Now, the area before the fireplace was the site of his daily exercise, a routine of light weights and stretching, often performed while leaning against the sliding doors of a wooden cabinet, which he burnished with his gentle buffing.


His body, however, was failing. He had a pacemaker and a replaced aortic valve. For years, he had worn specially made trifocal eyeglasses, modeled on those of the great Swiss-born architect Le Corbusier, but now even his eyesight was deteriorating. Increasingly deaf, he wore hearing aids in both ears. He had false teeth and barely ate; when he did, his Four Seasons diet of champagne and foie gras was replaced with consommé and toast. His drug regimen read like the catalog of a pharmaceutical supplier: Aricept, aspirin, colace, Diomax, Florinef, Lisinopril, Norvasc, Plavix, Prilosec, Proscar, Reglan, and Zocor, not to mention half a dozen vitamin supplements.


It was clear, in the frigid opening month of 2005, that after so long and so rich a life, his final days were upon him. He had never been a religious man, though he had acted the part when evangelical clients demanded it. He made no such pretense now. Johnson, who so loved the spectacle of society, ordered there be no great public ceremony upon his death, and that his ashes be committed to the fertile earth of his estate. He orchestrated his short remaining time with the same will to which he subjected his environment. His last days were a controlled aesthetic exercise. It was beauty, architectural and natural, that he worshipped, and he did so in an immaculate temple of his own design. He had his bed moved to the space in front of the fireplace that he loved so well, positioned so that he faced out toward his carefully manufactured landscape.


Johnson spent his last morning on the phone with Whitney, who had developed, by awful coincidence, his own terminal illness, lung cancer, now in an advanced stage. Knowing that he too would not survive the year, and wanting to make his own farewells to friends and relatives in California, Whitney had left Johnson for Big Sur, where the two had a vacation home, a playful shingled villa with stunning views and an observation tower shaped like a wobbly chess rook.


They had spoken the evening before, an emotional conversation, each at times breaking down, both knowing that the end was before them. It was okay, Whitney told Johnson; he could let go.


The next evening, as the clock approached ten, Johnson’s attendants left him for a few moments, and a gentle snow began to fall through the New Canaan woods. Johnson had always thought the Glass House was most magical that way; the falling snow created the illusion that you were rising on what he called a “celestial elevator.”


When his attendants returned, he was gone.
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The Johnsons of Cleveland: Philip, Louise, Theo, and Jeannette. (Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles)





















CHAPTER  1



The Master’s Joy




A sense of the fundamental decencies is parceled out unequally at birth.


—The Great Gatsby, 1925




On the morning of July 7, 1906, the New York Times led with coverage of the murder that had dominated the headlines for weeks. The victim was society architect Stanford White, shot dead on the roof of Madison Square Garden by the deranged husband of his showgirl mistress. Journalistic catnip, the story had all the ingredients required of a sensation: fame, wealth, sex, madness, beauty, and betrayal.


For the next ninety-eight years, those themes would define the life of the man who was in many respects White’s heir, and who made his first appearance in this world that very afternoon.


Philip Cortelyou Johnson was not born in New York, the city where he would rise to fame, but in the Midwest, in the comfort of his family’s substantial Cleveland home. If he did not arrive with a silver spoon in his mouth, one was surely close at hand. His father, Homer Hosea Johnson, was an established corporate attorney, a specialist in trust law in an era of great trusts, and at forty-four already a pillar of the community. His mother, the former Louise Pope, was the product of a distinguished line of Quaker industrialists, a dour matron with a sense of propriety as ample as her bosom, which was quite ample indeed. Their home at 2171 Overlook Road was a grand Tudor pile, with twin gabled wings facing over a broad lawn, and an expansive yard with a splashing fountain in the back. It was not quite a mansion like some of the neighboring properties, but it was of more than respectable scale for a growing family of quality and aspiration. Johnson had developed it himself, along with several other properties in Cleveland Heights, an exclusive bedroom community that sat up on a brow overlooking a bustling metropolis on the rise.


These were promising days for Cleveland, an industrial metropolis just coming into its own. Old-timers could remember when the city was little more than a marshy lakeside outpost on the fringes of the national frontier. Within a generation, Cleveland had grown into something of a wonder, a small town transformed by iron foundries and steelworks, oil refineries, automotive plants, and myriad other factories. Proximity to the vast mineral wealth of the West, and a convenient situation at the nexus of rail and water transportation networks, made it appealing to business, “The Greatest Location in the Nation,” according to civic boosters. Lured by jobs created on a grand scale, immigrants from Germany, Ireland, Bohemia, Italy, Poland, and elsewhere soon made it the fifth most populous city in the country. “The smoke of prosperity,” according to one notable early historian, billowed from a thousand smokestacks. Most prosperous of all was John D. Rockefeller, the richest man in the world, who founded his Standard Oil empire along the muddy banks of the Cuyahoga.


The Cleveland of Rockefeller and the other barons of that age would not be a begrimed and sordid place. Daniel H. Burnham, the famous Chicago architect who made no small plans, gave the place a City Beautiful makeover. His vision transformed Cleveland into a showplace of grand avenues, monumental public buildings, and stone palaces. Overlook Road, the generously scaled, tree-lined thoroughfare on which the Johnsons made their home, was itself modeled on Euclid Avenue, Cleveland’s “millionaires’ row,” then lined with the mansions of the city’s ascendant aristocracy.


The Johnsons were comfortable operating in that society, even if their resources were of a more modest order. Homer, anyway, considered himself something of a gentleman. He traced his American roots back to one Jacques Cortelyou, a 1652 arrival in the New World, the source of his son’s unusual middle name. He wore the signet ring of his father’s clan, the Townsends, who maintained a seventeenth-century manor house, Raynham Hall, in the English countryside. Homer eventually gave such a ring to his son, Philip, who thought it “pretty chutzpahish” to affect such airs.


Philip knew the less-than-glorious facts of the family history. Homer’s grandfather, Hosea Johnson, was no aristocrat. The son of a millworker, he had been abandoned by his mother and raised by an aunt in western Massachusetts. In 1815 he came to Ohio, where he purchased land from a family in the rural town of New London. It was in the area known as the Firelands, large tracts of Ohio’s Western Reserve set aside for those burned out of their homes by the British during the Revolutionary War.


Hosea worked that hardscrabble lot, making from it a living for himself and his family. In time, he passed it along to Homer’s enterprising parents, Alfred and Philothea, who ran the farm and operated the local community bank. Homer himself was an only child, born in 1862 in New London, when Abraham Lincoln was president and the states were at war. The Johnsons were staunch abolitionists. They also believed in education, and were determined that Homer would not be a “dirt farmer” like his forefathers. When it was time for him to go off to college, he was instructed to clear a forested plot of the family farm and sell off the timber to meet his tuition. He went away to Amherst for two years, but returned to Ohio to be with his school sweetheart, Nettie Whitcomb. They graduated together from coeducational Oberlin in 1885.


Oberlin was more than just a place for rekindling that relationship. If the school today has a reputation as a bastion of far-left idealism, its progressivism was then congruent with the beliefs of Midwestern Republicanism, and it was understood to be a desirable institution for Ohio’s bourgeois elite. Homer, handsome and popular, traveled easily in that society, a fraternity man—Phi Delta—with an eye to the horizon. “To hell with the past,” he would say. “If you engage in a quarrel between the past and the present, your future is a failure.” (His son, in his postmodern years, would have done well to heed that advice.) He earned his degree in classics, but one of his closest friends was Charles M. Hall, an ambitious young chemistry student who would, with Johnson’s help, achieve extraordinary wealth.


Upon graduation, Johnson left to study law at Harvard, while Nettie moved west to Nebraska with her family. Long-distance relationships were difficult then as now, but theirs continued, in epistolary fashion. “Oh Darling I want you so much,” he wrote to her. “You’re the sweetest old girl I ever saw and I want to look at you right now.” Homer got that wish the following spring, when she moved in with him at his Massachusetts boarding house. The couple was so ardent in their affections that their rather proper landlady refused to allow them back in the fall, as they were setting a poor example for her children. The couple returned to Ohio and married in 1888, but their storybook romance was abruptly and tragically foreshortened. Nettie became pregnant almost at once, but the child died soon after birth, and she did not last much longer herself. Within a year, she was dead from tuberculosis.


That double blow hit hard, but it focused Homer’s attention elsewhere, specifically on his budding career as a Cleveland attorney. Homer Johnson was a man of easy charm, with the open, trustworthy face of a country parson and the gift of gab. Spencer Tracy could have played him in a film. That he radiated a sense of benevolent propriety attracted him to Cleveland’s business leaders, who came to rely on the good counsel of his young firm, established in the year of his return from Harvard with M. B. Johnson (no relation), an Oberlin classmate.


Homer’s friend Charles M. Hall became the firm’s most important client. In a woodshed off his kitchen, Hall had developed a process to extract aluminum from bauxite. With Homer’s encouragement and legal advice, he went on to capitalize on this invention as a primary shareholder of the Pittsburgh Reduction Company, which would change its name to the Aluminum Company of America, and later adopt the acronym that remains in force: Alcoa.


A free-spending young widower with a pleasant smile, a healthy bank account, and a way with words, Homer had no trouble finding companionship. He married again in June of 1896, to Elizabeth Gertrude Beggs, but the union was even shorter-lived than his first. Just two months after their wedding, while still on their honeymoon, Elizabeth died of pneumonia. Homer returned to Cleveland, crushed once more. But when he began to recover, he could at least take heart in the fact that he was not without prospects.


Louise Pope was not like Nettie or Elizabeth; she wasn’t a charming looker, vivacious and gamine, the kind of girl who excited a man’s passions. She would never receive love letters from Homer like the ones he’d sent to Nettie, flush with the desires of youth. Louise was no great romantic. She was stout and serious and proper, with a schoolmarm’s demeanor—perfectly understandable, as she was just that. Seven years Homer’s junior, she was born into a formidable clan, the Popes, a family of energetic Quakers from Maine by way of Maryland. Her grandfather, Alton Pope, built a textile business in a Quaker village outside Baltimore. With the onset of the Civil War, he decamped for the safety of Cleveland. Louise was the middle of five children born to Alton’s eldest son, Edward, and his wife, the former Mary Elizabeth Riley, an Irish-born Canadian immigrant. Louise grew up in a fine house with a maid on fashionable Euclid Avenue, and for college was sent off to Wellesley, where she studied art history and sang in the glee club. (She was an alto.) She graduated in 1891, but continued her study of art history for a year after, returning to Cleveland following a European tour. She was especially inclined to the transformative late Gothic painting of Italy: Duccio, Masaccio, and—her favorite—Simone Martini.


While Homer’s future seemed secure in the first years after his return from law school, the horizon was less assured for Louise. Her father, Edward, was not so facile a capitalist as either his father or his younger brother Alfred, who started out in the family textile concern, then made a fortune in iron and built himself an appropriately imposing Romanesque home on Euclid. Edward, meanwhile, floundered. He became dependent on his younger brother’s largesse, and was forced to give up his own Euclid Avenue address for one considerably less grand. In place of servants there were boarders.


Louise’s prospects were likewise shrinking; a life spent teaching math and hosting teas for the ladies of the Cleveland Wellesley Club (she was president) in her father’s diminished house seemed to be in the offing. Meanwhile, her first cousin Theodate, Alfred’s daughter, was inventing herself as an architect, though she’d never even attended college. Far worse, Louise had fallen for a handsome lawyer with a Harvard degree and a reputation as something of a prize among the eligible gentlemen of Cleveland society. That, of course, was Homer Johnson. Alas, he did not reciprocate her feelings. The two had known each other through social circles for years, and according to family lore he had long been aware of her feelings for him. Even then, he waited five years after the death of Elizabeth Beggs before finally taking Louise Pope to the altar, in October of 1901. It was a small affair, “near relatives and a few very intimate friends,” Louise wrote to a cousin. By that time she was thirty-two and he was thirty-nine, and the match was something closer to a corporate merger than a romance.


The house they established was, predictably, a well-equipped but stern place. Now that she had means, Louise was quick to hire a full staff of her own. Two maids and a cook could soon be found dusting the furniture and preparing hearty meals at her Tudor manor, with a chauffeur minding a carriage house down the block. Keeping up with the Popes was clearly a priority. In 1901, the same year she and Homer were married, Louise’s first cousin Theodate unveiled Hill-Stead, a riff on Mount Vernon that she designed for her parents in the Connecticut woods. (She got some help with the details from blue-chip New York architects McKim, Mead & White.)


Louise no doubt considered the idiosyncratic neocolonial house wildly gauche. To demonstrate her superior and more contemporary taste, she had her own home expanded. Frank Lloyd Wright was considered for the work, but she settled on J. Milton Dyer, a leading Cleveland architect who had studied at the École des Beaux Arts in Paris. The master bedroom, left to interior designer Louis Rorimer, was one of the most stylish spaces in Cleveland. Inspired by archaeologist Howard Carter’s recent discovery of the tomb of Thutmose IV, Rorimer’s design took the Art Nouveau and inflected it with an Egyptian theme of abstracted lotus buds, papyrus scrolls, pylons, and sunbursts—all carried out in the finest materials.


It was a showplace, but not too many people got to see it. Excepting the occasional gathering of Wellesley alumnae, the house was quiet, and the visitors few. Louise had a propensity for migraines and did not particularly care for company. Homer was more sociable, but he was also a strict prohibitionist, and this made an invitation to the Johnson home something less than an appealing proposition among his peers from the Union Club, the most selective of Cleveland institutions. He spent the preponderance of his leisure hours there, hobnobbing with the city’s civic leaders. “Keep peace in the home at all costs,” was one of his precepts. Often enough, his principal means for maintaining it was by not being there. The only regular guests were the family dentist and the local Unitarian minister.


As it was, the Johnson family expanded rapidly. Already in middle age, both Homer and Louise understood that if they were going to have children, as every respectable family must, there was little time to lose, even if neither was especially interested in or even suited to parenthood. A first child, Jeannette, was born in 1902 on the day they celebrated their first anniversary. A second, Alfred, came a year later, in 1903. Records suggest the couple lost another child either to miscarriage or stillbirth before Philip’s arrival in the summer of 1906. A final child, Theodate, was born a year after Philip, in the summer of 1907.


There are no remaining photographs of the four happy siblings together. Alfred, who was bright and towheaded, died just two weeks shy of his fifth birthday, a victim of mastoiditis, an ear infection that is now easily treated with antibiotics. Philip was young enough at the time that, as an adult, he could not remember his death, or his brother at all. But the same was not true for his parents or his older sister. However distant Homer and Louise might have been as parents, the loss of their first-born son was a deep trauma, and it exacerbated Louise’s already forbidding nature. Jeannette, too, was forever changed. She had doted on Alfred, and his loss transformed her into a hardened child, at once protective and domineering with her siblings. Philip and Theo, just a year separated in age, grew close, and came to resent their interfering older sister. “She was matriarchal not maternal,” he would recall. “She’d always tattle on us. She was a little apart.”
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Homer Johnson at Townsend Farm. (Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles)










For the most part, it was not Louise or Jeannette, her self-appointed lieutenant, doing the mothering, but a series of European governesses, first of Swedish and then German origin. Philip could be forgiven if he came to see himself as a prop in his parents’ kabuki act of haut-bourgeois respectability. An obedient son, he was happy, or at least amenable, when asked to play his part in the family drama. And so he became a walking doll, photographed in a succession of dresses (at the tail end of acceptability for boys), Lord Fauntleroy outfits, knickerbockers, and sailor suits as ordered by his mother. The clothes changed, but he always wore the same affectless expression. He had his father’s round and fleshy face, but he was not inclined to smile. Even at age four, kitted out in an Indian chief’s headdress, he evinced no emotion, but simply stared at the camera with a kind of blank self-possession.


Johnson was happiest while at play with his younger and more adventurous sister, Theo, whose gregariousness balanced his diffidence. Their most pleasant hours were spent together at Townsend Farm, the New London acreage where Homer Johnson was raised, which he had assumed from his family and transformed into a gentleman’s farm of more than three thousand acres. The family made the fifty-mile drive from Cleveland whenever they could, and almost always on weekends.
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A joyless Johnson in native costume, at Townsend Farm. (Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles)










It was an alluring place. After decades of work in the fields, Homer’s grandfather, Hosea Johnson, had saved enough to build a house up on a rise over his property. It was a home of prideful backwoods aspiration, a squat Greek Revival box of two stories, with four white columns out front supporting a pediment of overly grand proportion. The local carpenter who put it together, justifiably pleased with his efforts, celebrated the new home in verse:




She stands on a hill


And is plain to be seen.


What shall we call her?


We’ll call her the queen.





Louise, inevitably, expanded the place with an extra wing and a porch in the back, though she always appreciated its down-home, American charm. As a matter of principle, Homer ordered that the field that had given its wood for his college education remain forever fallow.


For Philip and his sisters, Townsend Farm was a landscaped idyll of rolling meadows, apple orchards, decorative ponds, and tended woodlands. They kept to themselves, precluded by their parents from mixing with the local farm kids who ran around in overalls and bare feet. Philip had a dog named Brush and a chestnut horse named Snip on which he learned to ride, though he was never much of an equestrian. The area around the manor had the manicured look of a golf course, but Townsend Farm was in fact a working concern run by tenant farmers, with roaming cattle, lamb and pig pens, and sweeping fields of corn and wheat that towered over the heads of Philip and his sisters. At the age of five, Philip watched a gang of hired men in broad-brimmed hats and dungarees raise the wooden beams of a new tool barn by hand. It was his first exposure to the act of building.
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“The Queen,” the house at Townsend Farm built by Johnson’s great grandfather. (Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles)










Back in Cleveland, things were not nearly so relaxed for young Philip. He lived a sheltered and enclosed life, trapped in his room, a Rorimer showpiece of lacquered chinoiserie furnishings that was hardly suitable for a boy. Philip was just one more beautiful object on display. His native sense of isolation only increased after it came time for him to begin school. Louise started him off in kindergarten at the Laurel School, the lone boy in a class for girls. A year later he was switched to an all-boys school, where he fared poorly both socially and academically. Finally Louise enrolled him, along with Theo, in a public school in Shaker Heights. Each morning, the Johnson siblings were deposited there by limousine, an embarrassing situation that they tried to remedy by having themselves dropped off several blocks away, so they could walk in like everyone else.


Louise’s protectiveness was exacerbated by the recurrent problems with mastoiditis that troubled both Philip and Theo. While on the family’s spring holiday to the Blenheim Hotel in Atlantic City in 1911, Philip came down with his first case of the disease that had killed his brother.


By his own account, Philip was a loner at school. He ate his lunch by himself, and was reluctant to participate in sports and other group activities. The remoteness that had always been a part of his character, however, was metastasizing into a debilitating emotional affliction that would follow him throughout his early life: the son of Cleveland’s famously silver-tongued lawyer stuttered. Homer’s attempted remedy to this condition—a glass of water thrown in his son’s face—proved ineffective. That incident was notable for the physicality of its abuse, which was unusual. More typically, Homer was some combination of distant and disapproving. That left Philip, who looked at him as an idol, pining for his rarely offered approval.


Homer’s tough love did not help cure Philip of his diffidence. Nor did it shake him of the effeminate nature that Homer noted and that Philip did not yet fully understand. That he didn’t know who he was manifested itself in his behavior. At school, he seemed congenitally incapable of completing assignments in a timely manner, despite his evident aptitude. Prolonged absences due to health and travel only increased his sense of isolation. Though the illness would not be diagnosed for years, Johnson was a victim of bipolar disorder.


Johnson’s difficulties were compounded by the fact that he was not spending the entire school year in Cleveland. Beginning in 1915, the family decamped for the winter months to Pinehurst, a seasonal resort community in central North Carolina. Homer chose it for its golf program, then under the direction of Donald Ross, whose legend as a course designer and teaching pro was already substantial. Homer purchased a two-story shingle-style house, Rosemary Cottage, within walking distance of the clubhouse.


The “Cottage” wasn’t really a cottage, but then everything at Pinehurst was something of a conceit, planned by the preeminent landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted—the design visionary of Central Park—on the model of the traditional New England village. Always civic-minded, Homer and Louise established themselves as leading members of the community. Homer cofounded the Pinehurst Forum, a weekly discussion group for matters of political consequence. Louise, believing there was no adequate educational facility appropriate for her children, took the measure that might be expected of a woman of means who demanded her way in all things: she founded her own school. To helm it, she imported Mae Chapman, the principal of the Shaker Heights school in which Philip and Theo were enrolled the rest of the year. Chapman was a disciplinarian—a “bitch,” Johnson recalled—but he kept his complaints to himself.


Louise was at turns smothering and detached. In those hours when the children were not at school, they were educated at home. “I was a pure mama’s boy,” Philip would recall. “I had no inkling that there was any knowledge in the world worth knowing except what she could tell me.” Louise was particularly happy to lecture the family on art history, lantern-slide orations that would drone on interminably. Even Homer could not stop her once she built up a head of steam. “Just one more point,” she’d protest, and forty minutes later she’d still be pontificating about some forgotten masterpiece at the Uffizi. For subjects in which she was not expert—botany, biology, Greek—she hired tutors. Homer, when he could, escaped to the links or the clubhouse.


The Johnsons spent the postwar summer of 1919 not at Pinehurst or Townsend Farm but in Europe. Louise, Jeannette, Theo, and Philip sailed in luxury on the Cunard Line’s steamer Aquitania, just decommissioned from wartime service, and made a brief stopover in London before continuing to Paris, where they were reunited with Homer. Since March, he had been there as a member of the American delegation to the postwar peace deliberations. That he was tapped for such duty was a mark of his stature and connections, and also his interest in international affairs.


Homer’s position came through Newton D. Baker, the Secretary of War, a former mayor of Cleveland and member of the Union Club. Knowing Homer was trustworthy, Baker appointed him to the four-man United States Liquidation Commission, which was charged with settling American accounts in postwar Europe. This was no minor appointment. The other commissioners included Henry F. Hollis, a former U.S. Senator from New Hampshire, and Charles Dawes, who would be elected vice president in 1924 on a ticket with Calvin Coolidge. Johnson liked to kid about this service—“I became the world’s biggest mule dealer”—but the quips belied the scale of his responsibility. Together, he and his co-commissioners recovered some $893 million in American assets.


Homer’s obligations to the commission were nearing a conclusion when the rest of the family arrived in Paris in July. The children, now in their teens, were pretty much left to their own devices. Philip, given his first taste of independence, learned the map to the Paris Metro by heart, and explored the city in all its breadth. Among his favorite activities was to ride out to the Parc des Buttes-Chaumont, a masterpiece of the Haussmann era, in the far reaches of the 19th arrondissement. He was initially attracted by its curious name, then discovered its romantic belvederes and ponds, waterfalls and toy pavilions. It could not help capturing the imagination of a dreamy boy on his own for the first time; this was what the family’s New London estate could be, in the hands of a great designer. The experience would stay with him over the years, to be drawn on as he imagined the landscape he shaped for himself at his New Canaan estate.


While the Johnsons’ experience of the cleanup of the Great War lacked nothing for comfort, they did venture out to see the carnage wrought in battle, scenes that offered a brutal contrast to the picturesque charms of Haussmann’s grand avenues and romantic parks. Traveling in Homer’s Army-issued Cadillac, they toured the bombed-out cities of Fismes and Reims. In Verdun, they spent a night exposed to the elements at the legendary Coq Hardi hotel, which had lost its windows during bombardment. The next day Homer was given a tour of the trenches and battlefields, then still restricted from the general public, though the bodies had been removed. Philip saw those ghostly killing fields, where more than three hundred thousand men lost their lives, from the safety and comfort of a chauffeured luxury sedan; the cataclysm of war seemed like nothing more than a curious spectacle offered up for his consumption.


The younger Johnson took little from that visit to the theater of battle. The side trip was just “sightseeing” that “meant nothing” to him, he would later recall. It would not be the last time he would take such a blinkered and touristic view of war’s devastation.


After this trip, Homer once again separated from the family, engaged on yet another diplomatic mission, this time a fact-finding inquiry into atrocities committed against Jews in Poland in the months following the war’s official conclusion. News of pogroms, reported in the Western press, threatened Poland’s status as an ally at a time when it was seen as a bulwark against Soviet bolshevism. The three-man commission, led by the Jewish financier Henry Morgenthau, was to tour Poland, determine what actually happened, and make a report, ostensibly with a recommendation for future action that would preserve Poland’s relationship with the West.


While Homer was traveling through Eastern Europe, the rest of the family made their way through the Jura to Geneva. Wherever they went, they encamped in style, Homer’s position granting enough ration credits to insulate them from the austerity faced by local populations. The Johnson children were enrolled in school for the month of August to study and to refine their French. Afterward, they returned to the French capital through the château country of the Loire. The trip included a stop at Chartres for a visit to the great cathedral, which in later years Johnson would describe as a defining moment in his education. At once majestic and brooding, sublime and remote, the Gothic pile appealed directly to his adolescent personality, though his adult claims that his mother dragged him out of the place in tears of architectural exaltation seem dubious.


The family reunited in Paris. Philip, naturally gifted at languages, was especially pleased when his mastery of French proved so superior to Homer’s that he was pressed into service as personal translator with his father’s physician. As it was, Homer had larger problems than his difficulty communicating with Parisian medical professionals. After three months of travel through Poland, countless interviews, and audiences with any number of local officials, Morgenthau and his fellow commissioners could not reach an agreement on what they had seen, and chose to issue separate reports. The first, submitted by Morgenthau, meticulously documented atrocities committed in the cities of Cze stochowa, Kielce, Lemberg, Lida, Minsk, Pinsk, and Vilna. These included the murder of 175 Jews and the ransacking of thousands of homes and businesses. Morgenthau concluded that these atrocities were conducted largely with the participation or tacit authorization of Polish governmental or military figures, and were the “result of a widespread anti-Semitic prejudice aggravated by the belief that the Jewish inhabitants were politically hostile to the Polish State.”


This did not suit Johnson and the third member of the commission, U.S. Army general Edgar Jadwin. Their report, issued independently about a month later, whitewashed the atrocities, claiming—in contradiction of Morgenthau’s findings—that “none of these excesses were instigated or approved by any responsible government authority, civil or military.” Moreover, they determined that the “Polish nation is disposed to religious tolerance” and all but blamed the victims for their sorry situation, finding that “the history and the attitude of the Jews, complicated by abnormal economic and political conditions produced by the war, have fed the flame of anti-Semitism at a critical moment.”


The report exemplified the casual anti-Semitism endemic in the United States generally, and in American political culture in particular. Beyond their very assimilated decorator Louis Rorimer (family name: Rohrheimer), the Johnsons had little meaningful interaction with Jews. Homer was perhaps even more biased against Catholics. His attitude toward blacks was paternalistic—he was a regular contributor to black colleges—a family tradition dating to their service in the Underground Railroad and in the Union Army during the Civil War. It was only natural that Philip, always a dutiful son, absorbed his father’s prejudices.


The Johnson-Jadwin assessment of Polish affairs was most happily received. It was, of course, precisely what the American political establishment wanted to hear: that there was no need to antagonize an important and unstable ally over a few minor attacks on Jews, for which they were themselves to blame. Robert Lansing, the Secretary of State, delivered the Wilson administration’s thanks for the “able and conscientious manner” in which Johnson had completed his service. Back in Pinehurst, he was given a hearty welcome at the annual banquet to begin the spring season, and in his remarks warned Americans to keep an eye on Europe while lamenting the difficulty of doing so, given the “corruption of sources of news and the coloring of press dispatches, which is a great evil and a great menace.” In the coming years, it would be his own son doing that coloring.


As it was, beginning in 1920 Philip Johnson’s dispatches were posted from Tarrytown, New York, where he was enrolled in the Hackley School, an elite college-preparatory academy for boys. Johnson, in his first year, was an odd fit. At fourteen, he was younger than most of his classmates, and even then he was small for his age. “Phil” was also something of a neat-freak. His obsessive behavior might have been seen as an emotional red flag, but at the time his constant picking-up after his roommate became a hall joke. (It is difficult not to view his need to exercise control over his environment, a trait he shared with his fastidious mother, as predictive of his future profession.)


The emphasis placed by headmaster Walter B. Gage on the benefits of athletic competition was also a problem. The football players were the school’s chosen, but as the editors of the Hackley Annual gently put it, Johnson was “the intellectual type, rather than the athletic.” The closest he got to the playing field was as manager of the track squad. In the afternoons, he could instead be found studying at the counter of the Tarrytown drugstore with a “full house” ice-cream soda. He didn’t attend school dances, and the other boys picked up on his general air of reticence. In class pictures, he could always be found on the periphery, an outsider bearing his characteristic impassive gaze.


Academically he had few problems. Louise’s relentless tutoring had placed him ahead of his grade in biology, Latin, and Greek, which was his favorite. His best subject was ancient history, his only weakness physiology. That he thrived most in a world of dead languages and lost civilizations was indicative of his social isolation. He was “the master’s joy,” according to his junior yearbook, the boy who “invariably has his lesson prepared and can recite it about ten percent faster and better than any other member of the class.”


Success in the classroom bred self-assurance, if not arrogance. The stutter that plagued him resolved itself, and when it did his personality blossomed. He did, in fact, have his father’s native gift for words, and also his interest in political affairs. In his junior year he came into his own, cofounding The Curia, a debate club dedicated to training its members in extemporaneous speech and to arousing “interest in current problems of the world and the school.” Among its members was Alan Blackburn, a precocious, black-haired sophomore who had arrived midyear. The two became friends, and in the coming years would apply the skills honed in that club in ways their classmates would scarcely believe.


An emboldened Johnson became class secretary and editor of the yearbook as a senior, but his primary extracurricular activities were devoted to the arts, music in particular. He played piano in the Mandolin Club, which covered the classical catalog and dance-hall numbers (there was, in fact, no mandolin player), and sang tenor in the Choir and Glee Club. He had a good, clear voice, and was just skilled enough at the piano to think he might have a future in it. He joined the Drama Club as well, and though he was no great thespian, he happily appeared in drag as an old lady, a character he played two years running. In another production, he appeared in blackface.


He had no romantic life, whatever. To the extent that he was beginning to recognize that he was gay, he repressed it. The only girl he had ever dated was Louise Rorimer, the daughter of his parents’ interior designer, back in Cleveland. They shared a cosmopolitan bent and an interest in the arts, but that was the extent of their chemistry.


Johnson found a male role model in the person of Frank Bogues, the school drama teacher, whose benevolent presence earned him the affectionate nickname “Daddy.” That name was particularly appropriate in the case of Johnson, as Bogues became the first in a series of older men to whom Johnson would attach himself. The two developed a mentor-protégé relationship that lasted well beyond Johnson’s years at the school. They would often stay up talking deep into the night in Bogues’s room. On weekends, Johnson took advantage of Tarrytown’s proximity to New York and its cultural opportunities.


Johnson’s immediate future, by then, was secure. By arrangement, the top two students at Hackley were automatically accepted into Harvard, and the only question was whether Johnson would be first or second in his class. (He finished second, to his aggravation.) Walter Gage, in an evaluation of Johnson for Harvard, sketched him as “a boy of sound character, well developed habits of study—brilliant mind,” and “thoroughly reliable.” His coeditors on the Hackley Annual had his personality pegged with somewhat greater precision. In that yearbook’s final pages he appears in caricature wearing a pinstripe suit and owl-frame glasses, a uniform that would become familiar in the years to come. “Rhapsody of Words” was the title of his biographical sketch. Johnson, the editors wrote, “has very high ideals, but at times is rather careless in carrying them out.” They could hardly have been more accurate.















CHAPTER  2



From Saul to Paul




The only thing I lack just now is, strange to say, self-confidence.


—Philip Johnson, 1927




Packing off to college is a trying rite of passage for even the most grounded of young adults. For Philip Johnson, still shy and insecure despite his maturation at boarding school, the anxiety was acute, and a long and lonely train ride from Cleveland to Boston did nothing to alleviate his apprehension. In Cambridge, he made his way to his quarters for the year: a three-bedroom apartment in Standish Hall, one of Harvard’s red-brick freshman dormitories, to be shared with two other Hackley alums, Frank Couch and Carleton Smith. It was not quite so elegant as his digs back in Cleveland, but he had his own room, there was a study with a fireplace and a view of the Charles River, and—this being Harvard—maid service.


At the age of seventeen, he was truly independent for the first time, a state of affairs that left him feeling not so much liberated as deeply unsettled. The unfamiliar was scary, of course, and Harvard could be especially intimidating. Here was a new place with new people, many as bright and as cosmopolitan as he was himself.


This, however, did not account fully for his sense of unease. If it was just a bit of nervousness in his new surroundings, he would have gotten over it—like every other college freshman—after a brief period of adjustment. But there was a greater existential malaise that seemed to afflict him. Heretofore it had been left to his domineering parents to choose his path in life. To the present moment, he had scarcely made a decision of consequence for himself. Now, the most important of all, the task of personal definition, was his alone. Given his natural diffidence, so much freedom was altogether stultifying. “What a hopeless amount of things there are to know and be,” he wrote to his mother.


Johnson’s discomfiture was noted almost immediately, and prompted the Harvard College dean, Chester N. Greenough, to send a concerned inquiry about Johnson’s personality to his parents. “My son is of a nervous, intense disposition and not inclined to have much patience if things do not go right,” Homer Johnson wrote in reply. “I think he will learn by experience as some of the rest of us have had to, but he may be under the necessity of getting some hard knocks in order to learn.” He worried, also, about his son’s poor nutrition. “He has eaten so hastily and perhaps liberally a diet of milk and meat with very little fruit and vegetables that he has been considerably troubled with constipation,” wrote Johnson père, proving himself the most unlikely of helicopter parents avant la lettre.


Homer delivered that assessment after a period of close observation during which he had come to know Philip on an intimate level as never before. Over the previous summer, the two had taken a father-son trip west by train to San Francisco. It was the most time they had ever spent together in such close proximity, and although there were a few highlights—a donkey ride through the Grand Canyon, a visit to the towering forests of Muir Woods—it was for the most part an uneasy experience for both men. No doubt it was undertaken as an opportunity for Homer to impart a sense of mental and physical toughness to his delicate son, though the nature of Philip’s sexuality remained unstated. Louise, by contrast, had long since recognized that her son was gay, and treated him with sympathy, though she did not necessarily approve. (In later years, there were rumors within the Johnson family that Louise herself was gay.)


A reform of Philip’s diet was one of the principal motivations for the journey, which included a side trip to Michigan’s Battle Creek Sanitarium, a fashionable destination for health-conscious Americans of means. Under the direction of wellness guru John Harvey Kellogg—inventor, with his cereal-magnate brother, of toasted cornflakes—Battle Creek had achieved renown for its cures. The “Battle Creek System” entailed the examination of the blood and feces, followed by a series of natural remedies designed to achieve a healthy state, with emphasis on exercise and a controlled diet—drugs were not employed. The system appeared to be scientifically rigorous and rational, though today many of its treatments would fall into the category of pseudoscience. Homer, as fastidious about nutrition as he was about liquor, believed that his son’s poor eating habits contributed to his emotional difficulties, a diagnosis in keeping with Kellogg’s teachings. The Battle Creek System, with its emphasis on grains, laxative fruits and vegetables, and cleansing enemas of Bulgarian yogurt, offered a solution.


At Harvard, Johnson’s problem was not so much what he ate but how he ate it—by himself. Whether at the Standish dining hall or the Georgian Cafeteria on Dunster Street where he was a regular, Johnson typically ate with his nose in a book. When not in class, he spent most of his time studying alone, though he devoted Friday evenings to the Boston Symphony. He made a handful of friends, but his primary act of sociability was to join the Glee Club. Otherwise, he was lonely. “I was an outsider, and I felt it at the time,” he remembered.


Although he took some pride in his sophistication and social élan, Johnson was often his own worst enemy. He and Carleton Smith, his suitemate, liked to walk about campus speaking in French, an affectation that did nothing to endear them to their classmates. The would-be sophisticate was also something of a pedant. In a persnickety letter to the editor of the Harvard Crimson, for instance, he objected to a fellow student’s use of the term “pacifist” as a descriptor when used only to describe conscientious objectors. He argued instead that a typical soldier might be opposed to war, but still fight given a higher commitment to the state and its laws, which he must obey “as he would his parents.” That an individual might voluntarily disobey his parents still seemed anathema to him. It was, nevertheless, a well-crafted argument that demonstrated his rhetorical acumen, and hinted at an incipient authoritarian political bent. It was also the kind of letter that ensured one sat alone in the dining hall.


That he was gay exacerbated his problems. Harvard, in 1923, was not a congenial place for a homosexual man, though until recently it had harbored a raucous gay community. Prohibition had fostered a speakeasy culture in which the illegal was tacitly condoned, and the sense of sexual liberation that had flowered in Jazz Age New York had spread to more conservative Boston. At Harvard, the epicenter of this decadence was Perkins Hall, the dormitory of a congressman’s son, Ernest Roberts, famous for his “bitch parties” with men in drag and flowing liquor. That all changed, dramatically, in 1920, following the suicide of a member of Roberts’s circle. Harvard president Abbott Lawrence Lowell, a severe stick of a man who was the embodiment of Brahmin privilege and propriety, was in no way willing to accept homosexuals at Harvard. He formed a secret court to investigate the matter, then orchestrated a purge of the fourteen men it found “guilty,” expelling them not just from campus, but from the city of Cambridge—such was his power. Johnson was probably aware of what had transpired, but even if not, its effect on gay life at Harvard was deadening, driving it underground and imbuing it with a sense of threat and shame.


Lowell’s intolerance and chauvinism informed campus life in other ways. He kept black men out of the freshman dorms (despite vociferous opposition) and attempted to sever the university’s connection with women’s college Radcliffe (without success). Lowell, a member of the Immigration Restriction League, harbored the same prejudice against Catholics as did Johnson’s father. (In 1927, while Johnson was enrolled at the school, he led a commission that refused clemency for the anarchists Sacco and Vanzetti.) Above all, Lowell made it a personal imperative to reduce the Jewish student population at Harvard, which had risen to 21.5 percent in the year before Johnson’s arrival. The massive Jewish immigration to America had resulted in an influx of applications from high-achieving students who could not be rejected on the basis of academic merit. Faced with this “Jewish problem,” Lowell proposed what was effectively a quota system to resolve it.


That system directly contravened the school’s egalitarian charter and was rejected by a divided Board of Overseers after considerable debate. Louis Brandeis, the Jewish Supreme Court Justice and a graduate of Harvard Law, accused Lowell of being “blinded with privilege.” Undeterred, Lowell instituted a series of “reformed” admissions policies that achieved the desired result. Applicants were now also judged on “character and fitness,” and asked to supply a photograph (the better to distinguish “Semitic” features). Geographic distribution also became a criterion, as a means of reducing the number of urban students from the East—most prominently, New York Jews. By the time Johnson graduated, Harvard’s Jewish population had been cut in half. This only mirrored the wider antipathy to minorities and immigrants in the United States. The restrictive 1924 Immigration Act cut the number of immigrants by 95 percent, and would have catastrophic consequences for Jews hoping to escape Nazi terror in the following decades.


Even Johnson thought Lowell “very narrow and behind the times,” a relic from the previous century. His objections, however, were primarily directed at Lowell’s emphasis on coursework and examinations. Johnson preferred the English model of guided independent study. Socially he and Lowell were not so far apart, and Johnson’s own sense of privilege was about to become more acute.


Homer, in the winter of 1924, made an unexpected decision: each of his three children would be given their cut of his considerable estate. His justification was that it would not be of much use to receive an inheritance late in life, as by that time one should have already made one’s own way. Giving his children capital when they were still young, on the other hand, might help them create something for themselves. “A son should take chances,” he told Philip.


Philip’s sisters, Jeannette and Theo, received the most stable assets in the family portfolio, primarily real estate Homer had acquired in and around Cleveland. Philip got the more volatile stocks he had amassed over the years, the most valuable being a block of shares in the Aluminum Company of America, which had come to him through his long association with Charles M. Hall. “Son, this is all you’re going to get, so help me god you can go and spend it all next year,” Homer warned.


Though for anyone else it would have been a fantasy come true, what Johnson probably needed least at that moment was to become a man of independent means. If he had previously been inclined to float along aimlessly as he discovered himself, at least there was some imperative to find a direction. Now, unencumbered, he cruised through the fall semester, a lackadaisical performance that filtered back to his old headmaster at Hackley, Walter Gage, who informed Dean Greenough that he should be doing better. (The source, presumably, was Daddy Bogues, Johnson’s old mentor, with whom he remained close.) Whatever the inspiration, Johnson’s grades shortly improved. When he finished his freshman year he came out with four B’s and a lone D, in chemistry. It was a solid if not spectacular showing, good enough for the dean’s list—at the time, Harvard’s “gentleman’s grade” was a C. As a reward his parents sent him on a package tour through Western Europe, of which there is little record.


Back in Cambridge for the fall semester, Johnson continued his lonely existence, moving into a private apartment by himself on the second floor of a brick building at 369 Harvard Street, a few blocks from Harvard Yard. He lived alone not so much because he wanted to, but because he could find nobody who would agree to live with him. He was kept company by a reproduction Madonna and Child by his mother’s favorite painter, Simone Martini, the subject matter and his constant stream of letters suggesting her still-outsize role in his life. The stifling attitudes toward homosexuality, meanwhile, exerted ever-greater stress on his fragile constitution, a situation aggravated when he developed a hard crush on a freshman student unaware of his interest. He took classes in the history of ancient art, English literature, and European history, but reported persistent trouble concentrating on his work. During these undiagnosed bouts of depression he could accomplish nothing at all.


The following semester his emotional difficulties were eclipsed by a more pressing physical illness. The ear pain he had suffered as a child returned, a relapse of mastoiditis. This time surgery was necessary to drain the ear of fluid. In late March he petitioned for a leave of absence, which was granted, and his mother took him back to Cleveland for the procedure. He convalesced at the family farm in New London, where he had always been most comfortably at home. The recovery was made easier by the presence of his sister Theo and, in particular, her friend Talita Jova, who joined the Johnsons at Townsend Farm. Though he was primarily interested in men, he was sexually ambitious and lonely, and Jova was attractive and attracted. The romance was short, but Johnson, as was his nature, developed strong feelings for her in the time they were together.


The affair was either interrupted or concluded at the end of July, when Johnson departed for the rest of the summer on a trip west to Yellowstone National Park. Having recovered from his surgery, he could now avail himself of the salutary effects of the outdoors. “There is delight in the hardy life of the open,” Theodore Roosevelt advised American youth, and Johnson was to be sent out to experience it. As with all things orchestrated by his mother, there was an educational component as well: he would travel with a naturalist who would tutor him on ecological matters, and the two would join an expedition sponsored by the Forestry Service to map the park’s endangered elk population.


The journey west took several days, with stopovers in Chicago and Denver. From his train window, he found the open plains and small towns of the Midwest unremarkable. What he did find inspiring was the majestic landscape of the West. The passage into Jackson Hole, carpeted in wildflowers of countless variety—fields of yellow goldenrod, purple lupine, pink fireweed, indigo larkspur, and white columbine—was one of the more stupendous visions of his young life. For a week he went on nature walks, absorbing the sheer grandeur of it all, which more than compensated for the rudimentary canvas-roofed shelter of the base camp. In the evenings, the camaraderie of the campfire suited him, pushing him to “think of greater things than ever before.”


Yellowstone, then, was not the tourist destination it is today, and its future was very much in question. Upon arrival, Johnson found himself thrust into a debate over the stewardship of the park, with camps at odds over economic exploitation and preservation, and locals resistant to any outside authority at all. Johnson came down on the side of the preservationists. “The ideal of a National Park to preserve for the people natural beauties and conditions is naturally the one to be encouraged rather than the economic ones,” he wrote.
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Philip Johnson, would-be park ranger. (Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles)


His sense of the park’s natural beauty was less admiring when he was caught out on a pack trip with night approaching, a storm bearing down, and his small hiking group separated from the main body of the expedition. “I wish I was any place but here,” he wrote. The situation was dangerous—though perhaps not quite so dramatic as he imagined. Johnson, always so carefully sheltered, became more terrified as the day wore on. At rest stops he comforted himself by composing a letter to his parents on toilet paper. “If I get out all right I shall laugh but I am not laughing now. I feel the calmness and solemnity of the near end of everything and my brain is working like a steam engine.” Soon enough he was channeling Jack London, and the letter had transformed into a personal journal. “Thinking and writing of my mother and family makes me feel now that we may get out all right,” he wrote. Talita, also, was on his mind, and he wondered if she thought of him. Above all, he found his predicament absurd. “The thought of my, of Philip C Johnson’s being in a dangerous place by his own doing is funny. But the situation is not humorous. My only hope is that a snow storm does not come up, for in that case we should never get out.… Father’s face haunts me, saying ‘what’s the use of taking unnecessary chances?’ I love everyone, especially my family. God bless them.” At the evening’s campfire, he was once again philosophical. “I’d rather be a coward and keep my neck whole than be brave and lose it.… The paths of glory lead but to the grave.”


The next day, having been “rescued” by the other half of their party, Johnson looked back at his diary with embarrassment. As it was, he was not afraid to sign up for another five-day trip, this time with a guide named Ike Powell, who a prejudiced Johnson worried would rob them and leave them for dead. “The guide is a Jew and bent for doing us,” he wrote. That didn’t happen, and the vacation culminated with a visit to Old Faithful. “By moonlight on a frosty night, it is a ghost that rises tall and dreadful in the white light,” he wrote.


The trip west renewed him. Back at Harvard for the fall semester, he moved out of his lonely apartment and into Claverly Hall, one of the school’s “Gold Coast” dormitories along Mount Auburn Street, the choice residence for the most privileged of Harvard’s students. There was a pool and private squash courts—Johnson played every day, though he wasn’t particularly good—and both maid and butler service. He bought a freesia plant for his room—he always liked to have nature indoors. Best of all, he had found a roommate, Peter August Escher, a handsome scion of a Swiss banking family who was willing to tolerate (barely) Johnson’s obsessive straightening.


As might be expected, given his financial independence, Johnson began to indulge himself. He spent lavishly—on books, clothes, theater, a fancy car—and started to expand his circle of friends beyond Escher, treating those who interested him to theater tickets and expensive dinners—a sense of grand generosity that would stay with him throughout his life. Sometimes he was too generous. A friend crashed Johnson’s brand new Peerless roadster, presumably while driving drunk (Johnson kept a case of gin in the rumble seat), then refused to ask his parents to foot the sizable repair bill for fear they would withdraw him from school. Meanwhile, Johnson signed check after check until he was given a stern talking-to by his father, who had noted with alarm that he had drawn some $25,000 from his accounts in a single year—a princely sum considering Harvard tuition was in the neighborhood of $250.


What’s more, the prospect of choosing a profession and working for a living no longer appealed to him, at least at the moment. “I can see perfectly the value in it, and want to spend some time doing it before I am much older,” he wrote to his mother. For the coming summer, he proposed not employment but a trip to Europe with Daddy Bogues, his boarding school mentor. The two tested themselves as traveling companions, in October, on a weekend tour of Connecticut, with Johnson at the wheel, a trip that proved a revelation. Johnson described himself as so taken by the beauty of the area in which he would some day build his estate that he was “out of words.” They moved on to meet his mother’s architect cousin, Theodate Pope, at Avon Old Farms, the boys’ boarding school she was designing in Middlebury. “It is the purest mess you ever saw,” he wrote to his sister Jeannette. “It is built out of red stone and in no particular architecture that I could discover. Inside it is dark as a pocket. You can scarcely read a book in broad daylight. Daddy and I had a good talk with her and both pronounced her thoroughly cracked.” It was his first recorded work of architectural criticism, and typically biting.


Architecture, for the moment, was not a subject he understood as a potential career option. If anything, music appealed to him most. He had a good ear and a ready understanding of classical composition, but the primary attraction was the powerful emotional impact music had on him, a physical release from the prison of his own mind. Predictably, he expressed a “violent” love for opera, Wagner in particular. “It was a gory thing and I saw red blood in my eyes,” he wrote of one performance at Symphony Hall. “I had thoroughly convinced myself that I had slaughtered the whole world and that god and I were rejoicing in it.”


That same sense of exaltation would eventually draw him to architecture, but in the interim he set out to improve his technique at the piano. In furtherance of this goal, he hired a private tutor and purchased a new Mason & Hamlin baby grand for two thousand dollars, the largest check he’d ever signed. Homer, of course, was skeptical. In that very first letter to Dean Greenough he had advised that the instrument was a good outlet for his son’s “excess steam,” but that it should be dropped at once if there were evidence of its encroaching on his studies.


Johnson’s grades were suffering, but it was not so much his piano lessons as his own poor attitude that was to blame. Believing he was smarter than his peers, he resented students who achieved higher grades yet was simply too lazy to do the work necessary to make up the difference between mediocrity and excellence. He could “get the point” of a course without the extra labor required to get an A, and even then still wind up on the dean’s list, so why push himself? The condescension he directed at his Harvard classmates was brutal. “Their mentality is so inferior,” he wrote to his mother, “that all I can get is a sort of amusement that is really wasting time.” He described the students in his introductory course on ethics as “absolutely lacking in any curiosity at all.”


Among the most apathetic of his classmates was his own roommate, Peter Escher, who closed the fall semester with failing marks and was forced to withdraw from school. Johnson replaced him in the suite with John Bethel, whom he described as “an innocuous person,” but one with “a great capacity for neatness and cleanliness”—the most critical of virtues. Johnson’s emotional volatility, meanwhile, was becoming more acute. His moods began to swing dangerously from periods of transcendence and productive energy—“excess steam,” as his father called it—to extended stretches of distracted focus and withering self-recrimination. “Everybody seems to know so much and to be able to think so logically except me,” he wrote in one bleak moment. “I have spent all my life in broadening, as it is called, in other words finding out all things I don’t know.” In February, he confided to his sister Theo, now a student at Wellesley, that he might indulge himself in a “convenient nervous breakdown” and a recuperative trip to Pinehurst.


Just as Escher was exiting his life, a new figure and a new subject were fortuitously entering it to fill in the gap and ground him intellectually. The man was Raphael Demos, the instructor of his philosophy course on ethics, a rather unkempt Greek native with a kindly disposition and a thick accent. In a matter of weeks, he became what Johnson called his “fairy godmother.” Johnson was a willing protégé. “Just now he is concentrating in Demos, next year in something else,” quipped Demos, who quickly pegged Johnson’s peripatetic nature. If there was something more between them, neither admitted it.


Demos tutored Johnson in classical philosophy, with emphasis on Aristotle and Plato. Johnson could read Plato in the original Greek, and was especially attracted to the philosopher’s ideas on human ambition and the necessity of a vital life. “Plato once said that from small men you could expect nothing,” he wrote to his mother. “The great moving men might be bad or might be good but at least they were positive personalities.”


This squared with the ideas of Hermann Graf Keyserling, a German baron whose travel writing and philosophical musings had captured Johnson’s imagination. Aristocratic, worldly, and erudite, Keyserling appealed to Johnson’s sense of romantic possibility, as did his Platonic ideas. “Think how much we judge a man by his actions.” Johnson wrote to his mother, channeling the German. “As if a thief were any worse a man than a Puritan who obeys the conventions just because of his inhibitions. Certainly the thief is better in that he does not even try to live up to any ideals.”


One imagines that Louise and Homer Johnson were alarmed by their son’s apparent lack of “ideals,” not to mention his general air of condescension and sub-optimal academic performance. At least, it appeared, he had regained some of his energy. “I am learning an astounding amount every day,” he wrote. “I never progressed so fast in all my life, vistas are opening out all around.” That he was at an “up” point in one of his neurological cycles was clearly a factor in this rejuvenation, but so was his entry, through Demos, into the circle of Albert North Whitehead, recently arrived from England to take command of Harvard’s Philosophy Department. With pince-nez glasses and an enormous bald cranium, Whitehead was the very paragon of donnish authority. Among the several achievements that girded his substantial reputation was the landmark Principia Mathematica, a three-volume philosophical framework for mathematics on which he had collaborated with his protégé, Bertrand Russell.


That Johnson was neither prepared nor inclined to discuss the tenets of Newtonian physics or the intricacies of Whitehead’s exceedingly esoteric philosophy did not preclude him from joining the regular salon at the Whitehead residence. He knew how to be sociable, and though he was out of his depth with the man of the house, Mrs. Whitehead took kindly to him, giving him a copy of War and Peace, which he chose not to read. (Too long.)


It was on one of those evenings that Johnson met Francesca Copley Greene, “Bunny” to her friends, a bright and exceptionally beautiful Radcliffe student from one of Boston’s grandest families. The two became fast friends, and suddenly Johnson had a surrogate family. The salon at the Greenes’ Cambridge house was more informal and artistic than that of the Whiteheads, and tolerant of homosexuality. The paterfamilias, Henry Copley Greene, known as Harry, was a man of musty charm, an author of sophisticated if turgid historical dramas. His wife, Rosalind, had a similarly empathetic nature and was a lifelong confidant of the essayist May Sarton, who would write openly about lesbian relationships.


Johnson’s bond with the Greenes grew stronger as the semester ended and he set off on his planned trip to England with Daddy Bogues. He sailed for Europe in late June, traveling with the Greenes, who were headed for Cherbourg and a summer on the Continent. (Bogues made the crossing separately.) Philip and Francesca spent an indolent crossing alternately reading Anna Karenina aloud to each other and playing deck tennis—a sport now all but forgotten. For Johnson, it was a blessing to have a companion on the trip, and he was unhappy to lose her when the ship made its first stop in France. The next day he arrived in London, and if he was lonely he had much to keep him occupied in the week before the arrival of Bogues. His first order of business was the purchase of a car, a Morris Cowley, which cost him £180. From there it was off to Savile Row, where he outfitted himself as a proper English dandy, with all the accoutrements: cane, top hat, gloves, and a bespoke raincoat. He liked English tailoring, and indeed English men in general. “They look so much better than our men,” he wrote his mother. “I am doing my best not to succumb at all.”


When Bogues arrived, the two began their tour proper, with Johnson behind the wheel of the car he had taken to calling “Little Saffron.” Their first stop was Canterbury; they arrived on Johnson’s birthday, forgotten in the excitement of the journey. It was not long, however, before Bogues began to frustrate his younger traveling companion. That he could not read a map to save his life was an inconvenience. His greater crime was a general lack of curiosity about things architectural, a subject that was rapidly developing into a Johnson obsession. To Johnson’s dismay, Bogues was more interested in the occupants of buildings than in the buildings themselves. Worse, he had “postcarditis.” Johnson learned to turn this to his advantage; when Bogues dawdled over a card rack, Johnson ducked off to the nearest cathedral or monument. The only trick was to avoid his compatriots when he got there, or at least the tour-group set. If Johnson had little regard for his Harvard peers, his attitude toward the hoi polloi was snobbish in the extreme. “It is not that I mind Americans per se,” he wrote. “But I hate the kind that comes from Kankakee and can’t tell the difference between the nave and the transept.”


Despite these obstacles, the trip allowed Johnson to immerse himself in architecture as never before. He indulged in the visceral pleasures of that exploration and discovery, but also found himself drawn to the peculiar history of buildings and the technical challenges of their construction. His tastes, in their immaturity, were both idiosyncratic and passionately held. The cathedral at Salisbury, with its towering spire so familiar from the paintings of John Constable, was a disappointment to him—too pretty and tranquil in its perfectly composed setting. Stonehenge he compared unfavorably to a decayed military barracks.


It took a special kind of aesthete to write off Salisbury as too beautiful and Stonehenge as too decrepit, but that was Johnson. What seemed to inspire him most were the robust forms of the Norman Romanesque, which could be at once graceful and muscular. Winchester Cathedral was a particular favorite; he spent most of a day exploring its towering vaults. The two travelers also made time for a visit to Winchester College, one of the venerable cornerstones of the English system of education and a model for their own Hackley. They seemed less interested in the academics or even the physical plant, however, than in a rather predatory review of the students themselves, finding them varying in appearance from “rotten” to “most attractive.”


The trip culminated with a meeting with Theodate Pope, his mother’s architect cousin, who was in England on her own architectural tour. “I am convinced that she is crazy now,” he reported to his mother of her familial rival. “I thought she knew something about architecture, but when it gets beyond the phase of raving over some English Cotswold villages, she doesn’t seem interested.”


Back at Harvard in the fall, Johnson settled in for his junior year, putting his architectural interests aside. He switched his concentration (the Harvard equivalent of a major) from classics to philosophy, and embarked on a challenging class schedule with advanced courses in Aristotelian and Kantian philosophy, physics, and psychology. With the support of Demos, he did well enough to once again earn a place on the dean’s list in both the fall and spring terms. His moods continued to be erratic, but at least now he had the Greenes to lend social and emotional support. He also had a sympathetic roommate in Alan Blackburn, his old friend from the Hackley Curia, now matriculated at Harvard. “I have no convictions, concepts, beliefs at all,” he informed his mother. “It is necessary for me to be at this stage a thorough eclectic.”


Once again he traveled to Europe for the summer, but this time the trip was for academics rather than pleasure, and to Germany rather than England. The purpose was to refine his German language skills in preparation for an academic career in classical philosophy. The impetus for this had no doubt come from Homer Johnson, who was concerned about his son’s lack of direction, and had used his connections to arrange an interview for him with Louis Lord, of the Oberlin Classics Department. Johnson, meanwhile, had landed on academic probation for having failed to meet his language requirement. (After protest by his mother, the probation was rescinded.)


Now he chose to work on his proficiency in Heidelberg, the picturesque university town on the Neckar that was the epicenter of German intellectual liberalism. He boarded with a local family whose members couldn’t speak English—the better to practice his German—and befriended a boy from Oxford. The two traveled in the area together, getting a small taste of the freedoms of Germany in the Weimar years.


Johnson, who had professed an interest in American politics, would later claim to have paid little heed to the state of affairs in Germany at the time, which seems highly implausible. National Socialism, though still nascent, was something more than a fringe movement in the summer of 1927. The Nazis held the first of their Nuremberg rallies in mid-August, a massive spectacle of parades, flags, and nationalist speechifying under the direction of Adolf Hitler. The three-day event took place within easy driving distance of staid Heidelberg. Attendance at its torch-lit Saturday night ceremony reached fifty thousand. Even if Johnson was not there, he could hardly have been unaware of it, and on such matters he was never short of an opinion. Certainly, the Italian fascist leader had caught his attention. A photo album from that same summer, with snapshots presumably taken before his departure for Europe, shows Johnson in a cape, jodhpurs, and jackboots at the family farm in New London. The caption reads, “Mussolini?”


In Cambridge for the fall semester of what was effectively his senior year, he threw himself again into philosophy, but Demos was no longer there to serve as his tutor. In place of Aristotle and Plato, Nietzsche became the central figure of his thinking, a defining shift of allegiances. He read Thus Spake Zarathustra and was attracted to Nietzsche’s sense of elitism. “Surpass, ye higher men, the petty virtues, the petty policies, the grains-of-sand-regards, the swarming of ants, the miserable ease, the ‘happiness of the greatest number!’,” wrote Nietzsche. That kind of language appealed to Johnson, a perennially melancholic aesthete who imagined himself an intellectual übermensch, a man above the “mob.”


But not everyone thought so, or at least not entirely. Johnson had a destabilizing conversation with Whitehead, who gently made it clear that Johnson’s future was not going to be in philosophy, or at least not in Whitehead’s brand of scientific metaphysical inquiry. Johnson was bright, but in well over his head when it came to fantastically complex logical systems. “I never could understand it,” he would remember. He was more interested in teasing out the implications of Nietzschean ethics, and the coming of a new society of elite supermen. Whitehead, plenty comfortable with his own elite status, was uninterested in such matters. He informed Johnson that he gave only As and Bs to his students (in fact, not true), and that Johnson was going to get a B—not failing, but a condemnation nonetheless. Whitehead suggested he take a year in law school.


The rejection plunged him into a profound depression and left him wondering what he might do for the future. Law school? The teaching job at Oberlin? “I get mixeder up all the time,” he wrote to his mother. By December he was all but incapacitated, incapable of work and spending more and more time in the supportive environment of the Greenes, who advised that he seek professional help. Through their assistance, he found Dr. Donald J. MacPherson, a psychopathologist on the faculty of Harvard’s Brigham Hospital—Johnson called him a “nerve specialist”—with a sympathetic demeanor. The doctor diagnosed an “acute stage of cyclothemic reaction”—the trough in a cycle of manic depression—and advised the Harvard dean of students that Johnson should be withdrawn from the school for two to three months, at a minimum. He assured Johnson that in time he would heal, that his emotional sickness was no different from a broken leg or a case of the measles. On December 13, Johnson filed his formal petition for a leave of absence, writing with almost comic understatement, “I have had a slight nervous breakdown and should like to rest.”


MacPherson also picked up on Johnson’s homosexuality, presuming the stress from his repression and fear of parental disapproval were intensifying his emotional difficulties. MacPherson gently explained that homosexuality should in no way preclude Johnson from leading a happy, fulfilled, and successful life. He offered Shakespeare and Tchaikovsky as examples of gay men of extraordinary achievement. If his history wasn’t quite accurate, Johnson appreciated the thought behind it.


There was a mixed reaction within the Johnson family to Johnson’s leave and now-open admission of homosexuality. His mother had known of her son’s sexual preference for some time and treated him with great empathy. His sister Theo understood, as well. Jeannette, however, was more like her father, who was most assuredly not pleased. “Why are you like that?” he demanded while Johnson was trying to recover. “Why don’t you buck up?”


To escape his father’s disapproving presence, Johnson decamped to the family’s winter cottage in Pinehurst, where he read crime novels for distraction (Dashiell Hammett was his favorite) between bouts of weeping and occasional calls to MacPherson for support. Homer’s lack of sympathy was perhaps accentuated by his own problems, for he was under punishing stress at the time, having been implicated in a scandal that threatened to destroy his career and that suggested the timing of his financial gift to his son had not been entirely altruistic.


His precarious position was the result of actions he’d taken as executor of the estate of his college friend Charles M. Hall, who had died prematurely at fifty-one in 1914. The position left Johnson in control of an enormous block of stock in the Aluminum Company of America, its reported value in the neighborhood of $30 million at the time of Hall’s death. Light, tensile, and strong, aluminum was ideally suited to a new century charged by speed and consumption. The Aluminum Company, backed by Hall’s patents, monopolized the American market in the metal. In 1912, the Justice Department began proceedings against it for violations of the Sherman Antitrust Act; the government would spend much of the next four decades trying to break it apart. Oberlin, alma mater of both Hall and Johnson, was one of the principal beneficiaries of this extraordinary fortune, which Hall had devoted, with all the paternalistic chauvinism of the age, to the education of the “three races” of the world—white, black, and Asian. Oberlin was chosen as the “white” beneficiary. The others were Berea College, a racially integrated school in Kentucky, and the American Missionary Association.


In January of 1924, after nearly a quarter century of service, Homer Johnson had retired from the Oberlin Board of Trustees. This was also the moment when he distributed his stock in the Aluminum Company to his son. Legally he could no longer represent the school as a trustee, serve as the executor of the Hall estate, and remain a stockholder in the Aluminum Company—those obligations were coming into serious conflict. The problem lay in the person of Arthur Vining Davis, Hall’s former partner and now the chief executive of the company. Davis believed his position was threatened by the industrialist Andrew Mellon, who was himself a significant stockholder in the company. As a solution, Davis arrived at a plan to bolster his own position and “freeze out” Mellon through the purchase of the Hall estate stock. This was to be done at what was considered a fair price, but through a syndicate that would shield Davis’s identity in order to keep Mellon in the dark. Johnson backed the plan despite what he admitted were its “doubtful ethics,” with the proviso that the trustees of the three beneficiary institutions grant their consent. They did.


Those institutions, however, began to have misgivings when they saw what happened to the stock they had sold to Davis and his syndicate at $5 per share; after a month it was selling at $34. A year later it was selling at $65, and a year after that, in 1927, at $125. (It peaked in 1929 at $197.75.) Though it had never been Davis’s intention to defraud the beneficiaries, the trustees of those institutions began to think they had been badly sold. And knowing Davis’s true and arguably fraudulent intention—to block Mellon—they had leverage when they set their lawyers on Davis and Johnson for gross breach of trust.


Johnson, at least, could claim he had no personal stake in the matter—he had very smartly transferred his stock in the company to his son. But mostly he was fortunate that the Oberlin trustees had little interest in a public fight that would have exposed their own negligence and placed them in the awkward position of litigating against the estate of the school’s most distinguished benefactor. The case was settled out of court, with Johnson freed of responsibility. That resolution, however, did not come until 1930. In the intervening years, Homer Johnson was left in mental purgatory to worry over his financial and professional future.


Should it be any surprise, then, that there were tensions within the Johnson family when Philip left Harvard in December of 1927? It is not hard to imagine Homer’s perspective. Here was his disappointing son, sitting in tears in the family winter home as he became richer and richer with every passing day—a millionaire well before his twenty-fifth birthday—all at the potential expense of everything he had ever built.


There was at least some good family news: Philip’s older sister, Jeannette, had become engaged to marry, and her fiancé, John Bourne Dempsey, a distinguished and socially dexterous Cleveland attorney educated at Yale, met with unanimous approval. This made for a fine excuse to take one last grand tour of Europe as a family, and if it broke Philip out of his depressive funk, all the better. It also had the salutary effect of separating father from son, at least for a while: Homer, engaged in his own affairs in Cleveland, would meet up with the rest of the clan in Europe in time for his daughter’s nuptials, set for the beginning of July in Paris.






[image: image]






Philip of Arabia. Johnson adopted the native garb on the family trip down the Nile in 1928. (Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles)


The tour, beginning in January, took the Family Johnson on a route around the Mediterranean, beginning at Gibraltar and moving on to Algiers and then Cairo. There was not a monument, mosque, or museum that the Johnsons failed to visit in the Egyptian capital, and when they had fully exhausted its treasures they departed on “The Cruise of the ‘Lotus,’” billed as the “supreme” tour of the Nile, with stops at Thebes, Luxor, Aswan, Abu Simbel, and points in between. Johnson, by this time, had taken to dressing in full Arab mufti, including head scarf, as if he were T. E. Lawrence. (The local guides, meanwhile, wore American-style collegiate sweatshirts with “Farajallah Tours” embroidered in block letters on the front.) Philip of Arabia had also grown himself a mustache, albeit a thin one. For a future architect with a romantic sense of grandeur, the trip among so many Ozymandian ruins only amplified his native taste for the monumental.


That was not the case for the next stop on the tour: Athens. For the better part of his life, Johnson would look back on his first visit of the Parthenon as a transformative experience, one that moved him to tears. The truth, however, was altogether different. Homer had arrived to join the family in Greece, and given the difficulty of their relationship, his presence was destabilizing. Snapshots taken at the Acropolis show a profoundly unhappy group: father in a dark overcoat, son brooding in a trenchcoat with the brim of a fedora pulled down over his eyes. With his mustache starting to grow in, he now had the look of a petulant movie villain, a costume that suited him no better than the Arab dress he had taken on in Cairo. Homer and Louise did not need Dr. MacPherson to see in their son a self-loathing young man lurching about in search of an identity.
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An unhappy Johnson hides under a fedora at the Athenian Acropolis. (Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles)


The trip continued on, uncomfortably and inexorably, moving through the Peloponnese, Sicily, Monte Carlo, and finally to Paris. Jeannette’s wedding ceremony, at the Ritz, was attended by a handful of society friends who had crossed the Atlantic for the occasion, along with the American ambassador. She wore an elegant white gown by the French designer Paul Poiret. Her brother would surely have approved, but he was not present. Homer and Louise, exasperated by his brooding and worried that his depressing attitude would ruin the wedding, had sent him home to straighten himself out.


Desolated and now alone, Johnson, either of his own volition or (more likely) on orders from his father, returned for another course of treatment at Battle Creek. The designated therapy for his condition—“neurasthenia”—entailed cold baths, Swedish massage, and a diet designed to reduce toxins in the alimentary canal. Kellogg was also radically opposed to homosexual behavior—he believed in abstinence, and considered even masturbation a dangerous vice—and it may well have been Homer’s intention to “cure” his son through Kellogg’s system, which promised the rehabilitation of the mind through the rehabilitation of the body. If it could not be corrected, homosexuality might at least be suppressed with plenty of exercise and a proper diet.


Battle Creek was a pleasant place to stay, a far cry from the modern medical facility, its main building graced with a brand-new fifteen-story tower. The architecture was generously proportioned in the Classical manner, and crafted to Kellogg’s exacting standards: floors of tile for easy cleaning, broad corridors to accommodate strolling patients, and a powerful ventilation system—fresh air being a vital component of his program. The building was a metaphor for the body and a tool for improving it; efficient, sterile circulation was essential. Through the lobby was a greenhouse, the “Palm Garden,” where patients could mill about and “enjoy the tropical scene.” Perhaps it was in that heated environment that Johnson noticed a handsome actor from Kansas City, a young man of similar age. After the two finished their treatment they drove off in Johnson’s Peerless roadster for a romantic tour of New York’s picturesque Finger Lakes, Kellogg’s retrograde abstinence theories be damned.


Johnson returned to Harvard in the fall, a twenty-two-year-old with senior standing beginning his sixth collegiate year. Having been rejected by Whitehead and with zero interest in law school, he had resigned himself to the teaching job at Oberlin. He changed his concentration back to classics from philosophy, and enrolled in a pair of classes in Greek, along with one each in music and fine arts. For a semester he muddled through, once again dependent on the kindness of the Greenes and the protective supervision of Dr. MacPherson. But as the new year approached, he regressed. Feeling overwhelmed, he dropped his class in art history. In April he was advised by MacPherson to take no more than one class at a time—this being the most he could manage “without a return of further symptoms.” MacPherson’s directive was passed along to the Harvard administration, which was generous enough to grant Johnson that special privilege, and also a leave of absence for the coming fall semester. His coursework, anyway, was all but complete—he needed just one final class to qualify for graduation.


Freed from the pressure of a full academic schedule, Johnson could explore his own interests, and at an opportune moment. Architecture, the subject to which he had recently been drawn, now seemed to be opening itself up to him. There was a certain appeal to the idea of practicing it professionally, but he was not enthusiastic about the prospect of architecture school. The beaux arts model of architectural education placed considerable demand on one’s artistic ability, and Johnson was not confident in his own hand. Moreover, he had come to believe that this pedagogical model—a relic of the French ancien régime—was past its sell-by date, an obsolete system of training inappropriate to a modern world of speed and astonishing technological progress. If practice was out, however, there was another possibility: he could study architecture.


That this might be a viable option may well have occurred to him, if only subconsciously, upon reading the lead feature in the February 1928 issue of The Arts, a highbrow magazine to which his academic-minded mother had subscribed him. The author was a recent Harvard graduate named Henry-Russell Hitchcock, now teaching at Wesleyan—they were not yet acquainted, though the name may have been familiar—and its subject was the architecture of the Dutch modernist J. J. P. Oud. This was radical work, crisp in its unadorned lines, pointing toward a new aesthetic born of industry but no less handsome for it. Johnson was captivated by Oud’s work, and also by Hitchcock’s authoritative essay, which opened with a call to arms for modern design. “Architecture should be devoid of elements introduced for the sake of ornament alone: to the engineering solution of a building nothing should be added,” Hitchcock began. He equated the nascent modern school to earlier periods of architectural achievement: the Greeks with their temples, the French builders of the Gothic cathedral. The bold photographs and uncompromising text stood out unmistakably from the rather staid pages of the magazine.


Johnson would later claim that reading the article engendered a “Saul to Paul” conversion, when he at once and declaratively set his future on a course toward modern architecture. Like his claims about the Parthenon, that seems doubtful, but it surely suggested there was a place in the world for an energetic young scholar of modern architecture, an attainable and appealing alternative to a career as a designer.


There was nothing quite like Oud’s Hook of Holland in Boston in 1928, but there were a few enterprising students looking to introduce modern art and design to Harvard. Their leader was Lincoln Kirstein, an imperious son of Boston privilege with an intense, roving mind. Like Johnson, he was gay and attractive, but in a severe, aquiline way; he could be described, with some justification, as “smoldering,” the cliché in this instance being altogether apt. Kirstein always seemed on the verge of some kind of eruption, his ire often directed at those he considered lesser mortals. He, too, had a distant and disapproving father of high social standing: Louis Kirstein—philanthropist, defender of Jewish causes, adviser to presidents—had made a fortune as a department store executive, building Filene’s Basement into a discount empire. If Lincoln felt somehow tainted by the family’s rag-trade wealth, he made up for it with frigid intellectual hauteur. Unlike the preternaturally diffident Johnson, Lincoln Kirstein never questioned his own genius. “Whatever situation I put myself in—given enough time—I feel sure my innate sense and past experience will pull me through,” he wrote. At the time, he was just a freshman.


Johnson knew Kirstein only informally, if at all. They may have met in the circle of Alfred North Whitehead, and they could commiserate about their difficulties in absorbing the professor’s logical systems. Despite his self-assurance, Kirstein did even worse in Whitehead’s class than Johnson. (He got a D-minus.) Kirstein, however, was several years behind Johnson, and ran with a fast crowd with whom Johnson, who had spent so much time on leave, was unfamiliar. For all that, Johnson was aware of Hound & Horn, the so-called little magazine Kirstein had launched in the fall of 1927 with his freshman roommate, Varian Fry. Their ambition was to publish avant-garde poetry and literature, their two great models being Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot.


A year later, Kirstein, who harbored vague ideas about a future as a painter, set out to do for the visual arts what Hound & Horn was doing for literature; specifically, he wanted to create a space for modern art in notoriously conservative Cambridge. The idea may well have come from Alfred H. Barr, a magnetic young professor of art history at Wellesley. The son of a minister, Barr was already developing a reputation as a relentless proselytizer for the new.


Barr became a mentor to Kirstein, suggesting possible exhibitions and otherwise tutoring him on new directions in art. On a practical level, he provided Kirstein with entrée to Paul J. Sachs, the man who had the knowledge and resources that would allow them to realize their idea for a space for contemporary arts. Short of stature and not prone to suffer fools, Sachs had left a career as an investment banker in the family firm—his father was a founding partner of Goldman Sachs—for a position as assistant director at Harvard’s Fogg Art Museum. Beginning in 1922, he also taught a class, Fine Arts 15A, known to students simply as the “museum course.” This was a first-of-its-kind seminar that covered every subject a museum professional might need to know, from curating to exhibition design to financial development.


Sachs was, indisputably, expert in these matters. Legend had it that he got himself to sleep each night by making precise mental inventories of European museums, room by room. He had seen them all, and had a print collection of his own that could rival many an institution’s. With his wealth and connections, Sachs was a power broker par excellence, a fact that sometimes irritated his academic colleagues but made him attractive to students—especially favored pupils who came to think of him as “Uncle Paul.” In the coming years, his protégés would occupy the directorships of nearly every major American collection.


Barr, Kirstein, and Sachs would together shape the future of American modernism, and at the same time exercise great influence over the life of Philip Johnson. But they first met without him over dinner at Sachs’s Victorian mansion, Shady Hill, to launch the Harvard Society of Contemporary Art. Its inaugural show, in a gallery over the Harvard Co-op, opened in February of 1929 and featured works by an eclectic group including Charles Demuth, Edward Hopper, Georgia O’Keeffe, and John Marin. If there were none of Barr’s favored Cézannes or Picassos, the artists included at least represented some movement toward the modern. More definitively avant-garde was the setting itself: walls draped in ecru with silver panels on the ceilings and metal-top display tables. For America, let alone conservative Boston, it was something altogether new.


It is hard to believe that Johnson did not see such a noteworthy exhibition, but there is no record of its contents or its unusual installation capturing his imagination. In May, however, the society mounted something that did: an exhibition of R. Buckminster Fuller’s Dymaxion House. Of course, it grabbed everyone’s attention. The idea of a modern house even along the lines of Frank Lloyd Wright was considered radical at the time, and especially at conservative Harvard, but here was something truly fantastic: a hexagonal home of translucent walls slung by cable rigging from a central mast. Suspended above ground, it appeared like a futuristic fever dream of a tree house, and Fuller promised a world populated by them. Indeed, his guarantees seemed more outlandish than the building looked: it would, Fuller claimed, be constructed in twenty-four hours; protect against floods, fires, and “marauders”; and eliminate forever the ills of drudgery, exploitation, politics, and selfishness. Quite a house. If nothing else, it was a brilliant coup de théâtre, landing stories in the international press and a photo of a severe-looking Fuller next to his model in the Boston Globe.


Johnson had special reason to be interested; aluminum would be the principal material with which this modern marvel was to be constructed, and it did not escape him that the metal was the basis of his growing fortune. Which is not to say that he approved of the house, however much it was in his personal interest to do so; he was too much of an aesthete to approve of Fuller’s techno-futurist dream. “I disliked it very much,” he would later recall. He was, however, impressed by the spectacle, a lesson he would later apply in his own exhibitions.


Just as Fuller’s Dymaxion House was commandeering attention on Massachusetts Avenue, Barr was delivering a well-publicized series of five lectures on modern art and architecture at Wellesley’s Farnsworth Art Museum. Tall and gawky, with metal-frame glasses that gave him a kind of nerdy charm, Barr had already developed something of a cult following among Wellesley coeds. Entry into his popular course on modern art required that students submit to a quiz in which they were asked to describe the importance of fifty masters of “modern artistic expression,” a list that included the likes of George Gershwin, Jean Cocteau, Frank Lloyd Wright, Saks Fifth Avenue, and New York’s 1916 zoning law. Not shy to publicity, he had the test published in Vanity Fair in 1927. There was, to be sure, no other class like it, anywhere—the term “modern” then generally indicating art since the Renaissance.


Johnson was always vague about precisely who tipped him off to Barr’s lecture series. Either it was his sister Theo, then completing her senior year at Wellesley, or his mother, who was president of the school’s alumni association. (Theo seems the more likely candidate.) What Johnson witnessed was a bravura oratorical performance. During his first three talks, Barr delivered a scientific history and theory of modern art. His fourth lecture was on the Bauhaus, the innovative design academy in Dessau, Germany founded by the patrician architect Walter Gropius; the fifth on the avant-garde of Moscow.


Barr spoke on these subjects with great energy and conviction, and also a firsthand knowledge that few Americans could match. He had spent months traveling through Europe in 1927 and 1928, the trip financed by a personal grant from Sachs, who had instructed him to concentrate his energies on art since the late-nineteenth century, a field in need of scholarship and which he could have to himself. The trip was a revelation: traveling with his roommate, Jere Abbott—another Sachs protégé—Barr toured the Bauhaus and interviewed its masters, then moved to Moscow where he met and befriended the director Sergei Eisenstein, among other members of the Russian avant-garde.


It was Barr’s great genius to coalesce the many disparate threads of what he had seen into a comprehensible and unified narrative. He was offering, however, something more than a review of recent artistic developments, more even than an intellectual framework on which one might classify them. Above all, he beckoned with the allure of the new, an exclusive knowledge to which few others were privy. That was a narcotic Johnson could never refuse.


According to Johnson, Barr’s lecture series was yet another decisive moment in his life. As he liked to tell it, he approached Barr after one of the talks—which one he never indicated—and the two developed an immediate rapport. Johnson, in all his innocence, wondered whether the time might be right to launch a modern art museum. “I’m starting one in the fall,” replied Barr. “Why not include architecture?” answered Johnson. And with that, an impressed Barr offered the position as architectural curator to Johnson.


That episode, appealing as it sounds, was a product of Johnson’s imagination, a fiction of dramatic convenience. Although the Museum of Modern Art would indeed open its doors to the public in the coming fall—and the lecture series all but formulated its future program—Barr had not yet been approached to be its founding director; that would not come until June, and he would not have the job formally until the end of July. In fact, Barr recalled Johnson introducing himself at the opening, on May 2, of a small design exhibition, Modern European Posters and Contemporary Typography, at Wellesley. The show was curated by Barr, and it consisted entirely of posters and a few small works of graphic design that he had acquired on his recent trip through Europe. The show, perhaps the first of its kind in America, included several Bauhaus exhibition posters by Herbert Bayer, a striking cubist composition by E. McKnight Kauffer, stylized railway and steamship posters by A. M. Cassandre, and the extraordinary constructivist collage poster for Eisenstein’s film October created by Vladimir and Georgii Stenberg—identified by Barr as the “brothers Sterenberg.”


It is not hard to imagine the two men talking among these works, Johnson asking about their origin and making characteristically perceptive observations, Barr responding with his thoughts about their design and with stories of his efforts to acquire them—the entire lot cost a sum total of $125. It is instructive to recall how young both men were, and how close in age. Though Barr was already an associate professor, he was just twenty-seven; Johnson, still an undergraduate, was twenty-two. Barr was clearly the academic authority, but Johnson was well-traveled himself and no intellectual slouch. Their enthusiasm for the new was shared. That they did, in fact, have an immediate and easy rapport is the one matter on which all parties agree.


They met again at a reception following the performance of Antony and Cleopatra by Wellesley’s Shakespeare club—Theo was the female lead—and once more at her commencement, in mid-June. There was no firm offer of a position at the would-be museum. Johnson, in fact, was already planning a trip abroad for the coming semester—he had notified Harvard of his intention to take a leave of absence in April, before he had even met Barr. He proposed to return to Germany, where he would continue the study of German in preparation for his modern language examination, a requirement for graduation.


Now, his budding relationship with Barr intensified his desire to explore the radical new modernism of Europe. Barr, for his part, hoped that he would be in a position to bring Johnson into the as-yet-unnamed museum in some capacity, an invitation he would similarly extend to Lincoln Kirstein. To assist him on his travels, Barr gave Johnson an architectural itinerary of notable works.


And with that, Johnson was off.
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