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Charles Gwathmey – Gwathmey Residence and Studio, Amagansett, Long Island, New York, United States, 1965








House and home represents the point where architecture and design impact most prominently upon our lives.





Our homes are our most precious safe havens. In good times, they offer the focal point for so many of our personal pleasures and delights. In more difficult times, they become refuges and one of our greatest sources of reassurance. Given this central position in our day-to-day lives, the importance of house and home can hardly be overstated. For the fortunate, ‘home’ becomes a silent but beloved member of the family, which plays an important part in so many daily experiences and routines. In this respect, house and home represents the point where architecture and design impact most prominently upon our lives.


So when our homes evolve, this has real resonance for us all. Since the beginning of the 20th century, houses and apartments have changed radically, within a gentle revolution that has gradually shaped and altered the manner in which we live. Over this period we have begun to pay more and more attention to the way that our homes are designed, arranged and ordered, while at the same time architects and interior designers have introduced ideas that have transformed patterns of living.


From the late 19th century through to the present, this quiet revolution has seen a move away from traditional, cellular and formal rooms towards a more relaxed, fluid and interconnected collection of living spaces. From the Victorian ideal of reception rooms, a dining room and back-of-houses spaces, including the kitchen, we have shifted increasingly towards open-plan living with combined spaces for living, eating and often cooking as well. Reacting against the restrictions of box-like rooms, architects have created ‘universal spaces’ or ‘great rooms’ with a more generous sense of scale, volume and light. Banks of glass within non-supporting ‘curtain walls’ have also helped to dissolve the boundaries between inside and outside space, connecting us to terraces, outdoor rooms and gardens.


While such changes may have been pioneered by architects designing and building new, modern houses, these ideas have also filtered into many period properties, where rooms have been combined and opened up to create more open and sociable living spaces. Extensions and additions to Victorian or Georgian homes might provide family rooms, perhaps with open kitchens, and links to the outdoors and possibly even the landscape beyond.


This home revolution has not just been about space and light, but has also embraced new technologies and engineering. Over the course of 150 years, electricity has – of course – transformed the way that we all live, with electric lighting taking over from gas lighting and candlelight, while new generations of domestic appliances have made their way into the heart of most houses and apartments. During a similar span of time, bathrooms came into their own, combining ‘water closets’, bathing and pleasure in one fresh space, and becoming ever more sophisticated and luxurious over the decades. In addition, many houses and apartments now offer space for working from home, while in recent decades the whole idea of leisure time has seen the introduction of home gyms, dens and media rooms. If we add all of these things together, we start to see that homes have been transformed and we have hardly even begun, yet, to talk about aesthetics and style.


From the Arts & Crafts movement, via Art Nouveau and Art Deco, 20th-century architecture and design began to embrace Modernism, followed by Post-Modernism and then something more eclectic and ‘contemporary’. There was an ongoing struggle between minimalism and maximalism, between those who favoured rational functionalism and those who argued for vibrant self-expression. All of these movements and approaches helped, as we will see over the following chapters, to influence or inspire the character of our homes.


The personality of a home


The notion of ‘character’ in relation to our houses and apartments is an important one. Every home has a character, or personality. When we talk of a house that has little personality, we are generally being critical, given that the idea of character has such powerful allure. This sense of character comes from so many different ingredients, including the location and setting; the period and provenance of the building in question; the architectural and interior approach; the selection of materials; the choice of furniture, furnishings, art and books, as well as more personal treasures and curiosities. Our homes can be seen as echoes of our own personalities, yet they also have intrinsic individual characteristics that go well beyond us.


When we discuss character, we are soon reminded that the concept of house and home encompasses so many different roles, functions and possibilities, which overlap with architecture and design but also take us far beyond them. At the most simplistic level, a house is a shelter. Yet, as the writer and philosopher Gaston Bachelard puts it:




Our house is our corner of the world. As has often been said, it is our first universe, a real cosmos in every sense of the word. If we look at it intimately, the humblest dwelling has beauty.1





A cabin or hut has this kind of simple charm and delight, at least in our imaginations. And yet we also talk of the ‘House of God’, or the ‘Houses of Parliament’ or the ‘House of Representatives’ and apply the concept of house and home to some of the most crucial, important and central institutions within our societies and cultures. Even in the absence of organized religion, most villages will have a ‘meeting house’ of some kind that plays a pivotal part in the social make-up of the community. The way that we use the word ‘house’ suggests that it’s not just a shelter, but also a spiritual or emotional focal point for many people. It’s the place most attuned to our own personal experiences, to our family lives and our relationships, while serving as a repository of memories. Even the most ardent Modernist architects, such as Le Corbusier, not only spoke of the house as a functional ‘machine for living in’ but also referred to the beauty, poetry and spirituality of the home:




To build one’s own house is very much like making one’s will…When the time does arrive for building this house, it is not the mason’s nor the craftsman’s moment, but the moment in which every man makes one poem, at any rate, in his life.2





The focus on the poetic reminds us that the home is a crucial place of self-expression for the individual, as well as for the architect or designer. We all want to be able to express our own tastes and aesthetic ideas within our homes and write our own individual ‘poem’. Part of the pleasure of having a home of one’s own is the freedom to make such aesthetic and poetic choices for ourselves.


Many artists and designers have treated their houses as a particular kind of canvas for their own work. During the 1880s, the Swedish artist Carl Larsson famously decorated his country house, Little Hyttnäs, at Sundborn, in a way that echoed his own painting style and then recorded the results – and his family life at home – in his watercolours. Similarly, the British painters and designers Duncan Grant and Vanessa Bell used the walls, doors and surfaces of their East Sussex farmhouse, Charleston, as a canvas for their decorative painting. For artists and architects from Jean Cocteau to Luis Barragán, a wall offered a surface to be filled with images and colour.


The home in the arts and philosophy


In his book The Poetics of Space, Gaston Bachelard explores how the concept of house and home has such a powerful place in art, poetry, literature and our own dreams and imaginations. This connects, also, with the idea of a house as a character in itself and with invented literary houses such as Austen’s Pemberley, Dickens’s Satis House and du Maurier’s Manderley, which feel almost as vivid and ‘real’ as any iconic work of architecture. As Gaston Bachelard says:




Through poems, perhaps more than through recollections, we touch the ultimate poetic depth of the space of a house. This being the case, if I were asked to name the chief benefit of the house, I should say: the house shelters daydreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream in peace.3





Bachelard examines the importance of the house in art, yet also the personal resonance of, for instance, the house in which we were born or where we grew up and how we then carry this with us in our imaginations and memories. His book also serves to underline the importance of house and home within philosophy, as well as art and architecture.


For the writer and philosopher Henry David Thoreau, the cabin that he built for himself near Walden Pond in New England, where he lived for just over two years during the 1840s, represented a thoughtful escape from the pressures of work, commerce and society. It was a self-made escape, or ‘poem’, where he sought to reconnect with nature and the seasons, while trying to concentrate upon his own ideas and ‘spiritual truths’. Part of Thoreau’s resulting book, Walden, looks at the importance of the whole idea of shelter and the value of simplicity:




I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover I had not lived… I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life.4





The German philosopher Martin Heidegger, similarly, preferred to work and write in a simple three-room cabin, known as ‘Heidegger’s Hut’, in the Black Forest mountains. Again, part of the attraction for Heidegger was the combination of simplicity and solitude, which allowed him to focus on the essentials of living and the patterns of his own thoughts. ‘On a deep winter’s night when a wild, pounding snowstorm rages around the cabin and veils and covers everything, that is the perfect time for philosophy,’ Heidegger wrote. ‘Then its questions become simple and essential.’5


The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, however, took a very different view of architectural simplicity (see Haus Wittgenstein and the austerity of minimalism). Asked by his sister, Margaret, to help design her new family home in Vienna, Wittgenstein famously took charge of the project while developing an obsessive eye for detail and precision. The philosopher took a particular interest in the engineering and mechanical systems, while stripping away any decorative ornament or pattern in favour of minimalist purity and austerity.


Thoreau, Heidegger and Wittgenstein were all looking for their own version of domestic simplicity. Yet, as the architect, professor of urbanism and writer Witold Rybczynski has argued, the other great driver of the evolution of the home is comfort. An often underrated quality in architectural circles, comfort is – for most people – an essential requirement for house and home.


In his 1986 book Home: A Short History of an Idea, Rybczynski argues that the quest for comfort rather than technology or engineering has driven the development of the modern home, helping to explain – for example – the importance and relevance of key advances such as gaslight and a fully fledged bathroom. He is critical, though, of the modern interior and the way that it has – in his view – created ‘a rupture in the evolution of domestic comfort’ and goes on to say:




Its emphasis on space has caused it to ignore privacy, just as its interest in industrial-looking materials and objects has led it away from domesticity. Austerity, both visual and tactile, has replaced delight.6





Just as there has been a long battle since the beginning of the 20th century between minimalism and maximalism, there has also been a philosophical struggle, or dialectic, between the desire for simplicity in the home and the desire for comfort, which Rybczynski tends to equate with a nostalgic love of tradition and the past. The good news is that, although our houses and apartments are shaped to a significant extent by shifts in modern architecture and design, we still have plenty of choices about whether we embrace a simpler way of living or opt for maximum comfort.


Designing for oneself and for family and friends


As well as being places of philosophical enquiry and self-expression, for architects houses are also essential laboratories of design. This is especially true of their own homes, many of which are described in this book, and which serve as vital places of experimentation and key drivers for new and original ideas. Here, without the constant demands of a client, architects and designers are liberated to either make their own mistakes or invent the future.


Architects’ homes have often sat at the junction of new movements or stylistic shifts and changes, including the two very different houses that Otto Wagner built for himself in Vienna around the turn of the 19th–20th centuries (see Villa Wagner I and II: from neo-classical to visionary), or the pioneering modern house and studio that Charles and Ray Eames built for themselves in California (see Eames House, home and studio to a power couple), Philip Johnson’s Glass House in Connecticut (see Glass House, a pavilion for viewing nature) and Oscar Niemeyer’s Casa das Canoas. These were architectural manifestos made real.


Similarly, the famous familial commission gifted by generous parents to a young architect who just happened to be their own child has generated some extraordinary and highly inventive houses. Chief among these are Robert Venturi’s house for his mother, Vanna Venturi, on the edge of Philadelphia (see Robert Venturi and the Vanna Venturi House) and Charles Gwathmey’s house on Long Island for his own parents (see 1 and 2).


Such projects offered ways and means to progress new thinking and to experiment with fresh materials, engineering and technology. Yet the same was also true of many enlightened and adventurous patrons of architecture and design, who were prepared to take risks in the pursuit of the creation of homes that were original, bespoke, modern and different. High among them was Edgar Kaufmann and his family, who asked Frank Lloyd Wright to design and build Fallingwater in Pennsylvania and then asked Richard Neutra to create another landmark 20th-century house in the form of the Kaufmann House in Palm Springs.


There were also inadvertent, or reluctant, revolutionaries such as Dr Edith Farnsworth. Having commissioned master architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe to design a weekend escape for her next to the Fox River, near Plano, Illinois, she found herself living in one of the most radical and experimental homes of the post-war period. A see-through house made of glass with a universal, open-plan living space, it was not quite what she expected (see Farnsworth House, the ultimate universal space).


A gentle revolution


Importantly, as this book will hopefully convey as it traverses the course of the 20th and early 21st centuries, houses don’t stay still. Our homes are in motion, always evolving and changing, little by little. Architecture and design are, in themselves, part of a complex continuum that allows houses and buildings the scope to evolve.


During the 20th century, architects explored reinforced concrete, steel frames and curtain walls while pioneering open-plan living, inside–outside connectivity and ‘upside-down houses’, where living spaces on the upper level could take advantage of the best of the views. Some experimented with prefabrication and factory-made houses, as they looked for ways to make good design more affordable and democratic. Gradually, we all learned more about architecture and the various component parts that contributed to modern patterns of living, while balancing the desire for simplicity with the need for both comfort and self-expression.


Looking forward, deep into the 21st century, we already have some idea of where the continuum is going to take us next and a sense of the key themes and preoccupations that will shape our houses and apartments. The green imperative and the need to play our part in the struggle against climate change are already seeing a much greater focus upon sustainability within both the design of our homes and the way that we live in them (see 21st-Century Vernacular). Architecturally, there is an increasing concentration on renewable materials, as well as ways of conserving energy in the home. More generally, a mixture of low-tech and high-tech ideas and systems means that we can lower our own carbon footprints while also moving towards net zero or even opting to take ourselves off the grid. Sustainability will be at the core of the next gentle revolution in residential architecture and design, offering all sorts of advantages. Whatever these changes may be, our houses and homes will remain our most precious and personal havens.





1 Arts & Crafts


The Thoughtful Home
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Charles Rennie Mackintosh – Hill House, Helensburgh, Argyll and Bute, Scotland, 1903
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Edwin Lutyens
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Like the two-faced Roman god, Janus, the architects and designers of the Arts & Crafts movement had the rare advantage of being able to look forwards to the future and backwards to the past at the same time. The Arts & Crafts pioneers of the late 19th and early 20th centuries represented an important period of transition between the old and the new. Architects and designers such as Edwin Lutyens, Charles and Henry Greene, Charles Voysey, Edward Prior and Charles Rennie Mackintosh were precursors – or outriders – for the modern age of architecture and aesthetics that was to come, playing a particularly important role in the evolution of attitudes and approaches to the turn-of-the-century home.


The gods and giants of the Arts & Crafts era, which spanned many different countries and contexts, could be described as romantic progressives. On the one hand, they took particular inspiration from a pre-industrial age, before the rise of the factories and mass production, with a nostalgic appreciation for what they saw as a golden age of artisanal beauty and achievement. There was a particular fascination with the Middle Ages, which Arts & Crafts thinkers revered for the essential simplicity and ‘honesty’ of its architecture and interiors – whether it was a village church or a farmstead. The Middle Ages also offered a marked point of contrast to the growing decorative excesses of the Victorian age, fuelled by the growth of an army of commercial tradesmen and the rise of the factory system.




Time was when the mystery and wonder of handicrafts were well acknowledged by the world, when imagination and fancy mingled with all things made by man; and in those days all handicraftsmen were artists, as we should now call them.





So said one of the founding fathers of the Arts & Crafts movement, William Morris, in a famous lecture of 1877 originally entitled ‘The Decorative Arts’.1 Morris and his disciples argued for the vital reconnection of art and craft, of decoration and design, and for a resurgence of the skilled artisan, whose talent would be truly respected and valued once again. They praised the noble beauty of the applied arts, contrasting such passionate pursuits with the soul-destroying conditions of the factories.


Yet, on the other hand, Morris and many of his followers were avant-garde radicals and adventurers. They wanted the world to be a better and more beautiful place, and saw both design and the decorative arts as a way of making this possible. They rejected the prevailing grandeur of neo-classicism in favour of a more modest but original approach, drawing inspiration from vernacular architecture, including farmhouses, cottages and barns, and there were romantic references to medievalism along with Gothic flourishes now and again. But Arts & Crafts architects also took an innovative approach to spatial planning, adopting more relaxed, fluid and free-flowing plans and layouts than might usually be seen in Georgian and Victorian houses. Architects such as Edward Prior were among the first architects to explore the structural use of concrete for residential commissions, combined with more natural and familiar Arts & Crafts materials such as timber, brick and stone. Greene & Greene in the United States and Charles Rennie Mackintosh in Scotland embraced electricity and electric lighting for their house projects while the technology was still in its infancy, seeing no contradiction between such a distinctly modern medium and a design philosophy that promoted the importance of nature and the handmade. These Arts & Crafts houses, like their designers, looked forwards and backwards at the very same time.


Red House, a slice of utopia


One of the foundation stones of the Arts & Crafts movement was William Morris’s own home, Red House, completed in 1860. The house was designed by Morris and his friend and colleague the architect Philip Webb: the two first met while they were both working in the London architectural office of George Edmund Street. In 1859 Morris married Jane Burden, a muse and model to Pre-Raphaelite painter Dante Gabriel Rossetti, as well as to Morris himself, whose multiple, overlapping talents embraced the art of painting, textile design, poetry and other writing, including novels and translations. Morris wanted to build a new family home for himself and Jane but also wanted to step away from London’s Bloomsbury district, where he had been living since 1856. He settled on Bexleyheath, long before it was swallowed up by the suburbs of southeast London. Back in the early 1860s, the setting was still bucolic, with orchards forming part of the grounds and fields beyond. Here, Morris and Webb designed a new farmhouse, using brick, timber and tile, which helped to generate a vibrant organic character, also expressed in the close synergy between the building and the surrounding gardens.
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Philip Webb and William Morris – Red House, Bexleyheath, Kent, England, 1860





From today’s perspective, Red House may not appear very ‘modern’. There were no fully functioning bathrooms in the way we think of them today (although indoor toilets were included) and there was a semi-traditional pattern of service spaces and servants’ quarters within the L-shaped, two-storey house. But as the architect and architectural critic Sir Hugh Casson once wrote, ‘at the time it was built…it represented a quiet revolution’.2


Morris and Webb placed two of the largest and most significant rooms upstairs, which was otherwise occupied by the bedrooms. Here were Morris’s spacious study and also the drawing room: a generous space, with a vaulted ceiling and a large brick fireplace, which Morris wanted to be ‘the most beautiful room in the world’.3 Light and open, with the feel of a chapel, the room was beautifully detailed with an integrated settle and shelving unit at one end, topped by a miniature minstrels’ gallery and flanked by paintings by Rossetti and fellow Pre-Raphaelite Edward Burne-Jones.


The house featured many integrated, custom-made elements and highly crafted pieces designed by Morris, Webb and others, including stained glass windows, a dresser in the dining room and textiles by William and Jane Morris. The house was a spur to Morris’s own creativity, helping to inspire the beginnings of the decorative arts company that eventually became Morris & Co. There was an order and cohesion to the house that came from this rounded, all-encompassing vision that emanated from Morris himself and his devotion to the bespoke and the handmade. The house adopted multiple layers of character, which held together seamlessly but also modestly, with a degree of restraint throughout that allows the beautifully expressed detailing and the natural charm of the materials to shine through.


Red House represented a kind of romantic dream, or utopian ideal, and certainly there was a strong utopian theme to Morris’s work as a whole and his notion of creating an ‘earthly paradise’. But, like many dreams, it had to come to an end. Despite the couple having two children together, the relationship between William and Jane Morris became increasingly strained, partly because of her close connection and ongoing affair with Rossetti. Just five years later, in 1865, Morris felt the dream had ended and he sold his small slice of utopia. But that did not stop the house, nor Morris himself, becoming key points of reference in the development of the Arts & Crafts movement both in Britain and abroad.


For the celebrated writer and critic Nikolaus Pevsner, part of the importance of Morris and his work was the way in which he focused attention on house and home, rather than on a mansion or a country estate. ‘We owe it to him that an ordinary man’s dwelling-house has once more become worthy of the architect’s thought, and a chair, a wallpaper, or a vase a worthy object of the artist’s imagination.’4 Other leading figures in the Arts & Crafts movement, such as Charles Voysey and Greene & Greene, similarly devoted themselves largely to the domestic sphere, helping to create a ‘school’ of architecture and design that was focused on the residential world above all, while adopting key ideas and principles eloquently laid down by Morris.


Today, we tend to celebrate Morris as a pattern designer and the creator of seductive and sinuous floral wallpapers produced by Morris & Co., which are still highly popular. But Morris was one of the first designers and cultural commentators to begin to question the place of applied ornament in the home, arguing that it needed to have a sense of connection to its setting rather than simply being superficial:




True it is that in many or most cases we have got so used to this ornament, that we look upon it as if it had grown of itself, and note it no more than the mosses on the dry sticks with which we light our fires. So much the worse! For there is the decoration, or some pretence of it, and it has, or ought to have, a use and a meaning.5





Morris argued that ornament had to have relevance and beauty. He believed that decoration offered possibilities for pleasure, both for the user and the maker, but only when it had some meaning. For him, that meaning came from an ‘alliance with nature’. For Arts & Crafts architects and designers, the natural beauty of the materials themselves, especially timber and stone, often was enough and could be simply made to shine through craftsmanship. There is a degree of restraint as well as modesty to many Arts & Crafts homes, beginning with Red House, where the intrinsic character of these materials was just as important as the considered, meaningful use of pattern and decoration. The same was true of Arts & Crafts furniture, which tended to be simpler, plainer and lighter in tone than much of the work of Victorian makers and upholsterers, with the joints, techniques and methodology exposed and seen as part of the whole rather than hidden away.


Understated beauty in The Homestead


This sense of restraint, order, modesty and cohesion shines through in the work of architects such as Charles Voysey and Mackay Hugh Baillie Scott, who were designing houses and interiors in the early years of the 20th century. Voysey’s houses, such as The Homestead (completed 1905) in Frinton-on-Sea, have a calm sense of beauty, where everything is, of course, beautifully made but also thoughtfully conceived with an eye upon the whole, from the overall architecture down to small details like the handmade timber door latches. Like Morris, Voysey was a wallpaper and textile designer, with a love of motifs drawn from nature such as birds and trees, yet at The Homestead – designed for a bachelor in the insurance industry – the interiors are beautifully rounded and understated. Voysey explained the benefits of his approach:




Try the effect of a well-proportioned room, with white washed walls, plain carpet and simple oak furniture, and nothing in it but necessary articles of use, and one pure ornament in the form of a simple vase of flowers, not a cosmopolitan crowd of all sorts, but one or two sprays of one kind, and you will then find reflections begin to dance on your brain; each object will be received on the retina, and understood, classified and dismissed from the mind, and you will be free as a bird to wander in the sunshine or storm of your own thoughts.6





The Homestead, like so many of Voysey’s houses, has many charms and playful touches, such as an occasional porthole window facing the garden in the sitting room and its welcoming inglenook fireplace – the hearth was always a key focal point in Arts & Crafts houses. Yet Voysey, like Morris, took a careful and considered approach to pattern and ornament so that it would never be overwhelming. There was as much pleasure in the simple brick arch over the inglenook as in the few small birds punctuating the white tiles around the fireside, in a living space that was warm and welcoming and offered the feeling of liberation that Voysey thought so important and valuable.
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Charles Voysey – The Homestead, Frinton-on-Sea, Essex, England, 1905





Voewood, a foretaste of open-plan living


In the early years of the 20th century, Arts & Crafts architects began to explore ideas and techniques that we now associate with modern architecture and modern living. A prime example is Edward Prior’s Voewood in Holt, Norfolk, completed in 1905, which was one of the first houses in Britain built using reinforced concrete, even if there were few outward signs of it, given that the exterior was finished with brick and local flint.


Voewood (which was also known as Home Place for many years) was commissioned by the Reverend Percy Lloyd, who hoped that the rural setting, not far from the coast, would be of benefit to his wife, who was in poor health. Prior designed the house to connect to the gardens, providing terraces and two integrated verandahs, or ‘cloisters’, where the Lloyds could enjoy the fresh air. The sunken gardens in front of the house were created as Prior’s workmen excavated the flint and aggregates used to build Voewood, lending it a highly organic, contextual charm.


For the three-storey house, Prior used an innovative butterfly floor plan (which has two or more wings at angles of about 45 degrees to the house’s core), with the two wings pushing outwards towards the sunken garden. It was a plan favoured by Prior, together with a number of other Edwardian architects, as it allowed him to maximize the sense of light and the connections with the surroundings. It also created the opportunity to create a double-height ‘great room’ at the very heart of the house.


Partly inspired by the idea of the medieval great hall, this fluid, open-plan living space was another big favourite among Arts & Crafts architects. Prior’s generously proportioned great room offered drama, light, volume and open space. There was a vast inglenook fireplace to one side and an open-sided gallery to the other, at first-floor level. The mezzanine gallery doubled as a landing connecting the bedrooms in the wings and as a modern take on the minstrels’ lookout. The great room looked to the past, yet was also a foretaste of open-plan living and the idea of a living space suited to many different uses.
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Edward Prior – Voewood, Holt, Norfolk, England, 1905





Like Voysey, Prior was determined to allow the crafted character of the materials to shine through, both within and without. Flint is a commonly used material in north Norfolk, and Prior used it to great effect, combining it with candy-twist chimneys made of brick with a gentle spiral pattern. Inside, the staircase, floors and doors are largely in timber, highly crafted and simply expressed.


Looking at Voewood and its gardens today, it seems extraordinary that Mrs Lloyd was not enamoured by it. Yet she was reluctant to spend time here and the Lloyds soon rented out the house, which became successively a boys’ school, a cottage hospital and a retirement home until it was eventually restored by rare-book dealer Simon Finch, who carefully turned it back into a home.


Arts & Crafts on the international stage


Importantly, Arts & Crafts was a movement with an international resonance that spread far and wide, becoming one of the first of many cross-border cultural and design movements that spanned the 20th century. There was a strong Arts & Crafts strand in parts of Europe, particularly in Finland and Hungary, while it was also one of the influences that played upon architects of the Vienna Secession. In addition, parallels have been drawn with a revitalized craft tradition in Japan at around the same time.


But it was in North America that Arts & Crafts, or Craftsman Style, truly flourished. There was an English influence, particularly from Morris, but American Arts & Crafts architects and designers soon began to develop their own unique version of the aesthetic, which resonated widely with an American audience. This was, in part, because it fitted in with a growing desire to create a new kind of home that was distinctively American in character, rather than a variant of Mediterranean, Tudor, Spanish Revival or other styles largely imported from Europe. Towards the end of the 19th century and into the early 20th, American architects, including Frank Lloyd Wright, saw a way of combining ideas promoted by Morris and others with their own outlook and their heartfelt ambition to create a style well rooted in American contexts and landscapes. With its thoughtful modesty, the Arts & Crafts ethos sat well with American architects and designers who wanted to create a more authentic, democratic aesthetic for the home while drawing on indigenous, local, natural materials that helped reinforce the bonds with land and location.


Furniture manufacturer Gustav Stickley promoted the Arts & Crafts design philosophy in his work while also, in 1901, launching a magazine called The Craftsman, which became a vehicle for spreading the gospel across North America. Within a few years, the highly ambitious Stickley had launched a ‘Home Builders’ Club’ for subscribers and had begun making architectural plans for houses available to his readers.


Gamble House, a handcrafted original


On the West Coast, the most famous proponents of the Arts & Crafts style were Charles and Henry Greene, and their most accomplished achievement was the Gamble House (completed 1908) in a district of Pasadena known as ‘Little Switzerland’. The house was designed for David Gamble, the wealthy son of the co-founder of the Cincinnati-based Procter & Gamble soap and tallow company, and his wife, Mary. The Gambles commissioned Greene & Greene to design a winter residence in Pasadena for themselves, their three children and Mary’s sister, Aunt Julia. The generous budget available offered the Greenes the opportunity to create a home that was more ambitious, sophisticated and cutting-edge than anything they had done before but that was still infused with an Arts & Crafts, or Craftsman, ethos. In 1907, nearly two years before the completion of the Gamble House, Charles Greene wrote:




Let us begin all over again. We have got to have bricks and stone and wood and plaster: common, homely, cheap materials, every one of them. Leave them as they are…why disguise them? The noblest work of art is to make these common things beautiful.7





The Gamble House was not exactly cheap, but the sentiments expressed chimed with those put forward by Morris and Voysey. The Gambles’ home is elegantly made, but much of the intrinsic warmth comes from the careful use of timber rather than applied ornament. There’s something of a Japanese or Asian influence, particularly within the design of the branch-and-blossom stained glass in the hallway and dining room, as well as a touch of the American–Swiss-chalet style that permeates part of Pasadena, but the Greenes’ work is a true handcrafted original.
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Greene & Greene – Gamble House, Pasadena, California, United States,1908





The shingle-coated building is arranged over two principal floors and was designed to promote strong synergy with the outdoors and the fresh air. Terraces around the house, plus sleeping porches on the upper storey alongside three of the larger bedrooms, offer open-sided retreats on warm nights and for daytime escapism. Like so many Arts & Crafts houses in England, the architecture and interiors were designed by the same authors, lending clarity and purity to the results. A range of woods (including oak, cedar, ash, redwood, mahogany, maple and walnut) has been used for walls, floors, ceilings and a great deal of integrated furniture, including the fitted benches by the inglenook in the living room. Much of the joinery features rounded edges, which subtly soften the interiors throughout.


But the Gambles also wanted a ‘modern’ house. There was an internal intercom system and electric lighting, or lanterns, throughout. Electricity in the home was still something of a rarity in the early years of the 20th century and was treated by many with worry and suspicion, particularly concerning its potential impact on health and eyesight. Yet many Arts & Crafts makers, including Louis Comfort Tiffany, embraced electric lighting even if they did take a more expressive approach to its design, which stepped into the more ornate realm of Art Nouveau. Electric lighting was, in itself, a new medium that was to rapidly transform the home over the following years in ways that are hard to imagine from the perspective of the 21st century.


On the cusp of change at Hill House


In Scotland, Charles Rennie Mackintosh famously combined elements of Arts & Crafts, Art Nouveau and Scottish vernacular to create a fusion style all of his own. He shared many ideals and interests with Arts & Crafts architects but also had a particular passion for Japanese craft, an awareness of shifting aesthetic styles (particularly Art Nouveau) on the European continent and a deep-rooted understanding of Scottish vernacular. All of these interests came together in his work, tied up with the idea of creating something fresh, original and new fitted to the turn of the century.


In the residential realm, one of the fullest examples of Mackintosh’s convergent style was Hill House in Helensburgh. Around 40km (25 miles) west of Glasgow, this house was built for the publisher Walter W Blackie and his wife, Anna. The exterior of the house, which was completed in 1903, has the feel of a reinvented Scottish baronial castle. A rendered sandstone façade lends a sculptural quality to the building, with its towering chimneys and an extraordinary semi-cylindrical drum to one side holding the main staircase, reminiscent of a submarine’s conning tower. It’s a building that feels on the cusp of change, somewhere between tradition and modernity.


From the outside the house looks almost austere, with nothing – at Blackie’s request – in the way of ‘adventitious ornament’. But Mackintosh and his wife and design partner, Margaret Macdonald, were given control over almost every aspect of the interiors, including much of the furniture and the distinctive gas lighting designs. There are highly romantic and uplifting spaces full of light, such as the drawing room, with its fitted window seat overlooking the garden, wall stencils and fireplace with a mosaic tile surround, or the master bedroom with its vaulted ceiling, rose stencils on the walls and fitted wardrobes. There are also more masculine, traditional rooms like Mr Blackie’s library and the dining room, where the family introduced some of their own furniture. Such contrasts add to the intriguing complexities of a house sitting upon the boundary between two different worlds.


Castle Drogo, an inspirational folly


If we are searching for the end of the Arts & Crafts era, then we could carry on through to 1930 and consider the completion of Sir Edwin Lutyens’s Castle Drogo in Devon. Often described as England’s ‘last castle’, Drogo was another hybrid that spoke of the past and the future. The castle was commissioned in 1910 by Julius Drewe, who had made a fortune at a young age after co-founding the Home & Colonial Stores retail business. With both time and money to play with, Drewe became fascinated by his own family history and saw Drogo as an opportunity to create a new family seat. In the end, the project would take nearly 20 years to complete, at a vast cost way beyond the £60,000 originally anticipated.


Drewe turned to Lutyens, who was to become one of England’s greatest architects and was at the height of a career that eventually spanned six decades and hundreds of projects. Among Lutyens’s own heroes were Webb and Morris and, while Lutyens also explored neo-classicism, much of his work embraced Arts & Crafts thinking, along with multiple close collaborations with the celebrated garden designer Gertrude Jekyll. One of Lutyens’s most delightful early houses in an Arts & Crafts style was Goddards (1900) in Surrey, complete with a butterfly floor plan, a central ‘great room’, and an indoor skittle (ninepins) alley in one of the two wings.


Drogo was on another scale entirely, originally conceived of as a vast Y-shaped building with two projecting wings and an epic great hall at the centre. Over time, the original plans were radically scaled back, but the house still retains an epic monumentality that spans the medieval and the modern. The castellated granite exterior, using stone from a nearby quarry, is pared down to create an almost abstract, unadorned outline, with the bands of stone echoing geological strata; elements like the small chapel alongside the main house look like sculptures or maquettes (preliminary models). Circulation spaces are almost minimalist in character but are juxtaposed with more colourful family spaces such as the panelled drawing room. The semi-subterranean kitchen is a wonder in itself, top-lit by a domed lantern window, and reads as an echo of the Middle Ages, yet the house also had its own lifts and its own electric power supply from two hydroelectric turbines. The craftsmanship throughout is exquisitely, and expensively, done even if the asphalt-coated roof soon began to leak.


After Julius Drewe lost his eldest son in World War I, the feeling that Drogo was a folly gathered pace and the house was only completed a year before Drewe himself passed away. But the last castle was a glorious folly, a decidedly immodest dream space encapsulating different times, centuries and styles. It was an enigmatic epitaph to the Arts & Crafts era, but so unique and varied in itself that it was also a rich source of inspiration for Post-Modernists such as Robert Venturi, who found much to admire in Castle Drogo’s complex fusion of forms and wonders.




[image: illustration]


Edwin Lutyens – Castle Drogo, Drewsteignton, Devon, England, 1930








2 Ornament & Crime


Vienna & Beyond
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Otto Wagner – Villa Wagner I, Vienna, Austria, 1886
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Over the course of around 20 years, spanning the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Vienna saw a miniature revolution that carried the city all the way from traditional architecture and design through to the brink of Modernism itself and a whole new way of living. During this time, Viennese architects and artists shifted away from traditional historicism and plunged headlong into Art Nouveau – known in Vienna as the Wiener Secession (‘Vienna Secession’) – before questioning this movement’s undeniable passion for ornamental excess and declaring it close to aesthetically bankrupt. It was a rollercoaster journey through a broad spectrum of very different aesthetics, offering an extraordinary microcosm of a wider, global debate around the role of decoration in design compared with the need for an emphasis on logic and function. This story was told in Vienna, as elsewhere, in the form of a sequence of ground-breaking houses.


Art Nouveau was, in itself, a complex and glorious mass of contradictions. On paper, Art Nouveau architects and designers had a good deal in common with their brothers and sisters in the Arts & Crafts movement, championed by William Morris and his followers (see here). They shared a suspicion of industrialization and mass production, arguing in favour of the skilled maker and the bespoke. They largely agreed on the need for change, the idea of making the world (and the home) a better place through design and the principle that each age must produce a design philosophy that would hold a mirror to the times. Some architects, such as Charles Rennie Mackintosh of the Glasgow School and the Finnish architect Eliel Saarinen, managed to work successfully across the borders of both Arts & Crafts and Art Nouveau without getting too confused. Yet in other ways, the two movements were like chalk and cheese.


Many Art Nouveau, or Secessionist, architects and designers saw a good deal to admire in Morris’s work and his focus upon the individual craftsmanship of the skilled artisan rather than machine age mass production. But while Morris and his disciples took inspiration from the pre-industrial age, the Secessionists wanted to break with the past; this was ‘Art Nouveau’, after all, and represented a new beginning. While Arts & Crafts designers believed in the example and influence of nature and the natural world, they also gravitated towards a simplicity of form and the honest, unadorned celebration of the character of natural materials. This often put them at odds with Art Nouveau designers, who saw mother nature as the richest source of pattern, colour and exuberant decoration. Arts & Crafts interiors tended to be calm and quiet, while Art Nouveau was, in comparison, an exotic aesthetic riot.


Art Nouveau was embraced by the French, in particular, with the name thought to be derived from a Parisian art gallery called Maison de l’Art Nouveau, opened in 1895 by the dealer Siegfried Bing. The movement was popularized by the Paris Exposition Universelle (‘Universal Exhibition’) of 1900 and spread its tendrils to many major European cities. A focal point was the city of Nancy, where furniture designer Louis Majorelle famously collaborated with architect Henri Sauvage on the design of his own house, Villa Majorelle (1902) – a flamboyant dream home full of sinuous curves, floral patterns and applied ornament, which was even used to great effect on the guttering. Other hot spots included Brussels, where architect Victor Horta made a strong impression, and Barcelona, which was the playground of Antoni Gaudí, the leading proponent of Modernisme, as the Catalans preferred to label their own version of Art Nouveau. And then there was the Vienna Secession, which connected in various ways with the lives and work of three highly influential proto-Modernist architects: Otto Wagner, Josef Hoffmann and Adolf Loos.


The Vienna Secession began in 1897, after a group of Viennese artists and architects split from the Association of Austrian Artists and the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts. The Secessionists wanted to veer away from the traditional historicism of the Academy and create a more inclusive collective, which embraced many different aspects of art, architecture and the decorative arts, while also connecting with like-minded groups internationally. Early members of the group included Wagner, Hoffmann and the painters Gustav Klimt and Egon Schiele, with the Secessionists creating their own exhibition space – the Secession Building (1898) – at the centre of the city, which was designed by Joseph Maria Olbrich, a student of Wagner.



Villa Wagner I and II: from neo-classical to visionary


Wagner designed two houses for himself in Vienna, more than a quarter of a century apart, which suggest in themselves how far the architect travelled from an establishment figure grounded in neo-classicism to something approaching a radical and, for some, a visionary. Villa Wagner I was completed in 1886, five years after his second marriage, to Louise Stiffel, who was eighteen years younger. By this time Wagner was already a respected figure, who had designed apartment buildings and the Austrian Länderbank offices (1884) in Vienna. His new house was described as an ‘Italian dream’, situated on the edge of parkland and surrounded by formal gardens. A hymn to historicism, this was essentially a neo-classical villa in the Palladian style (a 17th–18th-century style based on the architecture of the 16th-century Italian architect Palladio). Steps ascended to a dramatic colonnaded portico (a porch with the roof supported by columns) around a grand entrance that led into the piano nobile – an elevated principal storey in the Italian manner. Two subservient pergolas projected outwards, one at each end of the villa. In 1899, at the height of the Secession, Wagner converted one of these into a studio and the other into a garden room with ornate Art Nouveau stained glass windows, both designed by artist Adolf Böhm.


By 1912, when Wagner built Villa Wagner II in the same street, everything had changed. Increasingly, Wagner had begun to question the meaning of modernity and, in 1894, during an address at the Academy of Fine Arts, where he had been made a professor, he spoke of the need for architecture that was truly contemporary:




Art and artists should and must represent their times. Our future salvation cannot consist in mimicking all the stylistic tendencies that occurred during the last decades…Art in its nascence must be imbued by the realism of our times.1





Two years later, in 1896, Wagner published the first edition of his book Modern Architecture, just before the formation of the Secession and his own break from the Academy. During the late 1890s and early 1900s Wagner’s work embraced the Art Nouveau Secessionist style, as seen in – for example – the ornate façades and interiors of the three Linke Wienzeile apartment buildings, completed in 1898. Yet not long after that, Wagner moved towards a more functional and pared-down approach, as seen in the Döblergasse apartment building, built in 1909–11, when he was in his late 60s.
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Otto Wagner – Villa Wagner II, Vienna, Austria, 1912





By the time that Villa Wagner II was finished, in 1912, Wagner had arrived at something close to early Modernism, with a crisp, linear outline, a rhythmic, repeating pattern of geometric windows, and decorative restraint, which he explained in his notes on the house:




What was decisive for the ground plan was the desire for a strong conveyance of light within the rooms combined with its functional and individualised layout, the simplicity and durability of the construction, and the utilisation of those materials which industry had recently put at our disposal (patent plaster, sheet glass, marble décor, reinforced concrete, asphalt, fibre cement, glass mosaic, aluminium, magnalium, etc).2





As Wagner says, the house made the most of what were then new and modern materials, which help to define its character. The windows, for instance, use large sheets of glass rather than multiple glazing bars, and the house is neatly rendered, with a relatively simple band of blue glass panels punctuating the white façade. This simplicity creates a vivid contrast with Villa Wagner I and the architect’s high Secession buildings in the Art Nouveau style. The scale of the house itself is modest, given that Wagner originally thought of it as a ‘widow’s residence’ for his much younger wife, for use after his death – although, in the end, it was Louise who passed away before him, in 1915. The architect could not bear to live in the house alone and moved into an apartment in the Döblergasse building.


Palais Stoclet, a total work of art


Wagner’s rapid architectural journey through style and aesthetics was echoed in the voyage taken by his former student, Josef Hoffmann. One of the founders of the Secession, Hoffmann had studied with Wagner at the Academy of Fine Arts and worked in his professor’s architectural practice for a time. He was one of the most active protagonists in the early years of the Secession, designing a number of key exhibitions at the Secession Building. These included an 1899 show of work by Charles Rennie Mackintosh, whose designs Hoffmann greatly admired. Hoffmann was also active within the workshops and ateliers of the Wiener Werkstätte (‘Vienna Workshops’), an influential cooperative of architects, artists and designers that he had co-founded in 1903. Like Wagner, Hoffmann argued that art and architecture needed to hold a mirror to the age and reflect the new century, while ‘repeatedly searching our souls for our own forms, and finally by pushing away from ourselves with force the last strains of an obsolete, inebriated mix-up of styles’.3


During the early years of the 20th century, Hoffmann became a Viennese ‘starchitect’, developing a growing portfolio of commissions, including the Purkersdorf Sanatorium (1905) on the outskirts of Vienna. Built with reinforced concrete, this marked a key step on Hoffmann’s own path towards modernity, encompassing a rigorous approach to geometry, symmetry, form and function. The interiors and furnishings were by either Hoffmann or his associates at the Wiener Werkstätte. The same was true of a series of increasingly ambitious and luxurious residences that Hoffmann designed in and around Vienna over the following years, including the Ast Residence (1911) for the wealthy building contractor Eduard Ast and the Skywa-Primavesi Residence (1915) for the industrialist Robert Primavesi.


Hoffmann was especially committed to the idea of a Gesamtkunstwerk, or ‘total work of art’, which became intimately connected with the Art Nouveau/Secessionist style and its architects. For the design of houses, the ideal of totality meant that the architect assumed overall responsibility for everything: architecture, interiors, furniture and furnishings. This represented an important alternative to the teamwork approach, where a house would be put together by a collection of tradesmen, suppliers and guildsmen, each with a particular area of expertise. The teamwork approach was usual during the 19th and early 20th centuries, with each trade jealously guarding its own territory, but architects like Hoffmann pushed the Gesamtkunstwerk as a way of achieving a more harmonious, cohesive result, where each strand of the design was part of one clear vision. The idea of totality pioneered by Hoffmann and others was to play a key part in the evolution of modern architecture and especially the home, as architects increasingly made a ‘landgrab’ for control, while pushing for unity of purpose and connectivity of passion and prose.


For Hoffmann, one of the greatest examples of a residential Gesamtkunstwerk was Palais Stoclet (1911), which was not actually in Vienna at all, but in Brussels. Adolphe Stoclet was from a wealthy Belgian banking family and settled in Vienna for a time after marrying Suzanne Stevens, the daughter of a Parisian art dealer. In Vienna, the young couple immersed themselves in the world of the Secession and met Josef Hoffmann, whom they first approached with the intention of asking him to design a new house for them in the city. But after the death of Adolphe’s father, the Stoclets needed to return to Brussels, taking the idea of a Hoffmann Gesamtkunstwerk with them.


The result was a modern palace, three storeys high, which has been described as one of the most influential buildings of the 20th century, partly for the purity and cohesion of the design, which included architecture, interiors and furniture as well as spacious gardens and multiple terraces – Hoffmann even designed the silver-plated guestbook. From the outside, the Palais has the look of a transitional building somewhere between tradition and modernity. There is the sense of scale and grandeur that one expects of a luxurious period residence, with the entire Palais coated in marble, yet there is also a largely linear, almost cubist quality to much of the house, even if this is subtly subverted at times. The tower that crowns the building steps upwards like a ziggurat, topped with German sculptor Franz Metzner’s four bronze figures, looking out across the city. The windows are generous, bringing in a rich quality of light, while Hoffmann also accentuated the relationship between house and garden, using the terraces as a happy border between them, as well as adding a rooftop conservatory.
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Josef Hoffmann – Palais Stoclet, Brussels, Belgium, 1911





Inside, the opulence continued but remained within the always coherent context of Hoffmann’s vision for the project. A double-height great hall served as the main salon, pushing out into a large bay window and bordered by a gallery, while the dining room features murals by fellow Secessionist Gustav Klimt. The sense of luxury carries through to the bathrooms, which had become places of indulgence in themselves, presaging the opulent spa-like sanctuaries of the Art Deco era. The Stoclet’s own spacious bathroom featured a vast marble bathtub, which could also be used for showering, and a choice of comfortable seating. Even the kitchen was part of the Gesamtkunstwerk, with its striking fitted, glass-fronted cupboards and pendant ceiling lights; in many ways, this rational, functional, pared-down space was one of the most truly modern elements in the house, even if it was largely the preserve of servants and staff. The choice of materials was carefully considered, with a profusion of marble, teak and palisander (a type of rosewood), and there was an emphasis throughout upon the bespoke and the unique.


Palais Stoclet is considered Hoffmann’s masterpiece. It helped to carry his reputation (and by extension those of the Secession and the Wiener Werkstätte) well beyond Vienna, with the house resonating in Belgium, Germany, Czechoslovakia and other parts of Europe, as Hoffmann picked up fresh commissions across the Continent. Yet he remained focused upon Vienna, marrying a Weiner Werkstätte fashion model, Karla Schmatz, in 1925, designing Wagner’s memorial in 1929 and eventually, in 1948, becoming President of the revived Vienna Secession.
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