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Introduction


A particular history
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The Vleeshuis in Ghent, Belgium, by Coussée & Goris: a centre for the promotion of products from Flanders, housed in a medieval food hall.


History is one of a series of discourses about the world. These discourses do not create the world but they do appropriate it and give it all the meaning it has. 1


This book outlines a history of modern interior architecture and design, told through a selection of spaces designed since 1900, each created autonomously within the envelope of an existing building. Whilst the architectural container or context is acknowledged in every case, the interiors have all been created in a historically and stylistically independent manner. These interiors thus constitute what might be considered ‘exemplary’ forms of interior space. In other words, the creation of interior space through reuse – independently of, as opposed to simultaneously with, the envelope in which they are contained – most clearly highlights the archetypal forms of interior architecture and design.


The history of interior architecture and design is often outlined in parallel with the development of architecture. But the process of creating an interior is quite different from the process of making architecture, a procedure where ‘new build’ is the primary form of spatial expression. The creation of an interior is generally based on an understanding of, and a working in conjunction with, existing spaces and buildings. Whether the existing component of this process is a real building, or merely the outline of a project drawn on a screen or a page, the given space will often provide the impetus for the design and hence the creation of the interior space. Therefore the history of interior architecture and design cannot adequately be articulated by a history of architecture – the enclosure within which it is contained.


This approach excludes many buildings that house what may be considered ‘classic’ examples of modern spaces, including interiors that have been used to delineate the discourse of the broader history of the built environment. However, the general history of the built environment and its associated canon is already well covered. The hope is that this approach will allow the history of interior space to be viewed as a distinct entity, independent of the established norms of other built environment histories – particularly architecture – and enable the discipline of the design of interior space in existing buildings to develop its own spatial and historical discourse.


It is widely acknowledged that the design of the interior is a multidisciplinary and diverse practice. It is a process that is undertaken by many built environment specialists, ranging from designers and architects to installation artists, decorators and conservationists. It is a field of study that is primarily engaged with the creation of a range of environments that articulate a multiplicity of spatial functions and identities.


[image: image]


A drawing of Frank’s Café, a temporary restaurant set on top of a multi-storey car park in Peckham, London, UK, by Practice Architecture.


The understanding of inside space can involve a broad and expansive enquiry – one that touches upon a wide range of spatial subjects, including buildings, the environment, human occupation, scenography, performative environments and issues concerning materiality and the body. It might involve pragmatic issues, such as fabrication, or it might concern more esoteric circumstances, such as the psychological or atmospheric conditions of inside space. Whatever form or function an interior manifests, and whatever qualities it communicates, the end product is always the result of a diverse and assorted range of spatial processes and practices.
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Classical busts displayed next to the turbine engines at the Montemartini power plant in the Capitoline Museum annexe, Rome, Italy.
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A sleek steel tower by Surface Architects containing services for the medical school library at Queen Mary, University of London, housed in the church of St Augustine and St Philip, Whitechapel, London.


Reusing buildings


Broadly speaking, for the interior designer, there will be two approaches: the first is the integrated, where the interior is indivisible from the structure and where pattern, form, texture and lighting are part of the architecture, and qualities of permanence and monumentality are sought. The second, which may be termed the ‘Superimposed’, is where the interior is required to be more flexible and easily modified or even transformed without mutilating the architecture in which it is temporarily contained. 2


The reuse of existing buildings to create interior space allows the designer to select and choose how to construct and form space via the information derived from the existing environment. As Hugh Casson suggested in his influential 1968 book on interiors, Inscape, this may manifest itself in two ways: as an integrated interior, where old and new are difficult to separate, or as one where the interior is pronounced, creating a distinctive layer inside the extant space. Whichever method or approach is taken, it is clear that the existing and the new share a close relationship, and both respond in some way to each other’s qualities.


The other distinguishing feature of an interior is its close connection to inhabitation and occupation. The interior is often cited as the barometer of the culture and life of its inhabitants. As Bourdieu states:


The interior marks the perspective of the subject, his relationship to himself and to the world. 3


Interior space encloses the daily routines of human life. Different spaces will invoke different responses, depending on their function and organization, their history and atmosphere, and their environmental and material conditions. At the centre of this activity is the ‘room’ – an enclosure of space within which occupancy, in its myriad forms, takes place. In the chapters of this book, ‘occupancy’ is used to describe use rather than function. This is in order to suggest the looser, more ambiguous form of inhabitation reflected by the adaptation of existing buildings for new use.


The precise qualities of functionalism – which is a central principle of Modernism – generally prevent any spatial ambiguities, as indicated by the aphorism ‘form follows function’. When buildings are reused, however, function becomes a highly flexible element of the design process. The new form will follow the new occupation rather than the previous function, albeit possibly influenced by the old form of the building.


So the reuse of buildings is more correctly described through patterns of occupation. Rodolfo Machado clearly states this when talking about functionalism and form in his seminal essay ‘Old Buildings as Palimpsest’:


Another element that can increase the potential for criticism [in remodelling] is the notion of ‘type’ in architecture. Through it one can easily conceive of a remodelling activity that deals with the notion of type transformation. This could be the most critical function remodelling could offer, considering the antithesis toward the notion of type in the premise of the modern movement. 4
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Lehrer Architects’ own office, housed in a huge open-plan warehouse in Silverlake, Los Angeles, USA.
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The reception of the Una Hotel Vittoria in Florence, Italy, by Fabio Novembre. The entrance area is dominated by a loop of mosaic tiles that flow through the reception to form the desk.
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The Olivetti showroom in Venice, Italy, by Carlo Scarpa.


The interior canon


In contrast to history’s linear composition, canons can be composed of diverse juxtapositions, where seemingly diverse types, different time frames and cultures can be brought together as a singular concept. 5


The development of a canon, a list of key moments in history, will always be contentious. The outlines of the discipline of interior space are ambiguous and fluid, a position that arguably requires a nimble and dexterous approach, but which also allows the subject to be constantly redefined – in my view, a positive attribute. The evolution of the interior as a discipline with its own theoretical underpinning and histories must be mapped out in order to reinforce the perception of this as a substantial discipline in its own right.


Interior architecture, design and decoration are subjects that are quite often perceived as intellectually lightweight. The teaching and understanding of interiors have generally had to rely on spatial, sociological and even literary theory and supposition, using ideas that never really quite fit. This has, in turn, created the lack of a philosophical ‘identity’, distinct from other built environment disciplines. The result has been a paucity of serious publications underpinning the independent history and theory of the subject.


The prominence of the interior on television and in the media, in the form of cosmetic makeover shows, however misrepresentative of the discipline, suggests an appetite for its understanding and consumption. At this point in time, in the UK, the USA and around the world, the discipline has attained a unique status, allowing critical assessment through both existing and new sets of parameters. I hope that this book will not only contribute to a much-needed body of knowledge in this sphere, but also add to these changes and outline a history of the discipline at this critical juncture.


About this book


As mentioned above, this book is organized around forms of ‘occupation’. The ambiguity inherent in the description of the six spatial types that constitute the chapters of this book hopefully makes explicit the loose fit of interior and building envelope. The six forms of occupation are: Home, Work, Shop, Display, Leisure and Culture. Each chapter includes an introductory contextual essay that explores ideas and earlier developments in each particular category. This is then followed by a series of historical and contemporary exemplary interiors, which are analysed in more depth. Each case study is contextualized by location, immediate environment and exterior or architectural envelope. It is then examined in depth by establishing its relationship and position within the existing building, its planning and organization of rooms, its form and structure, detail and furnishing, atmosphere, colour and materiality. This information is arranged under the headings of Context, Concept, Organization and Detail – four key stages in the process of making interior space. Formal drawings, such as plans and sections, alongside diagrams, sketches and photographs support the case studies throughout.
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The kitchen area of Allan Wexler’s Crate House, an experimental house that is divided into the essential elements required for a living space.


1Keith Jenkins, Re-thinking History, Routledge, 1991, p.5


2Hugh Casson, Inscape, Architectural Press, 1968, p.17


3Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, translated by Richard Nice, Harvard University Press, 1984, p.128


4Rodolfo Machado, ‘Old Buildings as Palimpsest’, Progressive Architecture, November 1976, p.49


5Suzie Attiwill, ‘What’s in a Canon?’, in Edward Hollis et al. (editors), Thinking Inside the Box: A Reader in Interiors for the 21st Century, Middlesex University Press, 2007, p.65




CHAPTER 1 Home


There is no way of isolating living experience from spatial experience. 1


The home, more than any other interior space, offers a clear indication of the constant and changing nature of patterns of social activity. Domestic space is a personal reflection of its inhabitants – a sign of their values and aspirations, a record of their character, culture and lifestyle. Therefore adapting a building in order to house its new inhabitants always places an emphasis upon the relationship and connections between both the lived experience of the space and its new occupation.


Domestic space often comprises a series of rooms that perform various domestic functions, such as cooking, eating, sleeping, relaxing and washing. The home will also enclose more esoteric entities such as memories, collections of objects and sentimental items – matter that has been solidified by the rituals of everyday life until it represents a person not only to themselves but also to other people. Therefore, when adapting a building to make a home, the composite of meanings, from the past, present and the future, form a complex weave of material and immaterial conditions. These are circumstances and situations that the designer can select and edit as required. As Doris Salcedo suggested in the above quotation, both spatial and living experiences are entwined to such an extent that there is no way of unpicking or separating them. The making of a home in an existing building always involves the amalgamation and manipulation of both lived and about-to-be-lived experiences.


The developed surface


The interior emerged in addition to constructional, ornamental and surface definitions of inside space that were architectural. The interior was articulated through decoration, the literal covering of the inside of an architectural ‘shell’ with the soft ‘stuff’ of furnishing. 2


The history of the home, created from reusing existing buildings, is a narrative that consists of the relationships between the past, present and future. The family house created by Sir John Soane between 1792 and 1823 epitomizes this narrative. Soane remodelled three adjoining London townhouses in Lincoln’s Inn Fields to create his family home. A striking feature of the interior of the house was the placement of objects that Soane had collected on his travels – a habit that from 1811 grew into an obsession, fuelled by the refusal of his sons to follow him into the profession of architecture.


What began as an understandable aspiration for an heir soured into an obsessive dream. 3


Traditional collectables such as prints and paintings were accumulated and displayed in the house, alongside objects as diverse as death masks, casts and even a tomb (the sarcophagus of King Seti of Egypt, which was placed in the basement). Each object was carefully positioned in the interior. The density of these clustered objects embodied the obsessive and compulsive nature of Soane, the fervent collector.
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Looking east across the collection of objects in the dome area of the Soane Museum. A bust of Soane by Sir Francis Leggatt Chantrey is placed at the centre of the balustrade.


In Soane’s house the connection between the past, lived experience and the present was contained in this collection. The casts, statues and reliquary souvenirs that were attached to the walls and surfaces of the building formed a lining of the architectural envelope and created a skin that was independent of the existing shell and one that reflected the past back to the occupants. Soane’s house exemplifies the close connection between lived and spatial experience. It also embodies the notion of the domestic interior as essentially a surface condition, a lining of an existing building shell – a condition that is, as Charles Rice suggested above, one of the defining characteristics of the nature of interior space.


Modernism and the home


The beginning of the twentieth century was dominated by the reformative zeal of Modernism, which concerned itself, amongst other things, with the function of domestic space – culminating with the infamous claim by Le Corbusier that the house was a machine, and one that was to be lived in.4 The use of the machine analogy and the generally prevalent precise qualities of functionalism that it embodied eschewed any ambiguities in spatial form. Functionalism, a central principle of Modernism, was characterized by a rigid orthodoxy, one that was a decisive factor when designing and constructing a building. Its aphorism ‘form follows function’ suggested a rigid and inflexible bond between space and its use.


When buildings are adapted to accept new forms of occupation, determinant functionalist tendencies are considerably weakened. Although function might have initially shaped the building that is to be reused, its adaptation for a new use supersedes its original function. The old use can be considered redundant. Function is a flexible aspect of the design process in reuse. When the building envelope is adapted to contain a new form of occupation, new form does not follow the previous function. Instead new form will follow new occupation, possibly influenced by the old form of the building. The reuse of buildings is more correctly described through patterns or rituals of occupation. Therefore the determinant functionalist ideals of Modernism do not make sense when the function of a building changes through reoccupation and a new use.
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The Frankfurt Kitchen by Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky.
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The Pao for the Nomad Woman, an installation in a department store exploring new ways of living in the city.
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House of the Future, an experimental home shown at the Ideal Home Exhibition of 1956 predicting what domestic space might be like in the 1980s.
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A ‘section’ of the split house designed by Gordon Matta-Clark in Englewood, New Jersey, USA. The image was constructed from a collage of photographs of the house interiors.
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Zecc Architecten has transformed a former Catholic chapel in the Netherlands city of Utrecht into a spacious and light-filled home.


This is not to say that Modernism was not important in the history of reusing buildings. The machine aesthetic of Functionalism may find expression in the history of domestic interiors in the reuse of buildings through technological innovations. New developments of servicing technologies, such as heating and plumbing, lighting and structure, as well as research into new arrangements of space led to many new innovations and experiments in the home. The Frankfurt Kitchen was installed in 10,000 homes in post-World War I Germany in order to modernize its social housing programme. The first fitted kitchen, designed by Margarete Schütte-Lihotzky in 1926–7, radically changed domestic space, with a room for cooking and preparing food that contained built-in cupboards, integrated appliances and even a foldaway ironing board. All were precisely worked out in order to create an efficient and effortless space, one that drew inspiration from American social reformer Christine Frederick’s research into space efficiency.


Throughout the twentieth century the house was often used as a speculative device, a predictor of the future and a leitmotif of change. In the Daily Mail-sponsored Ideal Home Exhibition in London in 1956, the British designers Alison and Peter Smithson designed and constructed a one-bedroom house with a garden inside the main hall of the exhibition space. The futuristic house was set in 1980, was constructed from ply and clad in moulded plastic, with built-in appliances serviced by invisible plumbing and under-floor heating.


The Smithsons’ design imagined a future of endless raw materials yet their forward thinking included a silver foil roof to repel the rays of an overbearing sun and a direct link to a local nuclear power station, one that provided a constant source of energy to the house. Mobile furniture included a kitchen that could be moved to wherever it was needed and a bed that was sunk into the floor when not in use.


The proposition that the home can act as a symbol of the future has also manifested in projected ideas of how cities change and influence patterns of occupation and the daily rituals of urban life. The ‘Pao for the Nomad Woman’ was an installation in the Seibu department store in Shibuya, Tokyo, designed in 1985 by Toyo Ito. Ito suggested that:


Those who live in cities today are no longer able to create their own living cycle solely around their house. Instead, their life is made up like a collage of superficial but diverse experiences. 5


The tent was erected on the shop floor of the department store and was intended to represent the dwelling required for a young, female citizen of the city. This woman ate out every day and night, socialized in the city, relaxed in the theatre and the cinema, and washed and exercised in the gym and health club. Her wardrobe was either the dry cleaner or the locker at the health club where she started and finished her day. As Ito explained:


The nomad woman of Tokyo plays her performance not in the secluded, privately owned house, but everywhere in the city. For her, restaurants, boutiques and all the urban installations can be a stage on which she ‘lives’, like an actress under the spotlight. 6


Ito suggested that the Pao was the appropriate form of dwelling space as it represented the fast-changing pace of the modern city. The temporary shelter could be adapted to accommodate any future additions that this new urban condition may have required. Ordinary elements of a domestic space, such as kitchen, bathroom and lounge were no longer needed since the nomad woman ate and socialized outside the home. All she required was a bed to sleep in.


Readymade domestic space


It is no longer a matter of starting with a ‘blank slate’ or creating meaning on the basis of virgin material but of finding a means of insertion into the innumerable flows of production. 7


If the early twentieth century can be characterized by Modernism and the orthodoxies of Functionalism, then recycling, reuse and the idea of the readymade distinguish the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Recycling, sustainability and reuse in general is a compelling narrative that views the world as a limited resource. This is manifest in the reuse of buildings and objects in order to contain new uses as opposed to demolition and new-build. The reuse of existing buildings implies a strategy that is akin to the appropriation of ‘found’ objects. Much like the restitution of found fragments, the notion of reusing what is already extant can involve the import of unusual strategies and objects with which to realize a project. The design of a home can thus be made distinct by the choice and selection of unusual sites and objects. This chimes with current concerns in cultural production, where the reuse of the existing has been likened, by commentators such as Nicolas Bourriaud, to the processes of postproduction in film-making.


The term ‘readymade’ was coined by Marcel Duchamp:


At another time – wanting to expose the basic antimony between art and readymades – I imagined a ‘reciprocal readymade’: use a Rembrandt as an ironing board. 8


Readymades share characteristics with the adaptation and changing of extant buildings. Gordon Matta-Clark treated found buildings as experiments – he could ‘undo’ them and in turn communicate hidden or previously unseen relationships and connections between space and people. In some respects his work was about exploring the dialect between interior and exterior and transforming buildings so that they no longer read as straightforward polarities in this conversation. He stated:


The determining factor is the degree to which my intervention can transform the structure into an act of communication. I see the work as a special stage in perpetual metamorphosis, a model for people’s constant action on space as much as the space that surrounds them. 9


His most significant work on existing buildings took place on houses and, in particular, the exploration of the spaces in and between the interior and exterior. In ‘Splitting’, a house in Englewood, New Jersey, the house was opened with a single cut down the middle of the building. This cut was accentuated by the removal of one side of the masonry pedestal that the building sat on. The ‘split’ was formed by the tilt of the house, a gap that expanded at the top of the building to a foot wide. Some visitors felt nervous in the house due to its instability, whilst others enjoyed the risk of ‘crossing the divide’ as they ascended the interior of the building.


Other types of ‘readymades’ can be seen in the work of designers who utilize ‘off-the-peg’ objects to realize a project. LOT-EK completed the reuse of the fourth floor of a former New York car park, turning it into an apartment and installing a petrol tank (appropriated from the back of a lorry) to create the bedrooms and bathrooms. The container bulkheads, installed inside the tank to control the movement of the liquid when in transit, matched the size of a mattress, and, when placed vertically in the space, had enough height for a two-storey shower room and toilet. Hydraulically operated openings relieved the claustrophobic potential of the interior of the capsule.


The choice of unusual objects and buildings, and found or readymade spaces and elements, which are then converted into homes forms a narrative superseding the rigid orthodoxy that constitutes a tight and fixed bind between form and function. The history of unusual and often spectacularly reused buildings illustrates a desire to live in spaces that are highly personal. There is an alternative to demolition for all forms of building that is sustainable and provides unusual and distinct places for people to inhabit. Redundant churches, warehouses, power and generating stations, remnants of water towers, grain silos, wartime bunkers, public houses, farm buildings, theatres, bank buildings and shops are being retained and imaginatively adapted in order to accommodate new ways of living. This chapter includes a series of case studies that examine the reuse of buildings to form houses that all offer new ways of occupying domestic space. Each one explores the connections between the past and the present, and the lived and spatial experiences of a space, in order to redefine what new forms of living in existing buildings can mean.
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In an apartment designed by LOT-EK, the bedrooms and bathrooms are located in two petrol tanks, one placed vertically in the loft and the other fixed horizontally across the space.


1Doris Salcedo, cited in Carlos Basualdo, Doris Salcedo, Phaidon Press, 2000, p.17


2Charles Rice, The Emergence of the Interior, Routledge, 2007, p.3


3Susan Feinberg, ‘The Genesis of Sir John Soane’s Museum Idea’, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, vol. 43, 1984, p.225


4Le Corbusier, Vers une architecture, first published in 1923 as a series of articles in L’Esprit Nouveau. Reissued by Dover Publications, 1985, p.227


5Toyo Ito, ‘The Pao for a Nomad Woman’, Japan Architecture, July 1986, p.44


6Ibid.


7Nicolas Bourriaud, Postproduction. Culture as Screenplay: How Art Reprograms the World, Lukas and Sternberg, 2010, p.13


8Marcel Duchamp, ‘Apropos of Readymades’ (1961 MoMA lecture), cited in David Evans, Appropriation, Whitechapel Gallery/MIT Press, 2009, p.40


9Gordon Matta-Clark, ‘The Greene Street Years’ in Gordon Matta-Clark (exhibition catalogue), IVAM Centre, 1993, p.361
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The large double-height salon of the Maison de Verre.
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The glass façade glows at night when seen from the courtyard entrance.


Context


The Maison de Verre (House of Glass) was built in an unpretentious courtyard site in a traditional, quiet, leafy street on Paris’s Left Bank. It was built to house Dr Jean Dalsace and his family. It was also designed to accommodate the doctor’s gynaecology practice. The original building was a four-storey eighteenth-century townhouse that Dalsace purchased with the intention of demolishing it completely.


Concept


The light circulates freely through this block, the first floor of which is devoted to medicine, the second floor to social life and the third to night-time privacy. 1


Chareau understood the Dalsace family well enough to realize that the balance between public and private spaces, working and socializing, was sometimes quite fluid. This house was therefore conceived as a bespoke interior, a carefully measured space that was designed to fit the exact requirements of its inhabitants. This manifested itself in two ways: the direct and easy spatial connections between work and domestic space and the central location of the ‘salon’, the main entertaining space of the house.
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Ground-floor plan.


1Entrance lobby


2Main corridor


3Passage leading to garden


4Waiting room


5Reception


6Doctor’s consulting room


7Examination room


8Surgery


9Changing room


10Stairs to study


11Main stairs to salon
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First-floor plan.


1Landing


2Main salon


3Dining room


4Sitting room


5Study 6/7 Voids


8Lights


9Conservatory


10Retractable stairs to master bedroom


11Kitchen


12Stairs to mezzanine
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Second-floor plan.


1Void over salon


2Master bedroom


3Bedroom


4Master bathroom


5Terrace


6Corridor/gallery


7Storage units/ balustrade


8Maid’s quarters


The original four-storey house was enclosed on all sides by party walls of varying heights. It had a forecourt and a garden to the rear. The Dalsaces had intended to demolish the whole building, but because of a tenant who refused to move from her top-floor apartment, Chareau had to devise a new strategy with which to realize the house. He demolished the lower two floors of the house and retained the top two storeys of the building, along with its existing access staircase. The upper floors were then supported on new slender steel columns. The volume that resulted from this demolition was big enough to allow three new floors to be inserted into the existing space.
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The construction of the house under the retained existing building ensured that the compact three floors of the garden side of the building could be counterpointed by the light and airy double-height salon on the courtyard side.
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Cupboards with a pale-ash-veneer backing are positioned on the second-floor mezzanine balcony in order to facilitate storage and to screen the sleeping quarters from view.
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The full-height glass-brick wall floods the main salon with natural light. This dramatic and elegant room was used as the main living space as well as for the purpose of entertaining.


Organization


The house was planned to contain the doctor’s practice, combined with a family home, supported by a maid’s quarters. The practice was located on the ground floor, the first floor was the living space and the second floor was the private sleeping quarters.


A narrow service wing of three floors was built into the forecourt as an extension to the house and this contained the kitchen, workroom and a maid’s quarters. The front and back of the new house were sheathed in a new translucent glass-brick screen wall, which was cantilevered clear of the new structure to create a free façade. This opaque skin created an insular space that allowed natural light to flood into the interior but did not let the view out.
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The new structural frame made of bolted and riveted black-and-orange steel columns supported the floor and walls of both the new and existing houses.
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Openings in the glass wall were on the garden side of the house. Ground-floor windows were opened inwards with a winding wheel situated lower down on the steel frame.


The doctor’s practice on the ground floor comprised a reception and waiting room, consulting and examination room, and a small space for surgery. A stair near the consulting room led up to a first-floor small study, or office, on the garden side of the house, connecting the lower-floor clinic with the living level and allowing the doctor to move effortlessly between the two.


The main living quarters on the first floor included a dining room and a large double-height salon, adjacent to the courtyard. Throughout the 1930s the house hosted gatherings of intellectuals, poets and musicians, and this double-height room was treated like a performance space, where recitals and social gatherings ensured that the family were at the epicentre of Parisian bourgeois life.


A balcony room on first-floor level projected into the garden. This was Annie Dalsace’s boudoir. A small retractable ladder afforded the occupant direct access to the upper-level master bedroom. The second-floor mezzanine level contained the bedrooms and bathrooms of the private family area. The master bedroom and the children’s rooms all had their own bathrooms. Every room opened on to a large terrace that overlooked the garden.


The interior walls of the house were non-load-bearing and were organized independently of the steel columns of the building, freeing them from any structural responsibilities. Chareau was therefore free to shape the rooms and walls of the interior in any way that he saw fit.
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The doctor’s practice situated on the ground floor. The rubber flooring throughout reinforced its clinical qualities.
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The main staircase leading up to the first floor. Toughened-glass panels can be pulled across the lower level in order to separate the house from the practice.
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Dr Dalsace’s consulting room on the ground floor with a view to the garden.


Detail


The Maison de Verre has established a significant position in design history based upon the groundbreaking use of a particular material. The house became known as ‘The Transparent House’ because of the glass-brick exterior envelope wall. Chareau also used the commission to perfect new prototypes of furniture and mechanical components. The house is often described as a ‘machine for living in’, and was considered comparable to the Villa Savoye, another seminal earlytwentieth-century Modernist house.


The spatial identity of both the house and the practice was developed from a similar palette of materials. Dr Dalsace’s practice ensured that a clinical and functional materiality was adopted throughout much of the building. Rubber flooring was used throughout the ground floor and also the living quarters of the house. The multiplicity of washbasins and showers in the bedrooms suggested a dedicated approach to cleanliness. Carefully considered, easily cleanable materials such as steel and ceramic tiles completed the palette of materials. This functional language was only relaxed in the more intimate areas of the house, such as the boudoir, where carpet was utilized, and in the bedrooms, where timber and tiles were used on the floors.


Chareau chose materials and details that were often derived from industrial practices and techniques. Mobile library ladders, sliding doors, bookcases and stairs were constructed using Louis Dalbert’s considerable expertise in steel fabrication. Moving clerestory shutters, sliding partitions and rotating screen walls were executed with industrial precision. All moving components, such as the mobile perforated steel screens used to shield the more private aspects of the bathrooms, were balanced on rollers and could thus be moved quietly and effortlessly.


The only openings in the glass façade were located on the garden side of the house, where Chareau used railway carriage windows, made of vertically sliding plate glass. Ventilation shutters, operated by turning a huge steel wheel, were positioned in the salon, and allowed fresh air into the main room. Throughout the house, mechanical services, such as cabling and ventilation, were hidden discreetly in separate vertical tubes. Polished lacquered vents set into the floors of the rooms were the only visible signs of the presence of the channelled air.


The Maison de Verre was recognized as a functionalist masterpiece and an important building in the development of the Modern movement. In the history of building reuse it is an exemplar of the unique fusion between function and occupant.
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One of the children’s rooms, with en-suite bathroom.
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The shower and bath unit of the master bathroom. The flexible nature of the room is exemplified by movable walls and multi-purpose storage units.


1Dr Dalsace, quoted in Rene Herbst, Un inventeur l’architecte, Pierre Chareau, 1954, Paris, pp.7–8; cited in Kenneth Frampton, Pierre Chareau – Architect and Craftsman, Thames and Hudson, 1985, p.239
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The garden ‘room’ of the apartment with its high walls that edited views of the city.
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The apartment was built on top of an apartment block on the Champs Elysées.
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A sketch of the room, showing the intended relationship with the city.
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An axonometric drawing of the apartment.


Context


This rooftop penthouse was constructed on top of an undistinguished nineteenth-century apartment block on the prestigious Champs-Élysées in Paris. It was built for the wealthy client Carlos (Charles) de Bestegui. The penthouse was not intended to be a full-time residence for Beistegui but simply a house for parties and social events.


Concept


This is, indeed, a Surrealist conception of interior decoration. How otherwise should we explain the fact that an eighteenth-century portrait in oils, that one would normally expect to find hanging in the principal room of a flat, is exhibited on the concrete wall of the roof garden. 1


In the well-documented complete works of Le Corbusier, the Beistegui apartment is afforded a very small footnote, yet this project was one of the architect’s most intriguing and paradoxical works. De Beistegui was a collector of art and antiques and was known for his lavish parties, often hosting the cream of 1930s Parisian high society. Le Corbusier was acquainted with this same circle of people and was introduced to de Beistegui at one of his parties by his friend René Drouin, the French interior designer.


Le Corbusier was commissioned to design the penthouse and he conceived the apartment as a viewing space, a frame for the temporal occupation of the Parisian bourgeoisie. He imagined the occupants using the interior as a viewing device, both for watching themselves and for looking at the city in which it was located. The paradoxical nature of this Surrealist space – its uninhabited domestic interior, its temporal and stage-set quality, and the designer’s play on looking, and of framing the city in various ways – has meant that it is often regarded as one of Le Corbusier’s idiosyncratic follies. Yet it is precisely for these reasons that it can be considered an important exemplar of interior architecture and design, and the reuse of existing space.


Organization


Built just a few years after his most famous building, the iconic Villa Savoye, Le Corbusier broke with convention and produced a playful, witty and ironic remodelling of the rooftop space. The penthouse consisted of a simple, white, two-storey box on the roof of an ornate yet relatively undistinguished Parisian building. The penthouse was entered on the lowest floor, at building roof level, where the kitchen, bathroom, bedroom, dining space, lounge and library were placed – an arrangement that suggested some semblance of the functions of a normal house. The upper floor of the apartment contained another bathroom, two bedrooms and the roof terrace.


The routine planning of the interior was enhanced by the carefully choreographed views from the interior towards the city. The entrance to the interior was via a narrow hall that was alleviated only by a series of inset rooftop glass panels. These created a view up to the roof terrace and the sky, and also lit the access space. The main salon contained a picture window with views across the city. A delicate spiral stair (so delicate that it failed during construction and had to be rebuilt) led to the garden and to the upper terrace.
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Upper-floor plan.
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Lower-floor plan and entrance level.


Detail


Whilst unprepossessing in plan, the apartment was designed to become an ‘event’. Le Corbusier configured the interior to be playful, and at the flick of a switch the space would transform and open up to the city. Electronically activated walls and doors altered the shape of the rooms as they moved across the floor. The chandelier could be retracted into the ceiling, allowing films to be projected on to the wall.


On the roof terrace outside, the neatly trimmed hedges edging the parapet of the rooftop could be activated to move to one side of the window and allow framed views of famous Parisian landmarks such as the Eiffel Tower and the Arc de Triomphe.


The upper-level terrace was the most surreal of spaces. Instead of luxuriating in what would have been the best view across the city, Le Corbusier surrounded the garden with a wall, 1.5 metres (5 feet) high, thus editing out the lower half of the city. The unsettling quality of the garden was accentuated by the addition of an ornate fireplace, an element usually found inside an apartment; the exterior terrace garden was treated like an interior room, albeit one with no roof. Later images of this ‘room’ show de Beistegui and Terry’s extravagant decorative style, with chairs, an ornate sideboard and a grand mirror placed above the fireplace.


Despite its rooftop location, the interior was designed to feel integral to the city in which it was placed. As if to reaffirm this point, a small cabin on the roof terrace, accessed at the top of the spiral stair, contained a periscope through which to view Paris. In this apartment Le Corbusier, de Beistegui and Terry succeeded in creating an interior that was a place built for people to see from and to be seen in.
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The spiral staircase in the main room of the salon.
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Floor-to-ceiling sliding glass doors allowed light into the main salon and gave a view out of the room. The neatly trimmed hedges edging the roof garden were electronically configured so that, at the press of a button, they could be moved to reveal city landmarks.
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The stepped terraced garden. Glass panels are set into the floor, allowing light into the lower-level corridor.
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The periscope on the roof adjacent to the stairs leading up to the outdoor walled garden room.


1Alexander Watt, ‘Fantasy on the Roofs of Paris’, Architectural Review, 1936, p.156
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The mirrored butterfly wall of the gallery, enclosing the bedroom behind it, reflected in the wall of the entrance hall.
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The interior was treated as though it were a sumptuous and enigmatic piece of scenography. These illusory qualities were heightened by theatrical elements such as curtains, mirrors and exaggerated upholstery.


Context


Carlo Mollino designed this apartment in a nineteenth-century Turin housing block for his friend, the architect Giorgio Devalle.


Concept


Carlo Mollino’s work was closely related to his extraordinary life and character. The son of a leading engineer, Mollino practised architecture and interior and furniture design alongside other passions, such as flying, car racing and skiing. In 1953, after his father’s death, he sought refuge in designing and racing cars, and took up stunt flying, only occasionally returning to design.


Mollino’s zeal for speed and danger was matched by his obsession with the female form – a passion that was realized through his designs for furniture, buildings and fashion – and photography.


This obsession with speed and the streamlined appearance of cars, planes and the human figure gave Mollino a connection with the Italian Futurists. Yet he also embraced the irrational and florid style of Art Nouveau, an aesthetic that chimed with his decadent and esoteric predilections. Mollino’s non-conformist impulses were a reaction to his controlling father’s influence and to the language of Fascism and Communism prevalent in Italy at that time.
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