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Introduction

Frank Lloyd Wright

| Never has an architect combined

genius and infamy with such staggering aplomb as the

American Frank Lloyd Wright. The model for numerous

books, plays and films, including Ayn Rand’s study of

megalomania

The Fountainhead

(1943), Wright

designed more than 1,000 buildings during his prolific

ninety-two-year lifetime, scandalized polite society

continually with his outrageous private life and declared

himself not only the single-handed founder of modern

architecture but also the greatest architect – ever.

How you decide who is the world’s greatest architect is far from clear. How

can you compare Michelangelo against the very different talent of Gaudí?

What is to be gained by comparing Brunelleschi with Alvar Aalto? Certainly,

a number of Wright’s buildings rank among the world’s most famous; the

Guggenheim Museum in New York and the waterside summer house in

Pennsylvania known as Fallingwater are internationally acclaimed. And yet,

much of his architecture has huge technical faults. Many of his buildings have

leaked since the day they were completed and Fallingwater had to be shored

up or it would have, literally, fallen into the water. So was Wright the inventor of

modern architecture? Well, maybe. In his pioneering use of open-plan living

areas, his “honest” expression of materials, his interest in technology and

respect for nature, Wright anticipated almost all of the key themes that

dominated architecture in the twentieth century.

Born in Wisconsin in 1867, Frank Lincoln Wright – as he was christened

– was the eldest child and only son of William Wright, a local minister and

music teacher, and his wife Anna Lloyd Jones Wright. His strong-willed

mother was a passionate and ambitious woman who channelled the

frustrations of her unhappy marriage into pushing her young son. She had a

formative influence over Wright: not only did he take her name as a teenager

when his parents divorced, but Wright credited her with determining the very

direction of his life, claiming that his mother had told him of a premonition she

had while pregnant with him – her son was to become a great architect.
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Previous page.

Taliesin East, the Wisconsin estate of Frank Lloyd Wright.

Above.

The

architect with a model of his St Mark’s Tower – an eighteen-storey apartment building made

entirely of glass, steel and concrete. Based on a tetradic plan, the project was abandoned

in 1929 but resurfaced as the Price Tower in Bartlesville, Oklahoma, in 1956.





[image: image]

8

Introduction

Above.

The Taliesin 3 table lamp, here shown in the Bethesda home of the architect’s

grandson, Tom Wright,

shows the influence of the Froebel system.
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Frank Lloyd Wright

Whether or not this is true, and it smacks rather of the myth that Wright

later built up around his life, Anna Wright certainly encouraged her son’s

early interest in architecture, decorating his nursery with prints of English

cathedrals and teaching him to play with Froebel blocks. A teacher herself,

she was fascinated by these new toys – coloured strips of paper, two-

dimensional geometric grids, wood spheres, blocks and pyramids – which

were designed by the German educational philosopher Friedrich Froebel, the

inventor of the kindergarten. The toys, used in conjunction with a series of

elaborate exercises, were intended to develop children’s sensory experience

of the world and seemed to have a profound effect on Wright. “I give you my

word,” Wright used to say, describing their effect on his thinking, “all those

things are in my hands today – the feeling of those maple forms.” Looking at

Wright’s architecture you see the Froebel shapes – the cube, the sphere, the

pyramid and myriad combinations of all of them – recurring time and again.

“There,” he explained, “is the modular system that has been back [sic] of every

design I ever made.”

The Froebel system was more, however, than a mere set of spatial and

analytical exercises; Froebel intended the toys to have symbolic and spiritual

meaning. As environmental historian William Cronon has explained, Froebel

believed that certain key geometric forms symbolized human ideas, moods

and sentiments: the circle, infinity; the triangle, structural unity; the spire,

aspiration; the spiral, organic progress; the square, integrity. It sounds strange

today but the idea that a set of toys could teach children about the underlying

principles of the cosmos was far from outlandish in the mid-nineteenth

century. For Anna Wright, and later her son, the idea had huge appeal, tying

in as it did with their Unitarian beliefs.

To understand Frank Lloyd Wright, you have to understand something of

Unitarianism, the religion in which his family was steeped through and through.

Wright’s father was a Unitarian preacher, his mother descended from a long

line of Welsh Unitarians who had settled in Wisconsin in the 1840s. Extreme

liberal Protestants, they rejected almost every convention of the established

church, stressing instead reason and conscience as the foundations of

religion. Individuals, they believed, should seek out God for themselves in the

world around them. The function of science and art was to help in this quest
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– hence children’s toys should be vehicles for understanding the underlying

principles of the universe and the nature of God.

Another important vehicle for Wright was the natural world itself. Nature is

a key theme in Wright’s thinking, and we see it recalled again and again in his

designs – in decorative motifs such as stained glass, furnishings and fittings,

as well as in his more general concern to site his buildings in harmony with

their natural surroundings, as if they had grown naturally from them. From

nature, he learned to simplify his designs. And like a living thing, even small

individual parts in a Wright building typically relate to the whole.

He was further inspired by that most American of philosophies:
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