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  Introduction




  How do you make the perfect home?




  Once upon a time there lived a rich man who had everything. He possessed a happy family, a wide circle of friends, a profitable business, and a substantial reputation.




  Or that’s how the Viennese architect Adolf Loos used to start his story, around a hundred years ago.




  At least, he’d continue, the rich man had nearly everything; he had everything except a perfect home; and so he decided to seek advice on how he should get one. He summoned a famous

  architect and asked him what he should do. The architect went to the rich man’s house and looked around, and told him to throw out all his furniture and his clutter. He brought in an army of

  craftsmen and tradesmen and artists, and soon enough our rich man had the most beautiful house in the city.




  Wherever he looked in his new home, he found the art of the architect: in the designer doorknobs, in the beautiful chairs, the artfully scattered cushions, the subtly patterned carpets, and in

  even the simple and elegant plates on which his dinner was served. The architect had thought of everything. Our rich man had a perfect home. His life, finally, was complete.




  There are all sorts of books that will advise you, as Adolf Loos’s architect once advised his rich man, about how to make a home. Step into the interiors section of most bookshops, and

  you’ll find glossy guides to style, from Moroccan to Mid-Century Modern. You can find guides to the homes of the rich and famous, and catalogues of styles in French or English furniture from

  the eighteenth century. There will be DIY manuals for making curtains, distressing sideboards, fitting bedrooms into cupboards, rag-rolling walls, plumbing toilets and laying tables.




  Literature of this kind has an ancient history. In ancient Rome, the architect Vitruvius wrote a treatise for the Emperor Augustus and the statesman Pliny described his ideal holiday house as a

  self-serving illustration of his domestic and moral probity. It’s a literature that has echoes in the moral and domestic economies of Confucianism, the Hindu Shilpa Shastras, and in

  ideal homes from William Morris’s Red House of the 1860s to Le Corbusier’s machines for living in of the 1920s.




  Then there are guides for the perplexed housewife, written by Mrs Beeton in the nineteenth century and Martha Stewart in the twenty-first. They provide recipes not just for food, but for

  household management and etiquette, dispensing advice on how to deal with servants, get stains out of carpets, or pay a social call. This advice has in common with Pliny or Confucius a conviction

  that domestic and moral order are aligned. After all, in traditional parlance, untidiness and immorality meet in the Slut and the Slattern.




  Then there are arbiters of taste. Elsie de Wolfe, writing on decoration in early twentieth-century America, saw herself as a missionary, bringing good taste to the masses in a way that Terence

  Conran, Ingvar Kamprad, Laura Ashley or Kelly Hoppen have followed since. Their harmoniously accessorized, standardized approaches to home décor seem to provide a formula or a kit, the

  purchase of which will help the rest of us to avoid errors in aesthetic judgement and domestic arrangement.




  And finally, this sort of advice has made its way onto the television: Changing Rooms, asking How Clean is your House?, telling you not just How to Cook but How to

  Eat, or, to match, What Not to Wear, and how, in general, to Get Your House in Order. The drama of the TV makeover, with its limited timescale and budget, its miracles

  wrought with MDF, and the tearful (for better or for worse) Grand Reveal, is designed to show how the making of a home can make (or break) the people who live in it, too.




  This book is not advice of that kind. Reading it will not make your home more tasteful. It will not reveal this year’s colours, or next year’s chaise. I have no clever

  table-laying tips or recipes to share. This is not a book about design, or not solely. There are, it will argue, no definitive laws we can use to create beauty or domestic harmony. I am not, I

  hope, like the architect who advised the rich man how to perfect his home.




  But this book will attempt to answer the question contained in its title: how can you make a home? It’s a deliberately ambiguous question, for, as we shall see, making a home, being at

  home, feeling at home, or making yourself at home are things we can do anywhere, any time. Home, it will argue, is less attached to bricks and mortar, cushions and curtains, than to a sense that we

  deserve to belong in our surroundings, to shape them, to change them, and in doing so, to dwell in them.




  This book will pose six questions: How do you build a home? How do you furnish a home? How do you decorate a home? How do you collect a home? How do you keep a home? And, finally, how can you

  make yourself at home without having one?




  These questions take us through the elements that comprise the home: firstly the architecture of the house; secondly the furniture we carry with us from house to house; thirdly, the decoration

  of our homes; fourthly, the clutter we collect when we make a home; fifthly, that much-unloved aspect of making a home: housework; and finally, the public sphere from which, or in which, we seek

  intervals of refuge and rest.




  Each chapter will address assumptions that have often been made about the home: that there is such a thing as an ideal home (and that it is a house); that, at home, there should be a place for

  everything, and that everything should be in its place; that ornaments are crime; that there’s no accounting for taste; that a woman’s place is in the home; and finally, that it’s

  good to be home alone.




  But in this book, we will challenge those venerable clichés. We shall remember that most people cannot afford to build their own home; that home is in a state of perpetual motion; that

  taste is a political weapon; and that clutter can be cosmic. We’ll look at home as drudgery, and find out that, for many, privacy is an unattainable luxury.




  Along the way, we’ll encounter psychoanalysts and architects, designers and film-makers, alchemists and anthropologists, philosophers, sociologists, cooks, activists and politicians, for

  home is a subject so fundamental that it is the province of no single sphere of enquiry. In each case, we’ll critically read the advice they have dispensed to the home-makers of their time,

  considering what we agree with, what we must challenge, and how we can resolve the resulting dilemmas to make homes of our own.




  For too long home has been idealized as a refuge from the world: ordered, where the world outside is chaotic; personal, where the world is generic; private, where the world is public. In this

  book, we’ll explore how we can make ourselves at home in public; and how home isn’t a place to which we retreat to escape the social world, but the vantage point from which we look into

  it. Home is not just our destination at the end of the day, but also the origin from which we go out in the morning.




  For too long the ideal home has been imagined as something perfectible: an ideal object that can fit its occupants like a glove fits a hand, or a nest the blackbird that built it. In this book

  we’ll be investigating the ways in which home is often not a fixed, or fixable, place, but is instead a situation that is made and unmade in time.




  Perhaps, this book will argue, we should worry a little bit less about how to make a home, and a little bit more about how to make ourselves at home, for, as we’ll discover,

  buildings, furniture, objects, and décor are less reliable than at first they seem.




  It’s something our rich man discovered soon enough, as he moved into his perfect home; but if you want to find out what happened, and why, and why it’s worth knowing, you’ll

  have to take my first piece of advice, and read on.




  





  1. How to Build a Home
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    How to make the perfect home: drawing out an archetype.


  




  





  




  A picture, and a word




  We all know what home is, don’t we?




  Ask a child to imagine a home, and they will always draw the same one. There will be a path leading from the garden gate to a front door flanked by square windows, the facade surmounted by a

  triangular pitched roof. Look on top, and there will probably be a chimney, complete with billowing smoke.




  It’s a ubiquitous image that we all encounter as children, in story after story. It’s the cottage from which Little Red Riding Hood sets out to meet the wolf, or Jack to sell his cow

  for a handful of beans. It’s the house into which Goldilocks creeps to eat her porridge, or, made of gingerbread, that tempts Hansel and Gretel into the clutches of the witch. Go inside, the

  smoking chimney seems to tell us, and you’ll find old Mother Goose telling her stories by the fireside.




  It’s a ubiquitous image for grownups too, repeated in the windows of estate agents, or along the streets of suburbs from the forest villages of Germany to the golf-course developments of

  Shenzen. It’s an image that haunts architects, developers and builders who return to it again and again as the default form of home.




  It’s a simple building, detached from the world by a garden, guarded by four stout walls, sheltered under a roof, and warmed by a fire. It’s a place of stability and order,

  guaranteed by the symmetrical placement of doors and windows. It’s the sort of building we call a house.




  In Mandarin, the character for it, pronounced ‘shè’ is even drawn like one: [image: cover]. In Italian, Portuguese or Spanish we might call such an image casa;

  maison in French, or Haus in German. It’s deceptively simple, both the drawing, and the word we use to name it. No wonder children can draw it so well. No wonder it gets

  everywhere.




  But start using the word ‘home’ and things become more complicated. Homing pigeons fly back to the place from which they came. Sports teams play at home or away, in Britain

  there’s a Home Secretary, and in the United States there’s a department of Homeland Security. When the French want to say they’re at home they say chez nous; the German

  Heim, like ‘home’ itself, means something quite distinct from Haus. In Hindi, the word for house, grha, also means ‘family’, and, with an accented

  ‘a’, a domestic servant. The modern Greek word for house, spiti, is derived from the same root as the word ‘hospitality’. In Hungarian, they call home

  otthon: our place of origin. Home, these words seem to say, is where we come from, and where belong.




  Pull apart the child’s drawing, and you’ll find a similarly knotty etymology. The house is the building from which we begin, and it’s been around for so long, and has evolved

  over so many centuries, that it’s hard to imagine where it might itself have begun.




  The symmetrical facade is an invention of the Italian Renaissance of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries – not coincidentally the age in which our modern conception of the theatre was

  born. It is, as the word implies, a mask, a theatre set, that disguises the messy reality of home behind an illusion of formal grandeur (go round the back of most houses, and you’ll find the

  symmetry has fallen away). It suggests that the well-run house has a role to play in the maintenance of public order as well as private domestic harmony.




  That the house should have two floors is a notion not much older than the facade that masks them. Once upon a time, in Europe anyway, most people lived in single-storey buildings that contained

  only one room. It was only in the later Middle Ages that other ones began to appear. As late as the eighteenth century, few of these rooms were given specific functions; and it was not until the

  nineteenth century that the bedrooms retreated from the public spaces of the main floor to an upper level all of their own. If the symmetrical facade of the house tells a story about the public

  face of home, the multiplication of rooms inside tells the opposite tale, of home as a place of private refuge.




  The chimney was one result of this development. When the house consisted only of one room, people would make do with a hole in the roof and a fire directly below on the floor; but once the house

  acquired more and smaller rooms on several levels, such a casual approach became impracticable. The fireplace and the chimney were newfangled machines, designed to divert the sooty smoke out of

  specific rooms, and up to the top of the roof.




  And that leaves the roof itself. It is much older than anything else. In Britain, the longhouses of the Anglo Saxons were almost all roof, and so were the homesteads of the Celts and the Iron

  Age people that preceded them. The African Kraal is all roof, as are the thatched houses of the marsh people of southern Iraq. Their similarity is the result of a pragmatic strategy rather than

  cosmic coincidence. It’s much easier to make a triangular structure stand up than a rectangular one.




  Take the words we use for home, take our child’s drawing, and take them to pieces. Strip away the symmetrical facade, knock the rooms together, lop off the top floor, take out the

  chimneys, and what do we have? An almost conical thatched hut, with a fire smoking in the middle of the floor. It might look nothing like your home, or mine, but it’s where they both

  began.




  Hearth and home: origins




  Even at the height of their empire, the Romans kept such a hut alongside the temples and palaces of the Forum to remind themselves of where they had come from. The thatch kept

  on burning down, of course, ignited by sparks from the open fire that burned in the middle of the floor, but they rebuilt it every time, just the same. They called it the Tugurium Romuli:

  the house of Romulus, the legendary founder of their city, and their first king.




  And more than two thousand years ago, in his treatise on architecture, Vitruvius used the Tugurium Romuli to speculate on the origins of architecture itself. He lived in a world in

  which histories of ancient times were remembered in myths and legends rather than archives and records and so his was an imaginative reconstruction, told, like all those fairy-tale accounts of

  cottages in the German forest, as a story.




  Once upon a time, he wrote, people lived like wild animals, wandering the wilderness. Then one day a lightning strike started a fire in the forest, and people started to gather together around

  it, in a circle, to warm their hands. Standing together, for the first time, in a single place, they started to talk to one another, and to share ideas about how they might settle down:




  

    

      Some made them of green boughs, others dug caves on mountainsides, and some, in imitation of the nests of swallows and the way they built, made places of refuge out of mud

      and twigs. Next, by observing the shelters of others and adding new details to their own inceptions, they constructed better and better kinds of huts as time went on.1


    


  




  The Tugurium Romuli, observed Vitruvius, was the last relic of those immemorial days; but it was also something else, for to speculate on origins, especially mythical

  ones, is also to speculate on essences. The essence of the home, Vitruvius’ story implied, lay not in the marbled halls and magnificent facades of his time, but in something simpler: a group

  of people warming themselves in the wilderness, standing and sitting around a fire, and talking to one another.




  The Italians still have a special word for home: focolare. Search for the origins of this word, and you’ll find the Latin name for hearth, which is focus. ‘Hearth

  and home’ we say; and when we teach children how to draw a home, they cap it off with a chimney. More than a millennium after the last copy of the first house, the Tugurium Romuli,

  disappeared in an undocumented fire, it lives on, in a word, and a childish doodle.




  Go west: homes for pioneers




  Home is our focus, our point of origin; and wherever we are, and whoever we are, its own point of origin remains with us still. The American architect Frank Lloyd Wright is

  credited with being one of the inventors of the modern house. He couldn’t, on the face of it, have been more different from the savages of Vitruvius’ ancient myth and their primitive

  huts.




  Wright imagined his clients as pioneers, staking their claim to the leafy Chicago suburb of Oak Park with bricks and mortar, just as their predecessors had done to the prairie with their covered

  wagons; and he pioneered new houses for new people, people whose parents had run away from the old world to the new to make new lives for themselves, unencumbered by the weight of the past.




  ‘Prairie houses’, they were called, in reference to the wide empty spaces of the New World that stretched out in front of them; and with their daring cantilevers, their open-plan

  living spaces and their wide windows, they were places for pioneers who had left old-fashioned conventions behind them.




  When Wright decided to build himself a home, he too struck out West: ‘a voluntary exile, into the uncharted and unknown’,2 and being a

  Midwesterner himself, he found himself, ironically, going home, to the hill in the valley in Wisconsin from which he had originally come. ‘[It] was one of my favourite places when I was a

  boy,’ he wrote, ‘for pasque flowers grew there in March sun while snow still streaked the hillsides.’3




  Wright returned to his own place of origin; but for him it was a double returning. He called his house Taliesin, a Welsh name, in honour of the country from which his grandparents had sailed

  from the Old World to the New. Like an imagined America itself, the hill in the valley at Taliesin was wild and uninhabited; and Wright had no intention of disrupting its native beauty. He designed

  himself a house that ‘would belong to that hill, as trees and ledges of rock did; as grandfather and mother had belonged to it’.4 Taliesin

  was ‘a house of the north. The whole was low, wide and snug, a broad shelter seeking fellowship with its surroundings.’5 Sheltered under

  enormous roofs, anchored by heavy stone chimneys, literally rooted to the spot, Taliesin was everything that our child’s drawing strives to be. It was home.

OEBPS/html/docimages/img_18.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
How fo
Make a Home
Edward Hollis

THE
SCHOOL
OF LIFE





OEBPS/html/docimages/1.jpg





