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Philip Johnson : The Compound at New Canaan, Connecticut, by Bryan Robertson
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As if Prospero were steeped in the ethical humanist wit of
Voltaire, Philip Johnson inhabits his domestic compound at New
Canaan: a man of spiritual refinement with material needs and
an alertly questioning imagination; a man for all seasons. If man
is still the measure of all things, the compound is exactly the
measure of Philip Johnson. In developing the natural resources
of his land in Connecticut, and thus shaping innate formal and
spatial potentialities to match the evolution of twenty-five years
of his own private life, Johnson* has worked for himself as his
own most severe critic. In establishing his ‘measure’, it is as if
Johnson had no use for traditional instruments of calculation, so
natural and instinctive in their form, distribution and inter-play
are the relative features of the buildings on his land. The
compound can be seen as Johnson’s private declaration of inter-
dependence in terms of landscape and architecture. Referring to
natural order with a classical sensibility derived from an essentially
20th century intelligence and awareness, Johnson has also precipi-
tated the future: for the compound as architecture, in relation
both to the landscape as a whole and in its constituent formal
units, is a work of art without parallel in Europe of America.
Its structure and growth reflect perfectly the assured but delicate,
rapier force of Johnson’s imaginative thrust in its ingenious con-
centration and expansive vitality.

Sometimes the horizon is circumscribed by concrete, physical
factors: An outcrop of rock, a clump of nearby trees, a sloping
hillside or a vertical wall; at other times the vista opens up and
stretches endlessly away across huge valleys. This gently rolling
Connecticut landscape is filled with woods and thickets, sudden
declivities, escarpments, streams, boulders, and ponds. The com-
pound is typical of the surrounding Virgilian countryside of New
England; the ebb and flow of its spatial structure under Johnson’s
inspired manipulation is as natural and inevitable as breathing:
Unforced, rhythmic and healthy. The formal dialogue constantly
darting and flashing across the compound is alive with an imagi-
native energy that provides space itself with unexpected formal
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definitions. .

For the way in which Johnson inhabits space goes further
than mere ‘efficacious politics’ in the sense of an architecturally
virtuous American utility: It is so distilled as an essence and
caught up by its own instinctive verve that it travels far beyond
architectural realpolitik. In constructing a building, Johnson will
also change or deflect nature with the same creative gesture.
Always personal, his command of space has become, from forth-
right beginnings, increasingly sensual and complex. Illuminated
aesthetically by invisibly reflective two-way mirrors and multiple
cross-references, it serves its purpose but transcends expediency
and thus achieves a condition of frugally stated opulence.

In creating the compound, Johnson has moved away from the
Bauhaus with gathering momentum. His supposed early relation-
ship to its rigid formal precepts were never greater than Cézanne’s
tenuous allegiancies to Poussin. The severely functional ethos of
the Bauhaus was always inadequate for Johnson’s mid-West
American, innovatory puritanism: So opposed in its aristocratic
and flexible sense of fitness to more earthbound and static German
counterparts. A consistent admirer of Geoffrey Scott’s “Architecture
of Humanism,” the architectural creed of a landscape-architect,
Johnson has established its principles with increasing originality.

_ Johnson has also possessed, throughout his career, a flair for
suggesting the principles of ornament and decoration by integrat-
ing them with the basic architecture so that their presence is felt
rather than seen, thus conveying the resonance of concealed luxury,
The total departure from any
vestige of Bauhaus circumspection can be seen clearly in Johnson’s
most recent addition to the compound: The Sculpture Gallery,
completed in the autumn of 1970. This extraordinary invention,

like a fur-lining in a plain coat.

so apparently plain and decorous from its exterior approach, has
an extravagantly unforeseeable interior that ricochets from one
dramatically angular convergence and divergence to another. From
the outside, it resembles a Spanish barn and retains something
of that characteristic inside, though with brilliantly emphatic
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disruptions of any apparently coordinating module. Like an
innocent-seeming domestic animal, seen at a distance, the building
But
before exploring this culminating point, it is best to begin with
the famous Glass House, built in 1949, and trace the relationships

turns out, on closer inspection, to be a full-fledged dragon.

established between all the buildings and the landscape from
Johnson himself, standing in his own home and serving as a pivot.
Arriving at the Glass House on foot, for cars are very properly
concealed from the house at the enldarged terminal point of the
descending driveway, the senses instantly expand, the spirits rise.
For the approach has its own change of pace and the Glass House
suddenly is disclosed in its pristine simplicity and elegance. It
does not float in space or hover over the earth but rests on the
ground in the most natural manner. Ascending the two long,
shallow, rectangular slabs which, as doorsteps, counterpoint the
narrowly vertical, rectangular doorway gives any visitor a heighten-
ed awareness of the related counterpoint between the square or
.rectangular panes of sheer glass, framed by steel strips, which
delineate the proportions of the Glass House.
Going through the
doorway there is a momentary feeling of contraction, of expectancy

Walking into this house is irresistable.

caused by one of Johnson’s favorite tactics: To rather exaggeratedly
constrict or attenuate the vertical space of a doorway by means
of an unusually tall and narrow door-frame and thus emphasize
the drama of transition from one space to another.

Inside, there is instant expansion, imaginatively and physically,
in an invisible lobby; separate room areas are clearly suggested
by the arrangement of furniture, although in reality there is one
The dis-
position of furniture and objects contrast spatial areas and volumes

vast open room with invisible partitions and corridors.

On entering,
the fat curve of the vertical brick chimney-column is to the right,
but undisclosed as a chimney until you advance further into the

which act as surrogates for rooms and passages.

room. Around the curved brick column to the right, between the
curve and the glass wall, a long low line of cupboards or hanging
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closets separates the rest of the big room from Johnson’s bedroom:
A space of extraordinary privacy, very separate in atmosphere from
the rest of the Glass House. It consists of a bed, a table and
lamp with telephone, a desk and a chair.

Returning from the bathroom-cloakroom area, the natural
instinct is to go back to the entrance and advance further into
the center of the Glass House. To the right of center is a
rectangular off-white rug with a Mies van der Rohe low reclining
couch on the far side, two Mies chairs at one end of the rug and
a Mies stool at the other. Beyond the far right end is a stand-
ing lamp of oriental simplicity, designed by Johnson; slightly
away from the rug space, which indicates in the most elementary
way the living-room area, is a painting on an easel: A Poussin
legendary landscape with figures.
table by Mies.

But keys to direction are superseded by the initial impact
of the interior of the Glass House, before any spatial directions
or enclaves are apparent. It is disconcerting to find a huge space,
filled with light from transparent glass walls, so reassuringly solid
and enclosed. Sky and trees can be seen on all four sides; but
landscape is ‘distanced’ behind the glass, set in frames almost to

On the rug. there is a glass

resemble sections of a vast landscape mural, and thus trapped.
At different times of day, reflections flash back from the glass,
creating a spatial ambiguity of an interrogatory kind; but the
distancing of landscape and the simulation of a nearly opaque
solidity by glass walls is still constant. There is no nature wor-
ship on Johnson’s compound: He merely arrives at a discreet
As an artist, Johnson clearly
finds nature only acceptable if adapted and modified, or if its

arrangement with the landscape.

immediate proximity is freshly utilized. To point more tellingly
at the corner angle of a building, he changes nature by the subtle
shaping of a bush. Patrick Bronté said of his famous daughters:
‘They oftern expressed themselves greatly pleased with the beautiful
irregularity of uncultivated nature.” The reverse is ture of Johnson:
He enjoys nature, there are magnificent views from the compound,
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which in itself seems unconfined; but the moment he is profes-
sionally engaged, the shaping instinct of a Japanese landscape-
gardner controls every issue. His buildings are his stones.

Inside the Glass House, the spatial flow continues; clearly
directional with different ways of focussing attention on spaces or
thoroughfares through the definition of exactly calculated, invisibly
suggested, demarcation points or barriers. To the immediate left
of the doorway, on entering, is the kitchen unit: A long, self-
effacingly anonymous rectangle with its own kitchen ‘gallery’
implied by the space between that functional unit and the glass wall.
To the far left, and at a right angle to the white rug, is a long
dining table and chairs. Between the end of the kitchen unit
and near-end of the dining table, a sculpture of two figures by
Elie Nadelman, just smaller than life-size, rears up from its raised
base and confronts the central area of the Glass House. Relative
scale is again suggested, especially after scrutinizing the very
small figures in the Poussin landscape which is at the opposite
end of the room to the sculpture but does not, with its additional
commentary on human scale, face it.

Behind the sculpture, a corridor is implied through the
distance between the sculpture and the wall behind it as the
central point of a sustained passage exactly equal between the
dining table at one end, or the extremity of the kitchen unit at
the other, and the same glass wall. You move all the time on
an invisible grid but there is no sense of being coerced into any
action. Movement in the Glass House is effortless, free and open,
not conventionally regulated or forced into submission by visible
walls. But distances and proportions induce subconscious respect,
and finally behavior crystalizes as conduct.

Everything radiates outward on all sides from the Glass
House; inside, a series of signalling devices begins, or mirror
images in terms of formal counterpoint and positive-negative
references. The tall cylindrical chimney ascends vertically, cleav-
ing its way through the roof of the Glass House: The only
rounded vertical shape in contrast to the horizontal rectangularities
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and squares, or multiples of squares as rectangular units, implicit
elsewhere in the Glass House. It is also the only form to emerge
from the House: Everything else is contained inside.

Opposite the transparent and glittering Glass House is the
long, opaque, rectangular Guest House made of brick: Its shape
pierced and almost divided by an unusually tall and narrow door.
Otherwise the solid facade is blank, though linked to the curving
and receding hillside of the rise of land beside it, to the left, by
a dwarf hemlock-tree shaped to form a bush. There is another
dwarf hemlock planted further forward, and away from the Guest
House, to the right of the doorway. This provides for the Guest
House the first echo-link with the curving hillside; but the decisive
factor is the dwarf hemlock on the left, almost appearing to mask
and touch the edge of that corner of the Guest House to make a
semi-rounded fan shape which slopes more emphatically downward
to the left, at a slower ‘pace’, to provide a curving connection
with the landscape behind that side of the building. The open,
Baroque, splayed, fuzzy figuration of the bush has a carefully
shaped contour; whilst its green foliage with red flowers, off-sets
the ordered symmetry of the rectangular pink brick. Formally,
the bush is the half-way meeting point between landscape and the
building: Not as controlled as the brick, more controlled than the
landscape; the bush’s foliage and the grass being a nearly unified
green with the dark-green bush seen against light-green grass.

The Guest House contains a study, and a bedroom which is
womb-like in the ‘protective’ interior structure of the high arched
curves between a series of pillars which flank each side of the
bedroom and continue the movement around the third side facing
the bed. A lighting mechanism, manually controlled, dims or
brightens the artificial illumination through complete cycles: From
dawn to mid-day through to dusk and finally blackness. The two
windows here are big circular portholes which can be masked by
round fitted shutters. But essentially, in opposition to the ‘open’
Glass House, the Guest House is completely closed.

From the Guest House, a sloping hill and eventually a path
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lead forward toward the subterranean Painting Gallery, completed
in 1965. Between the two is the swimming pool: A perfect circle
of blue, flanked by a narrow, rectangular, granite sunbathing
terrace as exact in elongated proportion as a diving board parallel
to the pool. It is here that Prospero’s magic, steeped in the wit
of Voltaire, really begins. For you have left a transparent,
rectangular Glass House faced by an opaque, rectangular Guest
House made of brick, aware of the rectangular doorsteps and the
circular column piercing the Glass House. The solid cylinder of
the chimney top at the Glass House is paraphrased through
imaginative extension by the absolutely flat, circular disc of the
pool, for the water is always filled precisely to the brim. The shape
of the attenuated rectangle for sunbathing by the pool refers back,
visibly, to the long rectangle of the steps outside the Glass House.
An equivocal pause between direct links and clear oppositions
is already suggested by the variable transparency-translucency of
the Glass House itself, and the play between rectangles and
squares in the glass walls.

Johnson’s flair for puns or metaphors starts to reveal itself
with the siting of the Poussin landscape: An indoor commentary
on the possibility of connections between figures and a landscape
which, though mythological and outside and beyond the Glass
House in allusion, is not physically exterior to it. And it is
significant that Johnson has a Poussin painting: For in the classical
compositions of Poussin, the personages travel from one salient
landscape detail to another: From a sacred grotto through an
enchanted wood to an assignation point marked by a boulder.
These are landscapes for the formalized rites of myth and legend,
with integrated signals both in terms of a classically-ordered
landscape structure and through the hieratic gestures of human
reference at fixed points. Johnson’s use of connecting devices as
signals for scale, shape and distance between land and buildings
is equally elaborate.

Every factor, each element, in Johnson’s compound has a
distinct, contrapuntal identity. If Johnson’s lucid insights seem
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to be classical, his style in revealing this vision is Baroque if the
implications of Baroque can mean, in part, a succession of actions

or movements through an expanding centripetal whole, with one
element organically disclosing another.

The Painting Gallery is built under a half circular mound
and this new, rounded shape opposes the angular buildings seen
previously but relates to the pool, the circular chimney, and the
porthole windows of the Guest House as well as its half-rounded
fan-shaped bush. There is also an open curve described nearby
in the small springy bridge over a stream, which contrasts with
the closed curve of the big mound containing the Painting Gallery.
Entrance to the Painting Gallery is down a slightly descending
ramp which leads to the, doorway and then through into the
interior: But on leaving the Gallery you walk back up the ramp
and then straight ahead to a viewing platform poised above space.
This is the one point in the entire compound from which every-
thing can be seen, including the lake far below the Glass House
with a floating Pavilion to one side, with open and closed spaces
delineated by bordering columns or their absence; and a fountain
in the center of the lake: A vast single jet of water which leaps
to a height of one hundred and twenty feet. This makes another
column, but not rigid: Fluctuating, instead, from a spume-like
thick compression to softer dispersal in certain winds; sometimes
partially veiling with spray the landscape vista stretching far
beyond the lake into the distance. The lake, the fountain, and
the Pavilion can all be seen earlier, from a terrace-promenade on
the far side of the Glass House; but it is from this vantage point,
the viewing platform, that they function most clearly in establish-
ing further dimensions and an extended scale to the entire com-
pound. If the Poussin landscape is the interior key to Johnson’s
creation, the fountain provides an exterior measuring rod which,
in flexibility, epitomizes Johnson’s elusive plan.

The Gallery’s interior is an irregular cloverleaf construction
with three columns of increasing girth serving as the center for
revolvable screens on which the paintings are placed. The smallest
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circular storage stack, the middle scale and the largest range (a)
from the point furthest to the entrance; (b) to left; and then (c)
to the right; and follow approximately the asymmetrical gradients
of the exterior hill-mound. When the revolving wall-screens are
exactly in position to form three sides of a square, an illusion of
a room is created; but it can be, and is, a continuously changeable
room by swinging the stacks around to provide endless permuta-
tions in the grouping and relationships between paintings.

The detailing of the Art Gallery, as in all Johnson’s work,
is flawless: From the relationship of light tracks on the ceiling
to the brass inserts between the terrazzo paved floor. Like each
building on the compound, the Gallery contains one connecting
element which helps it to lose its separateness, and these clues
become increasingly ingenious, protracted and multifaceted as the
compound is explored further. In the Gallery, the three support-
ing circular columns can be translated back from the round floor
areas, via the bridge, to the circular pool, the round windows of
the Guest House, and the chimney-stack of the Glass House. The
ramp of the Painting Gallery and then the long interior hallway
lead you immediately to a higher ceiling and the central point
of the cloverleaf shaped gallery, though it is easy to move from
one side to another in order to view paintings from relevant
distances. The cool honey-ivory neutrality of the terrazzo in the
Gallery and the same tone of the carpeted screen-walls, are a
perfect vehicle for the visual isolation of the paintings. Johnson
has made a magnificent storage system serve as an art gallery.
Each building on the compound is a catalyst with which and
from which to see other things: The Painting Gallery, in its
passive but crisp austerity, is perfect for receiving color. But
Johnson’s innate sense of luxury, however plainly stated, is now
receding from materials into the spaces themselves which have
become increasingly unpredictable and luxurious.

It is irresistible to follow the circular flow of movement and
explore the paintings through expansive wedge-shaped apertures
as you move around the perimeter of each stack, as an alternative
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to viewing several paintings from the center of a three-sided room
when these ‘walls’ aré rolled around and into position. Johnson’s
collection of works of art is radical and slanted toward vouthful
expression which obviously stimulates him. It is probable that he
has found more to consider in the work of artists than in other
architects.

The discrete detailing of the component parts of this building
suggest the general character of the whole: The logically simple,
unobtrusively elegant interior, with its unifying, tonality as ‘invisi-
ble’ color, is curiously weightless. The gentle disruption of order
by asymmetry humanizes the building. Johnson’s capacity for calm
surprise through formal distension or multi-referential points of
contact has many guises, but his use of color in the Gallery provides
us with another equivocal pause: Positive in its restrained warmth,
negative in its incapacity to distract attention from his paintings.

At the farthest point of the compound, from a gently ascending
gradient, you approach the Sculpture Gallery, built of brick and
glass in 1970. The arrival has its own excitement of expectancy
because this building, as you. enter, instantly acts as an indirect
sounding board, by apparent contrast, for everything that Johnson
has done.
galvanic design of his Sculpture Gallery on a Spanish barn Johnson
has achieved an extraordinary synthesis or reconciliation between

In basing the intricate but monumental, serene and yet

those oppositions of north and south which play such a predominate
part in American art and architecture, poetry and music, and which
give to American art so much tension and vibrant life. Johnson
has brought together the Nordic or Germanic spirit of tightly
disciplined order with the more dramatically fractured and opened-
out, less predictable spirit of the Southern, or in this case, Spanish
vision.

Inside the Sculpture Gallery, you are immediately involved in
an act of total complicity: The building draws you in, you become
a main protagonist in some un-named ritual. There is no false
‘drama’ for Johnson’s puritanism avoids any suggestion of extra-

neous theatricality. You stand gazing down and around at a
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progression of stages of various shapes, open or closed, that descend
in a roughly spiralling order, ending in an asymmetrical floor span
which flows out through an archway that is, in itself, a study in
converging tilted planes to match the many V-shaped climaxes and
thrusts of sharply angled walls.
given an intense life of its own through the striped design which
alternates between parallel cold-cathode light strips. In daylight,
sun blazes fiercely and evenly through the semi-transparent glass

The semi-mirrored glass roof is

to flood the whole building, and every object in it, with the tough-
est imposition of black horizontal bars of shadow: Zebra-like and
adamant. This might well seem too emphatic or confusing for any
sculpture to survive, but it is not so: The sculpture is invigorated
by the encounter and takes on new dimensions. At night, the
glass roof becomes reflective, mirroring between the cold-cathode
strips all the multi-level spaces and the sculptures contained by
them.

Johnson also makes great play with light as a softening or
qualifying factor, as well as a dramatic agency. The hard light
hitting the pure-white painted vertical sides of the stepped brick
walls, which act as solid balustrades for the staircase, is muted
and evenly shadowed in contrast to the stepped horizontal planes
at the top of the walls which the lighting makes brilliantly white
and which also ‘move’, in ascension or descension, at a different
and faster ‘speed’ than the slower moving and darker unpainted
brick of the stairway itself.

To walk down the brick stairway, which continually shifts in
direction, is like descending into an increasingly active system of
spatial semaphors, for every partially open stage-or closed arena
acts as a comment on each other or a different aspect of the interior.
The Sculpture Gallery involves one’s whole being whilst the Painting
Gallery is more coolly receptive: For sculpture evokes our stereo-
gnostic sense and one feels in this great building like a partici-
patory sculpture, so powerful is the pull and thrust of exactly
articulated spatial volumes. Everything is helf together with
maximum force, but separate identities, sculptural or architectonic,
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are respected. Even the short bordering brick walls of the stair-
case allow space to penetrate through slim vertical gaps, wherever
a structural wall would otherwise cleave them: And so each wall
retains its own form and precise direction without merging into
another. In planning the Sculpture Gallery, Johnson thought
paradoxically of the Odessa Steps sequence in Eisenstein’s “Battle-
ship Potemkin” and would like to see a minimum of forty people
moving around the spaces, in contrast to the movement implicit
in static sculpture.

Johnson’s penultimate gesture of ironical counterpoint is in
the fact that you go down into the glass-roofed and ‘open’ Sculp-
ture Gallery, though seeing it and entering it at ground level, as
opposed to the sloping entry to the interior level of the ‘enclosed’
Painting Gallery which in fact is erected above ground level though
contained inside a mound. To explore the compound is like taking
an active part in organic geometry.

For if the Painting Gallery is like an immaculate petalled
flower, a cloverleaf or a daisy, the Sculpture Gallery has a new
and different kind of organic quality: Like a rough-textured star-
fish. In sections and from particular angles, it also resembles the
exultantly soaring serrations reinforced by a continuous line or
edge of ascension in Le Cog, of Brancusi; an effect in the Gallery
caused by the stepped break at the ridge beam. The sculptural
nature of the building recedes as you move around in it and meet
its challenge: The wide spectrum of angles and heights is very
flattering for sculpture.
contains.

The cold-cathode night lighting can create an amplified equi-
valent to the full intensity of outdoor sky-lighting in its evenness
of strong, colorless light, unaffected by vagrancies of shifting light
or clouds though capable of infinite modulation. It could not work
at such high pitch if the exterior of the building wete not pure
white: The building as a complete entity becomes a symbol for a

It is, finally, subservient to whatever it

source of light; or in reality, both in exterior and interior, a unified
light-trap. Seen from below, from the swimming pool, the solid
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mass of the Sculpture Gallery dissolves when the sky becomes white.
But as it disappears, the mass retains its edge: Trapped between
trees, the white walls and roof are reduced to pure contour, alone,
so that the sky appears to invade, occupy and devour one basic
dimension of the Gallery.

By contrast, when the Glass House-is seen on high from the
lake, at a steep angle, it can merge into its surroundings except
for its contour through the reflection of trees and sky: So different
to its first impact at ground level when the semi-reflective glass
walls seem both transparent and translucent. Poised between the
two attributes, the building then establishes itself as a reassuringly
substantial if mysterious volume.

But it is from the viewing platform, finally, that the complete
gamut of relationships between nature and man-made constructions
in the compound are best understood. Below the Glass House, the
pond is heart-shaped, an indented disc to complicate the network
of other circular shapes on the estate. Floating at the side is the
Pavilion, based proportionately on the dwarf’s quarters in the Ducal
Palace at Mantua. This Pavilion, as much an emblem of Johnson’s
thoughts as the Poussin painting, is a trompe @il folly seen from
above, for it registers as a full-scale building from the perspective
of distance. Walking down the path from the end of the Glass
House, it gradually diminishes in scale. Boarding it, near the
water’s edge, you can sit under a roof lined with gold leaf and
become intimately aware of the contrasts between open and closed
space through the use of arched columns; the inclusion of water
as a rectangular pool, a receptacle, just off-center of an otherwise
solid floor; and the endless revelations of perspective obtained by
receding columns which converge and diverge at right angles.
Each ‘room’ or open space is a square or multiple of squares, and
the raised Pavilion is related to the surrounding water by vertical
reflection. Small jets of water animate the miniature pool inside
the Pavilion; but these are in relatively close proximity to the
immensely tall fountain which shoots upward near the center of
the lake, linking it to the main domestic compound above. There
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is a drastic jump in scale.

The fountain is the essential scale-determinent, unifying factor,
and commentator for the entire compound. This towering jet of
water, from the viewing platform, can be positive, thin and hard,
though softening at its climactic point; a wavering and broadening
column of water; or a veil of spray, not unlike the slowly shifting
masses of a Clyfford Still painting. The fountain unites everything
within the compound and variably sets the final scale as an incon-
stant signal of release for the ultimate detonation of all the direct
or elliptical allusions in Johnson’s home, which consists of build-
ings, land and water on equal terms. By using all these elements
with the interaction of angles of perception, through alignment,
perspective and proportion, Johnson makes a continual formal pact
which refuses to stabilize itself as a final treaty.

In developing his land at New Canaan and constructing a
widely distributed home, Johnson has unconsciously achieved a
strange microcosm of America, with implied memories of domestic
buildings like the subterranean barns of Idaho or the Northern
States, so necessary in bad winters; the basic sophistication of
matt, polished or white-washed brick; ancient burial mounds;
glittering glass that animates countless buildings in American cities;
the trees, ponds and rocks of the more Arcadian terrains; a bright
blue swimming pool with that surreal intensity of blue water to
be found only in Yellowstone Park; the conquest of distance; and
a huge fountain not unlike the Bridal Veil waterfall in Yosemite.
The Pavilion and the Poussin canvas are tokens of the obvious
fact that Johnson, as a true citoyen du monde, is not remotely
interested in Americana: His style as an architect is personal but
internationally valid.
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