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Venturi and Rauch: Houses, by Paul Goldberger
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The houses of Venturi and Rauch are at once simple,
complex, and profound. They play at being plain, are in
fact quite elaborate, and exist at bottom to explore the
notion of what a house means, both architecturally and
culturally, in the society of the present day. They are rich,
therefore, in symbolism connected with the idea of the
house — gables, major entry articulation, and so forth —
but this symbolism is almost always used in some sort of
new way, twisted out of its normal context to force us to
perceive it differently.

- The firm’s work has been developing along these lines
since Robert Venturi’s house of 1962 for his widowed
mother in Chestnut Hill, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Since
then his firm’s design team has expanded to include Denise
Scott Brown and Steven Izenour, and the scope of its work
has widened along with this growth, but the general
themes that are evident in the Chestnut Hill house have
continued to provide the inspiration for the design of
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subsequent residential projects.

But equally important to Venturi and Rauch as the act
of commenting upon the idea of the house is that very idea
of the house itself. In other words, the plays upon the
simple image of ‘“‘house’ are not intended to be mocking,
as in Pop Art, but are almost celebratory. The houses want
to be houses like all other houses, and while they never
are, and the architect knows they never will be, the tension
between sophisticated architectural gesture and basic, plain
“house-ness’’ is a crucial factor in creating the houses’
characters.

The Chestnut Hill house illustrates this tension. It
begins with an essentially symmetrical plan, twisted out of
its symmetry by conflicting program requirements; as the
house stands, we feel a balance between the almost
classical order and a rather pragmatic alteration of it. The
plan works well, but it is given its real meaning by the
dialectic it sets up with the classical symmetry from which
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it has burst forth. Had it been plainer and more
straightforward, or had it been more eccentric and less
constrained by an initial order, it would have been less
successful.

The Chestnut Hill house has, in the years since its
completion, become one of the classic pieces of post-
modern design. It is a seminal work: it has influenced not
only other Venturi and Rauch designs but the work of a
number of other architects, and it is now a pilgrimage spot
for architectural students.

Set back from the suburban road, it is approached on a
long, straight driveway, its green facade, deliberately
overscaled, looming larger and larger. The facade, like the
plan, is almost symmetrical but altered to reflect pro-
grammatic demands within, and it manages to read both as
a plain, simple ‘“house” and as a complex and unusual
object.

The facade is dominated by a large gable, the essential
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piece of American house-imagery. The gable is larger than
it needs to be, alluding to villas of old; it is split down the
middle, an obvious reference to Blenheim, but done here
at proportionately larger scale than Vanbrugh’s break. The
split, like so much of Venturi and Rauch’s work, carries
several meanings. It is an ironic reference to a grand manor
house, a strong formal gesture in itself to underscore the
scale and power of the gable, and a visual device to
emphasize the large chimney element which rises behind
the split through the center of the structure.

Lest the central chimney element create an excessive
symmetry, the actual chimney itself emerges from an
offcenter point in the chimney structure. And a small
window to the left of the entrance loggia further empha-
sizes asymmetry. The loggia itself is another overscaled
element, made large in the center of the facade to support
the house’s symmetrical impulse; the actual doorway is not
ahead but on the right side of the loggia to permit a more
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reasonable plan within. The loggia is topped by applied
wood moulding, further increasing scale and, not inci-
dentally, underscoring the distance between this house and
the anti-ornamental modern tradition.

Within, the almost Palladian plan is distorted several
times, and always for good reason: the kitchen, to the
right of the entrance, does not quite match its opposite
bedroom, for example, and the ceiling of the dining area,
which leaps up in a quarter arc to provide a clerestoried
grandeur, is not echoed either on the opposite side of the
house, where a bedroom ceiling at regular height leaves
room for closet space for the bedroom above.

The fireplace is the central element of the main living
floor, its large structure a gentle allusion to the form of the
facade itself. The staircase rises behind the fireplace,
competing with it for the dominance of the house’s core;
both elements, of course, are traditionally central in
Shingle Style houses, and one of the things Venturi is
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telling us here is that in today’s limited economy, Shingle
Style expansiveness must give way to this tight spatial
competition. The stair itself, however, is wide at the
bottom and narrow at the top, symbolizing the more
public scale of the main floor, as well as providing useful
seating space where it is needed.

Upstairs, a single bedroom fills the space. An arched
window almost fills the rear wall, which is set somewhat
back from the edge of the house to provide space for a
small deck. The bedroom opens up to the front to fill the
large structure which, from the outside, reads as the
chimney enclosure. A window looks out to the front, and
a tiny ‘‘stair to nowhere” rises whimsically, like a ladder,
from the room to the front wall.

Clearly, it is as complicated a small house as has been
designed in many years. But its complexities are all in the
mannerist tradition, twists and changes to help us perceive
the reality of architecture — the nature of plan, of
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enclosure, of symbol — more vividly.

If the house at Chestnut Hill is, as Vincent Scully has
written, “an wur-dwelling as a child would draw it,” then
one might call the Brant House, completed in 1974, an
ur-villa. Ultimately, it is too complicated for that, how-
ever, for here Venturi and Rauch have attempted to recall
not the basic imagery of a house but to suggest a new form
— a grand manor house for the automobile age and the
suburban culture.

The house is a squat structure of green glazed brick,
beginning, like the Chestnut Hill house, with a symmetry
that is given up to the demands of the interior. Its facade
has two scales: a large scale of classical-like portico and
industrial-looking aluminium windows with huge mullions,
and the smaller scale of the first floor windows and play-
room door. The brick of the rounded, swelling facade is
decorated in a pattern of horizontal lines like those used
by cartoonists to suggest reflections on a smooth surface.
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It i1s an odd, and somewhat disquieting image — the
house, sitting on a flat grassy site, would suggest a country
villa but for its obvious and almost arrogant lack of
prettiness. Here the imagery is less consistent than at the
earlier Chestnut Hill house — there are hints of Palladian
symmetry, hints of Bauhaus modernism (in the auto-entry
elevation especially) and hints of art deco (as in the zig-zag
shape of the dining alcove). There is no possible reading of
the house in terms of a single image, always an option at
Chestnut Hill despite that house’s complexity.

The house is most successful where it attempts to wed
country-house imagery to suburban reality, and this is
clearest in plan. The house is entered either directly from
the garage or from a breezeway beside the garage,
reflecting the reality of automobile use; the central portion
of the main facade toward the lawn is appropriately given
over to windows, not a door, and the kitchen assumes the
central space to further underscore present-day priorities.
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The garage and breezeway entrance open to a vesti-
bule with black and white marble floor, as formal as any
entranceway and a clear allusion to Georgian grandeur. A
flight of six steps heads up to the main living space, filled
with the owners’ superb collection of art deco objects and
Pop Art.

There is a remarkable amount of space squeezed into
the 81-foot long bulk of the building. The floor plans are
elegant — not in the sense that a chateau is elegant, but in
the sense that a brilliantly conceived mathematical proof is
elegant. The architects have managed to interlock within a
single mass a three-bedroom children’s wing entirely
isolated from the rest of the house, a master bedroom on a
separate level, an isolated guest room, a library situated to
double as a family dining area and, next to the kitchen, a
playroom with stairs to the children’s wing.

The Tucker House, completed in 1975, is far smaller
than the Brant House; at the time it was commission-
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ed, its client was a bachelor and wanted quarters only
for himself. But from this simple program has evolved
what may be Venturi and Rauch’s finest house — a loving
tribute both to the plain American shingled house and to
the tradition of mannerist gesture. As at Chestnut Hill, the
facade appears to be dominated by a gable, although here
it 1s in fact a pitched roof, rising steeply to a central point.
There is a wide overhang on all four sides, and three of the
elevations are simple shingled walls with windows placed
only to reflect interior demands. There are two scales —
small windows indicate the domestic uses at the lower
level, and large windows the major space that fills the
second floor. If the facade at Chestnut Hill was a
two-dimensional child’s image of a house, here the image
expands to three dimensions, for what is basic here is the
sense one has of this building as an object, tall and
wooden, sitting among the trees in its lush semi-rural site.

The entry level is devoted to practical spaces — a small
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hall which doubles as a dining area, a kitchen, a bedroom,
and a bath arranged to serve both the bedroom and the
more public spaces. A stair, wider at the bottom, rises
against one wall of the house, turning at the top to open
to an extraordinary major living space above.

The space really is the house. It is at once grand and
intimate, formal and relaxed. Three walls have large
windows (covered with Venetian blinds, a favorite Venturi
detail) and the fourth, the stair wall, is dominated by a
large hearth behind which the stairs rise and descend. As at
Chestnut Hill, the fireplace structure echoes the shape of
the house. : :

The walls on either side of the fireplace are essentially
similar; opposite the fireplace, however, the double-hung
windows are topped by a huge round window, which
bursts exuberantly through the ceiling and, on the exterior
cuts through the cornice. It is a play on every oculus in the
history of architecture: suddenly that tiny element is given
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The window — which is actually a slightly elongated
circle, so as to appear round from below — gives light to a
small, book-lined mezzanine which runs across the top of
three sides of the large space. It is not unlike a little
lantern, hidden away at the house’s summit, and yet, since
it is open to the space below, it resembles a more formal
mezzanine as well. It is reached by a stair which, like the
main stair, steals up behind the fireplace structure.

The balcony space is, in one sense, a conceit; it is too
elaborate a spatial trick in a small house not to be. But it is
a space of genuine joy;its mannerism does not deny either
its pleasure or its rational relationship to the building
program. So it is like the building itself: a set of witty,
loving gestures wedding mannerist intent to the old and
honored symbols which make up the image of a house.
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