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Three Houses by Marcel Breuer, by Stanley Abercvombie
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The most obviously remarkable thing about the recent
houses by Marcel Breuer and two of his partners, Herbert
Beckhard and Tician Papachristou, is simply that they
exist. Breuer followed the customary pattern by concen-
trating on residential work early in his career; young
architects are often trusted with no other work. They
deviated from custom, however, in continuing to design
houses, long after the firm had expanded and reorganized
itself for the design of the largest sorts of commercial and
institutional complexes. This means, practically, that the
houses have not been designed for profit but for some
other motive.

Breuer’s own explanation is that house design has
continued to serve him as a laboratory for testing his ideas.
This seems true to some degree: certainly there are details
(such as a frameless sliding glass panel or a cork ceiling)
which have first appeared in a house, have been refined in
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succeeding houses, and have finally been put to use in
larger works. Any inferred notion of the house owner as
guinea pig would be quite wrong, however. For a second
remarkable thing about these houses is their sensible
restraint. This is particularly striking when the houses are
considered in the company of current house designs by
some other architects. A Breuer house is not likely to have
the drama of several floors opening to dramatic shafts of
space. It is not likely to have an overwhelming atrium or
flambuoyant shapes or elaborate decoration. [t is not
likely to have any spatial or visual effect, in short, that is
not entirely appropriate for a house. Laboratories or not,
Breuer and his partners have never used a house for
experimenting with, say, the form of the Whitney Museum
or the extraordinary volume of the St. Francis de Sales
church. Perhaps partly because the firm has, all along, been
designing other building types as well, its houses have none
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of the desperate quality of some contemporary work, a
quality that comes from trying to build at residential scale
ideas appropriate for larger (but uncommissioned) build-
Ings.

Three houses that are presented here, like all other
Breuer houses, have their own drama and their own
pleasures, certainly, but these are likely to be quiet ones:
an unexpectedly sturdy construction, a rich or beautiful
material, a thoughtful detail, a perfectly placed wall. It is
in observing these features that one comes to suspect that
Breuer insists on continuing to design houses simply
because he loves doing it, and he loves doing it because he
does it supremely well.

The Breuer partnership’s restraint in residential design
is most clear in the house that must have presented the
most opportunities for excess, the extensive Koerfer house
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designed in collaboration with Herbert Beckhard and
located in Moscia, Switzerland. In its size, in its materials,
and in its siting (on a nearly unbuildable slope with a
spectacular view of Lago Maggiore) it is extraordinary. Yet
it is at no point overbearing or grandiose.

There are two separate building elements on the site,
the main house and, up the hill, a skylighted pool pavilion.
The main house is on three levels, each a reinforced con-
crete slab. This concrete structure, as well as concrete walls
and parapets, is exposed in many cases, and given a careful-
ly bush-hammered finish. Other prominent materials,
outside and in, are stone flooring, fieldstone walls, granite
wall panels, benches, and tables, and generous amounts of
glass facing the view. Lush planting, including tall ever-
greens projecting through openings in upper terraces,
soften the effect of these hard surfaces.

The three levels of the main house are clearly divided
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as to their use: the lowest level for garage and servants’
rooms; the middle level for living areas and an elaborate
masters’ suite of bedrooms, baths, dressing areas, study
areas, and a teletype room; the top level for children’s
rooms and guest rooms. Each level has its own network of
outdoor terraces, and these are interconnected by a
number of steel, concrete, and granite exterior stairs,
detailed with the firm’s customary elegance.

A further requirement of the interior was that the
house should accommodate the display of the owner’s
extensive collection of paintings. This requirement has
resulted in large expanses of masonry wall surfaces which
reinforce the general impression of quiet solidity. For all
the complications of the difficult site, the complex
program, and the large scope of the house, it still seems
serene, relaxed, and admirably unified.
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Breuer’s first Gagarin house was built in 1954. Like
many of his clients, the Gagarins have come back for more.
Their new house incollaboration with Tician Papachristou,
finished in 1975, shares the same wooded hillside with the
earlier one. It is a smaller, simpler house than the earlier
one, and therefore more suited to family life after the
children have grown and moved away. Small, simple, and
even austere as it may seem, the second Gagarin house is
not without a touch of grandeur that has its source in
opulent materials. Like the Koerfer House, the second
Gagarin House’s basic structure is of materials atypically
sturdy for residential work. Its exterior walls are masonry,
its main floor slab is reinforced concrete, and some of its
roof spans are made possible by the use of steel beams. But
whereas such strong and permanent materials seem natural
in the Swiss house because of its size, its large spans, and
its craggy site, they are somewhat unexpected luxuries for
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the Gagarin house’s more conventional size and for its
gentle Connecticut hill.

Fine materials continue inside. The main living-dining-
cooking space, for example, is awash with teak: a floor of
teak strips, a freestanding teak kitchen island, open teak
kitchen shelving, teak. bookshelves. The effect is consist-
ent, handsome, and rich.

Beyond the entrance foyer and master bedroom suite,
there are a few steps down to this main space, its adjacent
terrace, and a pair of subsidiary bedrooms. These last
spaces are all housed beneath the main roof form, one of
the ‘“‘butterfly” forms the firm has often used. The glass
wall which these spaces share faces the downhill view and
is interestingly broken and shaded by brick fin walls
resting on concrete cantilevers. This wall constitutes the
strongest and most dramatic of the house’s elevations;
other parts of the exterior, relative to it, are deliberately
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fragmented and minor. At this wall the house comes to a
climactic focus.

Yet, despite this focus, the Gagarin house’s character is
based on qualities that seem intentionally contradictory:
the direct simplicity -of open shelving contrasted with
luxurious woods, the unpretentious plan and relatively
small size contrasted with heavy construction and per-
manent materials, ordinary finishes and details abutting
extraordinary ones. It is a house which relies on few
orthodox solutions.

The Stillman house also in collaboration with Papa-
christou, like the Gagarin house, is in Litchfield, Connecti-
cut. It is the third Breuer design the Stillmans have built
for themselves. And it is a house of very great beauty.
Outstanding in a career rich in masterful house designs, it
seems one of the most masterful.
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It obviously had Breuer’s own early vacation cottage in
Wellfleet, Massachusetts — a house his friend Rufus
Stillman had visited and admired — as its origin. The
Stillmans, like the Gagarins, found themselves with grown
children who were only occasional visitors, and the
Wellfleet design offered an ideal arrangement: a compact
main house and a completely separate guest wing which
could be closed (and left unheated) when not needed.
These two elements share a covered entrance court and,
beyond the cover, a small paved terrace with a view of the
beautiful valley beyond, its pond and its Calder sculpture.

Whereas the Wellfleet prototype was entirely of wood,
the Stillman house is partly wood, partly heavy walls of
rubble stone. This contrast of materials is the heart of the
Stillman design and gives it a character completely
different from that of the earlier house. The new house is
by no means a repetition or even a reinterpretation, but a
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wholly new design.

The house is approached by a road alongside the
ruined stone foundation walls of an earlier building, and,
around a bend, the first view of the house is primarily a
composition of white-painted stone walls. Contrasting with
the masonry are several tall, thin chimneys (the house has
a remarkable number of fireplaces) and the thin roof
spanning the entrance court. The first impression is one of
a group of humble houses in some Meditteranean village.
The whiteness of the stonework is made as white as
possible by the fact that all exposed wood elements of the
house are stained a very dark brown — practically black, in
fact. These colors, spiced occasionally by an orange Calder,
give the house a strikingly abstract aspect.

Entering the main house from the court, one first
passes through a long, rather narrow vestibule and then is
immediately in the main room. The opposite wall, the
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tallest in the space, is mostly glass and opens to the valley
view. Also notable, however, is the fact that one has passed
through the walls of sturdy masonry into a light, taut
wooden cage hanging at the edge of the hilltop.

The main seating area is to the left of the entrance:
dining and cooking areas to the right, all perfectly open to
each other. Beyond the kitchen and a laundry-utility area
1s a comfortable master bedroom suite. Projecting over the
valley from this simple rectangle are two cantilevered
elements (as at the Wellfleet house): a dressing room
projecting from the bedroom, and a screened ‘porch
projecting from the living area. Diagonal wood braces, in
obvious tension, dramatize the porch’s projection, and the
porch, like the entrance vestibule, has its long dimension at
right angles to the main rectangle. These changes of
direction create an intriguing tension between the house’s
parts.
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Tension between direction of spaces, contrast between
heavy and light materials, contrast between light and dark
colors, the ambiguity of separate but linked building
elements — these give to the house the wit, the piquancy,
the fascination of the Breuer firm’s work at its best, indeed
of architecture at its best. And the fact that these effects
are achieved in a house so clear, so straightforward, and so
admirably plain makes the accomplishment that much
more impressive.

These three houses — Koerfer, Gagarin II, Stillman
[II — are each quite individual and independent works, but
all are unmistakably products of Breuer and his partners.
Coming after half a century of productivity, they demon-
strate that Breuer’s talents continue undiminished.
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