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Introduction

Neil Levine

IN THE SPRING of 1946, when Fzra Stoller visited it for the first time,
Taliesin West had only recently been completed. The angular struc-
tures of the complex, built of volcanic stone and concrete, roofed with
canvas, were still complertely isolated on 800 acres of unincorporated
land, in unspoiled desert, accessible only by a dirt road. Stoller was
commissioned to photograph Frank Lloyd Wright's headquarters in
Arizona, along with the earlier Taliesin in Wisconsin, by Fortune mag-
azine for an article by George Nelson. This article gave many people
their first view, and certainly the first in color, of the vastly different
places in which Wright and his Taliesin Fellowship lived and worked.'
The following spring, Stoller’s photographs were featured in the exhi-
bition Taliesin and laliesin West curated by Philip Johnson at New
York’s Museum of Modern Art. The publication and subsequent exhi-
bition made the obvious but by no means simple point thar all of

Wright's architecture since the mid-1920s was conceived and produced
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medieval monastery-like home and studio at Ramsgate (1843—47) or
William Morris’s neo-Gothic Red House at Bexley Heath (1859-60).

Taliesin had no such historical pretensions. It was designed to
function as a modern country estate in the new automobile age, with
all of the advantages that modern technology might afford. It would
contain not only the architect’s residence and office but housing for a
growing staff of draftsmen and workers. A school, or at least a training
program, may also have been envisaged from the beginning. All the
various elements of the multipurpose program, which included self-
subsistence farming, were disposed along the contours of a hill, just
below its crown, in a continuous though rambling structure of local
stone, plaster, and wood commanding views over the valley and the
Wisconsin River. The name Taliesin, which in the Wright family’s
native Welsh means “shining brow,” refers both to the appearance of
the house on the hill slope and to the sixth-century poet-propher cele-
brated throughout Welsh mythology and folklore.

Taliesin embodied Wright's vision of the unity of living and work-
ing. But more than merely a solution to the problem of shelter, it was a
place where Wright could constantly—and obsessively—experiment
with design, in three dimensions, with actual materials. It was, in effect,
his sketchbook. As a direct and unadulterated expression of his most
personal thoughts on architecture—his friend the sculpror Richard
Bock called it a “self-portrait”—it also became a powerful form of self-
promotion and advertising.’ Prospective clients were invariably invited
to Talicsin to get a taste of what a building by its master would be like.

Taliesin took on an additional role in 1932 when it became the
home of the Taliesin Fellowship. The idea for the Fellowship can be
traced back to 1928, when Wright and his third wife, the former
Olgivanna Lazovich, conceived the idea of establishing an appren-
ticeship-based, communitarian-style “school of the allied arts” ac the

Hiliside property. Significantly, it was in the same year that the two
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