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Development of the Essential: Sensual Space

Farnsworth House isn’t an object that lives up to the
commonplace notions of the citizen or the architect.
What's missing are the “nonessentials.” The essentials for
living are floor and roof. Everything else is proportion and
nature. Whether the house pleases or not is inconsequen-
tial. What's important is that it remains an archetype,
a carrier of inspiration, with high standards for the build-
ing volume. It begins unfolding and communicating
itself to the outside only with the change of the seasons.
Then, the view, in high spirits, reaches through the mas-
ses of the trees to the other bank of Fox River - the cell of
urbanism as a meditative, almost monastic production.
The ever-changing play of nature guides the inner life of
the inhabitants through sensual space towards selfrealiza-
tion. Felix Schwarz wrote: “The elementary relationships,
the white color and preciseness, evoke feelings that
could best be described through Winckelmann’s noble
simplicity, silent greatness.'”
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Portrait of Mies in his studio on
East Ohio Street in Chicago, 1964
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Farnsworth House Plano (lilinois) 1945-50

The weekend house made of glass and steel is situated
on Fox River in a natural environment. The steel skeleton
is painted white, the terrace and interior are decorated
with travertine marble, the curtains are made of natural
Shantung raw silk. The building is raised 1.20 meters
above the ground in order to give it the impression of
weightless floating. The concrete slabs of the ceiling and
floor are supported between the eight columns. The
ground plan is open, and walls of glass point in all four
directions.

A simple pillar construction provides the freedom of the
interior that completely permeates Mies’ developments.
However, it also determines the relationship with the
landscape: the house stands like a crystal in an unaltered
nature, entirely foreign, an artifact. There is no sugges-
tion, no hint that would point to the environment, which,
after all, forms the grand scenery.

By reducing over and again, until only the innermost
structure of a building appears, Mies leads it back to the
elements of pure beauty and spirit. In this respect, Mies
said: “I've always wanted to express a building as it really
is. | don't want to hide its construction. It doesn't make
sense to want to apply the forms of the past to our archi-
tecture. One can not go forward while looking backward;
those who live in the past will never get ahead.
Architecture is the will of an era, expressed in spatial
terms, alive and capable of change. It's not the yesterday
or the tomorrow. Only the today can be provided with
form.”

Reflecting upon the weekend house also led Mies to
a form of expression that approached the building styie
of the Far East. But it is devoid of any imitation, as is
demonstrated by the wall as a nonsupporting spatial ter-
mination, which allows for ground plans that are as open
as possible and for the extension of the living space into
the garden. In the context of the idea of “skin and bones,”
the uniform treatment of materials and the concept of
“adaptation to nature,” today the elementary buildings -
more than historic architecture — catch the attention of
those architects who look to the past for inspiration for
contemporary architecture. The concept of organic struc-
ture and the house as a third skin of the human being,
but also the abolition of the principie of load and sup-
port, are being reassessed.

SEEUASTEE. ERE (FRIEEM), 194519504
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BB RRATHEL AEHSANENEHENR
tk FRADBIARNEZSHERNERPE, XF
XAE, BHER RERERLBHEAIMAET RE
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Becoming One with Nature

Beyond useful functions of a building, Mies van der Rohe
was able, by determining the proportion and scale, to
perceive its innermost order and distinguishing features
and to express them in space and form. The development
of new technical and aesthetic possibilities helped him to
create a solid basis in his architecture. The simple glass
house, built on a vast meadow with a variety of trees
along the Fox River, was created in order to enable the
inhabitants to experience the rural silence and the passing
of the seasons. Thus, this house, and living in it, involves
trust in the environment. The free view on all sides en-
larges the space and leaves the park and meadow almost
without any caesura with the living space. The basic idea
was thus realized - fusing the interior with the exterior.
With the concept of the weekend house, Mies van der
Rohe has deeply marked the architectural culture, not to
mention the art of material selection, construction and
aesthetic perception. One can say that the spirit of these
principles, despite all of the changes that have occurred
over the years, still has a tremendous influence on archi-
tectural forms. Because in our architecture we find the
direct reflection of a holistic work of art, where architecture
flows together as a unity right up to the design of the
furniture. The softness of nature flows into the softness
of the space, light creates a subtle modulation within.
Both create an aura that solidifies sensibly where the
inner and outer worlds meet.

The house in perfect nature - without any garden archi-
tecture. There are no pathways, beds, or flowers. A large
maple tree protects the raised travertine marble terrace.
The discrete white of the steel construction and the
transparent glass panes make the house almost invisible;
it offers its respect to nature. Anything secular is miss-
ing, and the parking is disassociated from the house.
Only the “divine” nature and the human being becoming
one with nature.
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Farnsworth Impressions
by Peter Palumbo

The Farnsworth House, Plano, lllinois, has this in common
with Cannery Row in Monterey, California: It is a poem,
a quality of light, a tone, a habit, a nostalgia, a dream.
It has about it, also, an aura of high romance. The die
for the romance was cast form the moment Mies van der
Rohe decided to site the house next to the great black
sugar maple - one of the most venerable in Kendall
County - that stands immediately to the south and with-
in a few yards of the bank of the Fox River. The rhythms
created by the juxtaposition of the natural elements
and the man-made object can be seen at a glance - tree
bending over house in a gesture of caress, a never-ending
love affair — and felt ~ when the leaves of the tree brush
the panes of glass on the southern elevation. In summer,
the dense foliage of the sugar maple shields the house
from the torrid heat and ensures its privacy from the river.
The interrelationship of tree and house was the principal
factor that governed the policy of the late Lanning Roper
when he began the task of landscaping the property.
But more of that anon.

With its glass walls suspended on steel piloti almost two
meters above the flood plain of the meadow, life inside
the house is very much in balance with nature, and living
an extension of nature. A change in the season or an alter-
ation of the landscape creates a marked change in the
mood inside the house. With an electric storm of Wag-
nerian proportions ilfluminating the night sky and shaking
the foundations of the house to their very core, it is pos-
sible to sit in the thunderstorm and remain quite dry!
When, with the melting of the snows in spring, the Fox
River becomes a roaring torrent that bursts its banks, the
house assumes the character of a house-boat, the water
level sometimes rising perilously close to the front door.
On such occasions, the approach to the house is by ca-
noe, which is tied up the steps of the upper terrace.

The overriding quality of the Farnsworth House is one of
serenity. It is a very quiet house. | think this derives from
the ordered logic and clarity of the whole, from the way
in which the house has been lovingly cragged, and from
the sensitive juxtaposition of fine materials, such as the
way in which the core of primavera wood rises from a
floor of travertine marble. Whatever the formula, the fact
remains that anxiety, stress, or sheer fatigue drop away
almost overnight, and problems that had seemed insol-
uble assume minor proportions after the “therapy” ex-
erted by the house has washed over them for a few hours.

SEETAHTENR
[ EE I =N

RREFEN YRR A ET 5 MARE TN 5
Fl {Monterey) #98K T W#s (Cannery Row) @AM
THEZL: ERF BX 2%F 238 25 4
21T, CRAGSERMOREAN, YTH- /- Z-
FREBEERAEMHRE KB EBERN— 5 /R (Kendall)
ERTEMNH I — FANNE —BRETMHETRRILIEP
TRE. BB ERTHAE SR BT KINE LB
BEE. SWHSIEYENREE ARATESAITEN
HERUBL —MEAZRIPE—RIUBSHNESER
FE THUARIAVAEHFLNEEES. £EX. RE
MR ERE X ESNE FTRRETRR, EEEEs
AKDPRF. RIETHEEZNHREE. EERY2ET - TH
{Lanning Roper ) FF 6 SE AL IR A T B A B IR T E T, i
SEENREXEAAMRTRITHESAHNEERE >
BRERM.

FENHBRESEARERETSHNE L EETHEH
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(Wagnerian) AN NEBRRET XS, % T XEXETH
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The start of the day is very important to me. At Farnsworth,
the dawn can be seen or sensed from the only bed in the
house, which is placed in the northeast corner. The east
elevation of the house tends to be a bit poker-faced - the
dawn greets the house more than the house welcomes
the dawn. Shortly after sunrise the early morning light,
filtering through the branches of the linden tree, first
dapples and then etches the silhouette of the leaves in
sharp relief upon the curtain. It is a scene no Japanese print
could capture to greater effect.

Before | purchased the property from Dr. Edith Farns-
worth in 1962, | extracted a promise from my close friend,
Lanning Roper, that we should spend a minimum of one
week gardening together, year in, year out, in spring and
autumn. Funds in the first few years were restricted due
to exchange control regulations, and progress was pain-
fully slow. No more than five or six trees were planted
each visit, the remainder of the time being spent planning
for the future and possible reorganization. In this latter
connection, our first act was to remove the pathway of
crazy paving that led up to the house. To me it struck the
wrong note. | saw the house very much like the temple at
Paestum, rising like a jewel out of the informal setting of
a rough cut meadow. Lanning felt the same. We debated
the age-old question of whether great architecture should
be exposed and distanced from its surroundings, so as to
be seen to maximum effect from afar, or whether it should
render up its secrets gradually, through a series of tanta-
lizing glimpses, the full impact only becoming apparent
in the near view.

The proximity of the black sugar maple to the house told
Lanning all he needed to know of the architect’s intentions.
From then on, he decided to “shrink” the large meadow
surrounding the house with strategic tree planting of
species indigenous to the territory — honey locust, linden,
ash, oak, maple, willow, hackberry, redbud, alder, and
river birch. Later on he was to add amelanchier, spirea,
burning bush, read and yellow dogwood, eunonymus,
pachysandra, periwinkle — the last spread underneath
the house to soften the line made by the edge of the
grass and the black soil beyond - and drifts of snowdrops,
chionodoxa, dwarf iris, hortensia, narcissus, daffodil,
crocus, hosta, and dwarf cyclamen. Later still we began
to make the wildflower walk, which now bears his name,
through the woods. But before all that, two important
and basic projects had to be undertaken. The first was
to screen a section of the property’s western boundary,
completely exposed to the newly made highway, by plant-
ing fast-growing maples for height and willow and
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burning bush for low cover. The second was to make
a new entrance drive. Dr. Farnsworth had retained the
contractor’s drive, which went from point A to point B in
the most efficient manner, from the main gate straight
down the hill to the house at the bottom. The result of this
arrangement, divorced now from its primary purpose,
was harsh and insensitive. It meant, moreover, that cars
were parked in front of the house. Lanning’s solution was
to make a new drive about 150 yards to the east of the
original, and, following the contour of the hill, to wind
that drive down to a parking lot. The tree-lined approach
became softer and more gentle; cars were banished
from the immediate surroundings of the house and con-
cealed from view by a line of trees that already existed.
People ask me how practical the Farnsworth House is to
live in. As a home for a single person, it performs extremely
well. It was never intended for anything else. The size of
its single room, 55 feet by 28 feet, is a guarantee of its
fimitations. On the other hand, for short periods of time it
is possible to sleep three people in comfort and so much
privacy that one or another of them can suddenly ap-
pear where he is least expected. This is a measure of the
flexibility of space, and indeed it would be odd if this was
not so, for flexibility is the hallmark of all of Mies’s work.
| believe that houses and structures are not simply in-
animate objects, but have a “soul” of their own, and
Farnsworth House is no exception. Before owning the
house | had always imagined that steel and glass, by
their constitutions, could not possess this quality — unlike
brick, for example, which is a softer, more porous material
that seems to absorb as well as emanate a particular atmo-
sphere. But steel and glass are equally responsive to the
mood of the moment. The Farnsworth House is equable
by inclination and nature. It never frowns. it is sometimes
sad, but rarely forlorn. Most often it smiles and chuckles,
especially when itis host to children’s laughter and shouts
of delight. It seems to eschew pretension and to welcome
informality.

Living in this house | have gradually become aware of a
very special phenomenon: the man-made environment
and the natural environment are here permitted to re-
spond to, and to interact with each other. While this may
derive from the dogma of Rousseau or the writings of
Thoreau, the effect is essentially the same: that of being
at one with Nature, in its broadest sense, and with oneself.
If the start of the day is important, so is the finish. That tone
and quality of light shared with Cannery Row is seldom
more evident than at dusk, with its gradations of yellow,
green, pink, and purple. At such times, one can see forever
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