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The Farnsworth House has this in common with Cannery Row

in Monterey, California: it is a poem, a quality of light, atone, a

habit, a nostalgia, a dream. It has about it, also, an aura of high

romance. The die for the romance was cast from the moment

Mies van der Rohe decided to site the house next to the great

black sugar maple - one of the most venerable in the county -

that stands immediately to the south, within 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.

With its glass walls suspended on steel pilot! almost two

metres above the flood plain of the meadow, life inside the

house is very much a balance with nature, and an extension of

nature. A change in the season or an alteration of the landscape

creates a marked change in the mood inside the house. With

an electric storm of Wagnerian proportions illuminating the

night sky and shaking the foundations of the house to their very

core, it is possible to 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 canoe, which is tied up to the steps of the upper terrace.

The overriding quality of the Farnsworth House is one of

serenity. It is a very quiet house. I think this derives from the

ordered logic and clarity of the whole, from the way in which

the house has been lovingly crafted, and from the sensitive

juxtaposition of fine materials. Anxiety, stress or sheer fatigue

drop away almost overnight, and problems that had seemed

insoluble assume minor proportions after the 'therapy' exerted

by the house has washed over them for a few hours.

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.

People ask me how practical Farnsworth 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 ft by 28 ft, is a guarantee of its limitations. On the other hand,

for short periods of time it is possible to sleep three people in

comfort and privacy. This is a measure of the flexibility of the

space, and indeed it would be odd if this were not so, for

flexibility is a hallmark of Mies's work.

I believe that houses and structures are not simply inanimate

objects, but have a 'soul' of their own, and the Farnsworth

House is no exception. Before owning the house I had always

imagined that steel and glass 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

atmosphere. 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 it is host to children's laughter and shouts of delight. It

seems to eschew pretension and to welcome informality.

Living in the house I have gradually become aware of a very

special phenomenon: the man-made environment and the

natural environment are here permitted to respond to, and to

interact with, each other. While this may deviate 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 graduations of yellow, green, pink

and purple. At such times, one can see forever and with

astonishing clarity. Sitting outside on the upper deck one feels

like the lotus flower that floats in the water and never gets wet.

In November, a harvest moon rises slowly behind the tree-line,

as if giving a seal of approval to the day that has just gone by.

Later on, in January, when the winter snows have begun to fall

and the landscape is transformed, cars sweep silently past the

property along frozen roads, and the magical stillness of the

countryside is broken only by the plangent barking of a dog,

perhaps three miles distant.



In a low-lying meadow beside the Fox River at Piano, Illinois,

stands a serene pavilion of glass, steel and travertine.

When built it was unlike any known house, and a description

written by the American critic Arthur Drexler soon after its

completion in 1951 captures its essence: The Farnsworth

House consists of three horizontal planes: a terrace, a floor,

and a roof. Welded to the leading edge of each plane are steel

columns which keep them all suspended in mid-air. Because

they do not rest on the columns, but merely touch them in

passing, these horizontal elements seem to be held to their

supports by magnetism. Floor and roof appear as opaque

planes defining the top and bottom of a volume whose sides are

simply large panels of glass. The Farnsworth House is, indeed,

a quantity of air caught between a floor and a roof."

In spring the pavilion stands on a carpet of daffodils, in

summer upon a green meadow, in autumn amid the glow of

golden foliage; and when the adjacent river overflows the house

resembles a boat floating on the great expanse of water. It is in

effect a raised stage from which an entranced viewer may not

merely observe ever-changing nature, but almost experience

the sensation of being within it.

It is Mies van der Rohe's last realized house, built to provide a

cultivated and well-to-do urbanite with a quiet retreat where she

could enjoy nature and recover from the cares of work.

The rural escape for busy city-dwellers has a long history,

either as country villa2 or, more modestly, as the simple shooting

or fishing lodge.3 But while its function was fairly well estab-

lished in architectural tradition, the form and appearance of


