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Elevated Volume:

Escher GuneWardena’s Jamie House Floats Above Pasadena

In his 1971 Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies, Reyner Banham depicted the

Southern California foothills as a place where stunning sites and exotic vegetation come together

to realize a particularly romantic vision of the suburban dream. But, Banham concluded, the

dwindling number of suitable sites made the ecology of the foothills largely complete. Banham

was somewhat mistaken: he underestimated both local developers’ resourcefulness and their

disdain for the environment. Faux-Spanish style monstrosities spring up daily in ever more

preposterous sites. Yet, as far as cutting-edge design is concerned, Banham seemed right. Virtually

all the exciting work by LA firms in the intervening thirty years has been in the flats, Banham’s

“Plains of Id.” In the unmitigated sameness of the basin, the wild form of Frank Gehry or

Morphosis seemed to be the only way to distinguish oneself. The days of hillside modernist

buildings – such as John Lautner’s Chemosphere or Pierre Koenig’s Case Study House 22 - that

compelled through structural daring seemed to be over.

Or so it appeared. Escher GuneWardena’s recently completed Jamie house demonstrates the

possibilities of a poetic rationalism that rises out of a deep care for structural honesty, ecological

sensitivity, and a modernist economy of materials and space. The Jamie house is one of the latest

projects to come from this emerging practice, founded in Los Angeles in 1995 by Frank Escher

and Ravi GuneWardena, graduates of Zurich’s ETH and California Polytechnic University in

Pomona.

Located above Pasadena’s Arroyo Seco valley, the Jamie house is on a site with a 71 percent

slope. The typical approach would be to terrace the hillside, protecting the building from sliding

downhill with massive retaining walls. Escher and GuneWardena believe such an approach is

ecologically unsustainable. Instead, with the help of Andrew Nasser, a structural engineer who had

once worked with Eero Saarinen, they set the house on a steel bridge atop two concrete towers.

Occupying a mere two percent of the site’s square footage, the towers allow the hillside to flow

underneath the house, preserving critical drainage patterns while allowing vegetation to flourish.

Each tower contains a heating and cooling plant serving one of the house’s two distinct climate

zones. The towers support two steel beams upon which the house rests. Although only one story

tall, the floorplate occupies 84 by 30 feet, the maximum footage allowable by code for the site.

Beyond ecological sensitivity and the visual excitement of the dramatically cantilevered structure,

the design resulted in dramatic cost savings; whereas a house next door with a similar sized

floorplate required 27 underground caissons, the Jamie house required only eight.
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If the foundation is unusual, the house is more conventional structurally, responding to the

conservativeness of the construction industry. Escher GuneWardena adopted a lightweight wood

balloon frame construction commonly employed in domestic construction. Given the precarious

site, however, they understood that regular exterior maintenance would be virtually impossible and

clad the structure in panels of Cempanel, a durable fiber cement board. Wherever possible, only

one size panel was employed, reducing construction costs while creating visual regularity.

Working in the modernist tradition of the objet-trouvé, the large window units and glass doors

come from Windowmaster, a manufacturer of standard units commonly used in home

construction.

For Escher and GuneWardena’s poetic rationalism means the refinement of geometry and

structure to their essential minimums as a means of achieving clarity and grace. The internal

composition of the 1,965 square foot house reflects this reduction, any excess or wasted space

having been eliminated during the design process.

The insertion of a garage and a balcony into the rectangular main volume pinch it into two zones.

Each zone is further subdivided into private areas on the street side, where views open up to the

sheltering hill on the other side of the street and public areas open to the expansive views of

Pasadena. The north side of the structure’s public zone is comprised of a dining and living area.

On the other side of a wall, a bedroom, bath, and home office are united via a narrow continuous

band of space. To the south of the balcony and garage are the somewhat public spaces of the

kitchen and family room, and, beyond a volume containing a bathroom and laundry room, another

private zone with two bedrooms.

Escher GuneWardena’s renewal of a structurally derived modernism in Los Angeles, their

attempts to address the difficult site in a sustainable way, and their desire to realistically engage

the construction industry are laudable. If there is anything disappointing about the project, it is that

the homeowners of the same monstrosities that occupy the area delayed construction by two years

during the permit process because they feared a modern building. Perhaps now that the Jamie

house demonstrates the possibilities, it may not be too much to ask for the renewal of a broader

interest in modernism in Southern California.


