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Los Angeles has woken from its long slumber in public and large-scale architecture. The
Cathedral, the Disney Concert Hall, the Hayden Tract, the Cal Trans Headquarters, the SCI-Arc
depot building, Art Center’s ambitious plans for its campus, the burst of school construction, all
these and more demonstrate renewed attention to architecture in the public realm in Los Angeles.
But what of the private house that makes up the texture these monuments punctuate? Does the
much-needed attention to the big mean we forsake the small?

Judging from the four recent projects we examine in this feature, the single-family house is
thriving as aviable site for architectural experimentation in Los Angeles. Buoyed by low interest
rates and a phenomenal run-up in real estate prices, the house is a renewed focus of attention for
both architects and consumers. But with the basin’s terrain thoroughly occupied, rising costs of
construction, and the need to get the most out of new improvements by building to the envel ope,
architects have been forced to become experts in constructing economically and efficiently. Add to
this zoning laws, design review boards, the hillside ordinance, stringent earthquake restrictions,
and historic districts. This explosion of regulations limits possibilities and, with mathematical
precision, strives to reduce outcomes to the most banal. The result is that the single-family houseis
by no means aretreat from the tough realities of the city. On the contrary, building a single-family
house means engaging in urbanism to the fullest.

A little over adecade ago, architect Roger Sherman anticipated this condition, curating the show
Re: American Dream at MOCA, commissioning projects by six architects to suggest that in the
future the single-family detached house would eschew both the role of isolated architectural set
piece, as exemplified by the Case-Study Houses, or shattered fragment, as in the works of the
Santa Monica School, to instead serve as a crucial means of densifying the city. This“Urban
House” would propose incremental but significant alternatives to the existing order.

In this feature we look at four very different examples of how architects work within
ever-tightening limits to produce the Urban House in contemporary Los Angeles. Each of the four
reflects a different situation faced in house construction today: Pollari X Somol’s Off-Useis anew
project on a seemingly intractable site, Michael W. Folonis's John Entenza House is an
archaeological restoration coupled with a subtle updating, Barbara Bestor’s own houseisa
near-total rebuild of an existing structure, while JohnstonMarklee's Walden Wilson Studio isa
freestanding structure in aback yard. In their diversity, these projects reflect the vitality of the
Urban House in Los Angeles today and suggest that, just as Reyner Banham confidently ranked
this city with Paris, Berlin, and Chicago for its domestic architecture in the twentieth century, so
we may do in this century.

P X S/ Off-Use



Usually the myth of the tabularasain contemporary Los Angelesisjust that, a myth. The few
remaining empty sites are either precipitously sloped, dangerously toxic, or otherwise deeply
compromised. With opportunistic planning and smart design decisions, however architects can
turn adversity into opportunity and build on these sites.

When architect Linda Pollari, Chair of Environmental Design at Otis College of Art and Design
and Robert Somol, a noted design theorist based in UCLA’ s architecture department set out to find
a house of their own, they looked in the mid-Wilshire areathey were renting in. With this area
largely built up in the 1920s, there seemed to be nowhere to build and, given the largish,
well-maintained structures on most lots, finding a tear-down proved impossible. One day,
however, they chanced upon an empty lot at the corner of Olympic and Highland. The relatively
low cost of the property seemed justifiable: with an estimated 80,000 cars passing by aday, and an
MTA bus stop at the corner, the site was what P X S called “an acoustical disaster zone.”

The typical move on such a site would be to pull back the house as much as possible, but this
eliminated any hope of a serious yard, let alone a pool, both requirements for the architects who
saw their house as a place to work, to entertain, and to lounge. Instead, P X S sited the structure up
against the property line, allowing the house to operate as a gasket or mat, absorbing the noise and
accommodating a25' x 100" yard behind it.

Although certainly modern, the house’ s west fagade, fronting Highland, isinformal and modest in
scale, covered in stucco, heavily landscaped, and acts as a dock for the couple' s cars, miming the
nearby 1920s Spanish colonia bungalows. The south elevation, fronting Olympic, relates itself to
the street and the frequently stopping buses while serving as a supergraphic billboard advertising P
X S'spractice. Window strips are inset twenty inchesto reveal the thickness of the wall.

The program is distributed along a gradient from public to private within the structure’ s 104-foot
long wedge as it tapers from a 22-foot wide studio fronting Highland to an 11 foot wide bedroom.
This*ranch-loft” or “one-room motel” integrates the couple’ s work life with the mythically easy
lounge life of 1950s Southern California. Two "soft cores’ form the only punctuation to the
volume: a bathroom/storage volume with outboard kitchen on one side that separates work and
living zones, and a second bath/storage volume providing spatial transition to the bedroom. The
interior of the south wall is faced with a bookshelf that acoustically dampens the din outside while
the books themselves create visual noise, echoing the ever-present sound of the automobile. On the
inside the windows are flush with the books to reduce the wall to a surface or a graphic.

P X S's house succeeds in addressing its difficult site because it is simultaneoudly is the product
of, and embodies, the architects’ attitude toward work: finding the most expedient solution to the
problem. The result is a house built without breaking a sweat.

architect: PX S

landscape designers. P X' S



cost: $180/ square foot

general contractor: Roman Janczak Construction
job superintendent: Michael Cormier

structural engineer: ECE / Koje Shoraka
lighting consultant: John Brubaker

casework: Systems 32
Michagl W. Folonis, AIA and Associates/ John Entenza House Restoration

If modernism is enjoying aresurgence in Southern California, the area still proves eager to destroy
its past heritage as the demolition of Schindler’s Wolfe House in Catalina and Neutra's Maslon
House in Rancho Mirage confirms. Thus, it's welcome news when we hear of reports that this
city’ s tremendous modern heritage is being saved. Y et how does an architect balance the demands
of authenticity with the needs of the modern day? Michad W. Folonis's recently completed
restoration of Harwell Hamilton Harris's 1937 house for John Entenzais a stellar response to this
problem.

Thistiny structure, only some 850 sguare feet in size, had been extensively run down over the
years and seemed a candidate for demolition until purchased by advertising executive George
Penner. Like Entenza, Penner was a bachelor and thought the house would suit him well. He hired
Michael W. Folonis, an architect based in Santa Monica with atwenty-year old practice engaging
in single-family and multi-family residential, commercial, and mixed-use construction. Folonis
had not undertaken restoration work before but the prospect of being paid to research the way an
architect he admired worked was attractive to him.

Folonis realized the house needed substantial upgrading: the plumbing and electrical systems were
outdated, there was no central heating system, and the Depression-era kitchen and bath were
inadequate for modern living. But Harris had paid careful attention to the interior finish, most
notably running a horizontal fascia around the entire volume and this had survived largely intact
over the years. Folonis decided the most effective solution was to remove the building’ s exterior
stucco. Doing this allowed him to gain access to the plumbing and electrical work and to replace
the window frames as necessary without touching the interior. In a space below the house, which
sits on a hillside near the ocean, Folonis wedged a furnace. To avoid punching holesin either the
first floor deck or the roof deck, the furnace vents horizontally. The foundation was rebuilt under
the house as a seismic retrofit.

Apart from the substitution of maple flooring for the previous carpet and the careful reconstruction
of built-in furniture elements that had been removed or had become unsound, the living room and
bedroom were largely untouched. Aluminum doors between the living room and deck were
replaced with new, weather-tight doors. The kitchen and bath were another story. Both were
obsolete but had to be redone without moving the house' s walls. For storage, Folonis built entirely



new cabinets but reproduced the original notched pulls designed by Harris. A new stainless steel
counter gives adramatic highlight to the kitchen in keeping with the rest of the structure. The tight
quarters of the bathroom required a sunken tub. Thisin turn gave the space a more expansive feel.

Ironically, the client soon married and had a baby, forcing him to sell the tiny house. Luckily, it
was purchased by realtor Mike Deasy, of Mosder, Deasy & Doe, renowned in this city for their
sales of fine architecture. The renovation has won numerous awards. an LA Chapter AIA award,
an LA Conservancy award, AlA/Sunset Design award, and AlA/California Council State Award.
If the interventions at the John Entenza House are subtle, their successis due to the thorough
research Folonis undertook and the great care with which he worked. Sometimes, we learn from
this project that saves a modernist landmark, small moves have important consequences.

architect: Michael W. Folonis, AlIA and Associates
client: Geor ge Penner now owned by Mike Deasy
general contractor: Mark Johnson of MJ Construction
structural engineer: Peter Erdelyi

Bestor Architecture. BBC House

If renovation is an option with some houses, compl ete transformation is the precondition for
rebirth with others. In her own house, architect Barbara Bestor used the process of rebuilding to
build anew life for a structure, herself and her daughters.

Having established a successful practice in Los Angeles, Bestor moved to Providence, Rhode
Island in 2001 with her husband and two young daughters. Although Bestor hoped the proximity
to New Y ork and Boston would allow her to grow her practice as she taught at the Harvard GSD,
the move did not survive the dissolution of the marriage. While the return meant coming home for
Bestor, the situation she and her daughters found was precarious. Having sold her house in Silver
Lake, she was ableto lease a client's home for 6 months, but needed to find a more permanent
place of her own.

On adrive through the Echo Park hills one afternoon, a month into her return, Bestor noticed a
decrepit shack with areal estate agent’ssign in front of it. "I could live here!", she recalls thinking.
The shack was somehow compelling, evocative of both Richard Barnes's elemental photographs
of the Unabomber cabin and the Jungian archetype of home. A bit like the Unabomber, the
previous owner had lived a hermit-like existence, allowing the building to fall apart prior to his
death. Subsequently, a contractor had ripped out the interior walls and floors before giving up.
While the house' s condition scared away other buyers, Bestor realized that the existing permits
and interior demolition made it possible for her to move quickly.

Bestor, whose work is usually rigorously neo-modern, rapidly went through a series of schemes,
many inspired by Gordon Matta-Clark, Jr.: covering it in one-way mirror glass, encasingitin



stacked railroad ties, preserving the structure under glass. In the end, however, the house as
Jungian archetype proved most compelling and she decided to reduce the structure to its formal
exterior elements while rebuilding the interior completely.

Inspired alittle by the house of the children’s book character 'Miffy’, Bestor treated the public
facade as icon, highlighting the central corridor by exaggerating the door. She clad the exterior
with Hardiplank, a fiber cement board painted black and blue that would seem dark during the day
but lighten up at twilight. The windows are commercia storefront windows, another cost-cutting
measure. Bestor carefully chose materials throughout to be inexpensive, child-safe, and able to
survive the daily tests kids put materials through.

Further reducing construction costs and making the house seem as big as possible, Bestor
minimized interior walls. Thus, the bulk of the first floor is taken up by akitchen-dining-living
room. One wall of thefirst floor room opens up nearly completely to the exterior where a poured
concrete seating area and afire pit allows for informal entertainment. With the house perched
precariously on a hillside, Bestor ran an exterior walkway along its side. Thisalows avisitor to
bypass the house on the way to the rear seating area. Bestor intended this route to create afigure
eight of circulation through the space, ideal for her well-attended cocktail parties and her small
childrens games. Her friend, architect Roger Sherman, points out that she has appropriated the
spatial planning logic of the contemporary day center: the main room and yard become a large
space with pockets of activity while supervisors can circulate throughout. Both as the setting for
groups of adults and children, or just staying home with her family of three, the care Bestor has
shown in planning her house has ensured it's success.

architect: Barbara Bestor, Bestor Achitecture. [www.mindspring.com/~bestor] project cost:
$250,000 including landscaping

general contractor: the architect

construction foreman: Monte Ross

landscape design: Stephanie Bartron (323) 691 7519
Johnston MarkL ee/ Walden Wilson Studio

Given that alarge proportion of housesin Los Angeles have freestanding garages, it becomes
possible to imagine these as objects of radical transformation. As Sharon Johnston and Mark Lee
prove in their Walden Wilson Studio, garage-based structuresin rear lots can become remarkable
figural objects of their own while negotiating the complicated conditions of privacy and adjacency
set up by the single-family home plot.

Johnston MarkL eewere commissioned by Gwen Walden and her partner Millie Wilson to build a
bedroom addition together with a freestanding 400 square foot studio for an existing 1950s tract
house in Culver City. While the bedroom addition is just being finished as we go to press, the
studio unit, for Wilson, a noted artist and teacher at Cal Arts stands literally and figuratively, onits



own.

Johnston MarkLee had initialy identified the existing garage as a base for a second story studio
addition. During construction, however, it became clear that the garage’ s structure had endured the
years poorly. Economics dictated it be torn down and replicated. The result was a completely new
structure retaining the footprint — and even the door — of its predecessor.

Wilson asked Johnston MarkL ee to make the studio into an open space with diffused lighting and
plenty of privacy to work in. Understanding that the larger second floor studio was inevitably
going to loom over the garage, Johnston MarkL ee decided to exaggerate rather than repress the
difference in massing. Given the importance of light to the program, the overall structure began to
be determined by a giant light scoop mounted on top and a small scattering of windows. While one
huge window opens onto a distant view of the Baldwin Hills, the other windows remain small to
preserve privacy, serving largely for cross-ventilation rather than for views.

With a project for an addition to Morphosis' 2-4-6-8 House in the office, Johnston MarkL ee had
become interested in how Thom Mayne' s had treated windows as masses in that structure. The
influence of this methodology is visible both in the setbacks for the windows at the Walden
Wilson Studio, allowing them to become punctures in the elevation, in the way the windows push
into the interior space, and in the exaggeration of the light scoop.

The light scoop has two sections, a larger scoop that generously embraces light from the north
while asmaller slot washes the wall with light when the sun is directly overhead. At night, the
scoop continues its function: lights mounted on the roof shine light back into it, allowing work to
continue without the use of any of the ceiling-mounted spotlights.

The exterior of the structure is cloaked in Eternit fibercement panels. But with the delivery of the
panels on site, the panels proved to have inconsistent coloring. JohnstonMarkL ee took this as an
opportunity and dispersed it throughout, giving the house a striated appearance, almost as if it
were constructed of stone.

An enigmatic structure that brings to mind the late work of John Hejduk, the Walden Wilson
studio stands as a harbinger of the future of the urban house. We imagine the neighborhood
densified not through the construction of McMansions but through the appearance of elegant
buildings like these, forming a backyard dialogue like neighbors speaking over afence. Los
Angeleswould certainly be better for it.

Johnston MarkLee: Sharon Johnston and Mark Lee, principals, Mark Rea Baker, Project Architect

General Contractor: Pandro Sokolow

Photography: Eric Stauedenmaier



