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READ THIS IMPORTANT SAFETY NOTICE

To prevent accidents, keep safety in mind while you work. Use the safety guards installed on power equipment; they are for your protection.

When working on power equipment, keep fingers away from saw blades, wear safety goggles to prevent injuries from flying wood chips and sawdust, wear hearing protection and consider installing a dust vacuum to reduce the amount of airborne sawdust in your woodshop.

Don’t wear loose clothing, such as neckties or shirts with loose sleeves, or jewelry, such as rings, necklaces or bracelets, when working on power equipment. Tie back long hair to prevent it from getting caught in your equipment.

People who are sensitive to certain chemicals should check the chemical content of any product before using it.

Due to the variability of local conditions, construction materials, skill levels, etc., neither the author nor Popular Woodworking Books assumes any responsibility for any accidents, injuries, damages or other losses incurred resulting from the material presented in this book.

The authors and editors who compiled this book have tried to make the 
 as accurate and correct as possible. Plans, illustrations, photographs and text have been carefully checked. All instructions, plans and projects should be carefully read, studied and understood before beginning construction.

Prices listed for supplies and equipment were current at the time of publication and are subject to change.
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Foreword

Sudden seduction is sometimes the unintended by-product of genius. When David Mathias first encountered the work of Greene & Greene he was transported to a state of being akin to falling in love. Nor is it uncommon for an epiphany to occur in the presence of Greene & Greene’s artistic architecture and decorative arts. One realizes that the Greenes’ bold designs, sublime materials, satin finishes and sensuous craftsmanship signal a level of creative care far beyond that which the majority of architects — including the “greats” — have typically been able to muster. Charles and Henry Greene’s confident control over design and execution fills us with awe for their objects: light fixtures, rugs, picture frames, piano benches and much more. Ultimately, it is humbling to realize that a structure and its contents can provoke the emotional response that can come over a visitor to a Greene & Greene house. But this is surely the hyperbole of the over zealous, the reader will object. I can only offer that Greene & Greene had the same effect on me.

As an incoming freshman looking for a place to live at the University of California at Berkeley, I found myself standing across from the William R. Thorsen house designed by the Greenes in 1909. I learned that it had been the local chapter of the Sigma Phi fraternity since 1943, and, smitten by the splendor of the place — a truly seductive combination of Asian elegance and Western rusticity — I asked how I could become one of the guys of Sigma Phi. This bit of serendipity, and the subsequent experience of living in a Greene & Greene house for four years, had a life-altering effect. I have since observed this to be true of others who have also come into close contact with the Greenes’ work. David Mathias, author of this richly-personal appreciation of the Greenes, stands out among these. David comes to Greene & Greene from the perspective of an amateur woodworker with a fine aesthetic sense. Through his writing we are able to appreciate the Greenes’ houses and furnishings almost as if we were hearing from one of their builders. Through stunning and perceptive new photography, the illustrated spaces and furnishings illuminate the genius of the Greenes’ designs, material selection and craft, which has caused so many to celebrate and be seduced by their work. Within a narrative that describes the personal impact of the Greenes on the author, the power of the Greenes’ creative output is persuasively communicated. We can also understand how that particular brand of creativity might have been appreciated by clients of the turn of the last century. Being a woodworker, Mathias also pays due homage to John and Peter Hall, the Swedish brothers who worked closely with the Greenes on their finest houses. Mathias correctly grasps how without the Halls, the Greenes would lack a significant measure of the reputation that they enjoy today. Relatively few writers have focused exclusively on Greene & Greene, and so it is a privilege whenever a talented one such as Mr. Mathias comes along. Be forewarned that through this book his seduction may become yours, too.



EDWARD R. BOSLEY
James N. Gamble Director
The Gamble House, Pasadena
School of Architecture
University of Southern California
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Preface
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“Any fool can write a book but it takes a man to make a dovetail door.”

CHARLES FLETCHER LUMMIS

On a beautiful Southern California evening a couple of years ago, I had one of the more surreal experiences of my life. At about sunset, I found myself standing at the front door of the Gamble house, the best-known of a series of significant and wonderful residences designed by Charles and Henry Greene in the first decade of the 20th century. Having rung the doorbell, I waited for someone to answer, to open the door to the most beautiful man-made place I had ever been.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0013_002]
Greene & Greene achieved a rustic elegance even when working with modest materials. Dining room, Josephine van Rossem house, No. 1, Pasadena, 1903 (altered 1906).

My first visit to the Gamble house was in September 2000. I had pored over photographs of that house and others, but located in the Midwest, I had only daydreamed of experiencing the beauty firsthand. The visit was a revelation — even with my very tired six-month-old son in tow. While the exterior of the house is a work of art, inside one experiences sensory overload. Incredible views in every direction make it difficult to focus on any one object or detail for long. Normally patient, I suddenly had the attention span of a gnat. The one-hour tour passed far too quickly.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0014_001]
Wood glows and shadows entice in the twilight. Detail, entry hall, David B. Gamble house, Pasadena, 1907-09.

In subsequent years, I became increasingly enamored of the work of Greene & Greene. Their style began to dominate my woodworking designs and implementations. I continued to pore over books and magazine articles, and I continued to daydream, this time of a second visit to Pasadena, the center of the Greene & Greene universe.

It wasn’t until October 2007 that I had the opportunity to return. By that time, I was beginning work on a series of articles about Greene & Greene designs for Popular Woodworking Magazine. A chance meeting with Kori Capaldi, Operations Manager at the Gamble house, led to an invitation to a reception at the house for a speaker in the Sidney D. Gamble lecture series. Which brings us back to the remarkable art glass paneled front door on that remarkable Southern California evening.

The Gamble house is a magical place at night. Perhaps only a poet could describe the glow that seems to emanate from every wooden surface in the dim light provided by the fixtures designed by Greene & Greene. It is truly extraordinary. The combination of this unusual light and the shadowy darkness present in corners and recesses, gives the 8,000-square-foot house a comforting, homey quality that is both unexpected and immediate. Beyond any of my Midwestern daydreams, those couple of hours amplified my already considerable respect for the artistry of Charles and Henry Greene.

In Inventing the Dream: California Through the Progressive Era, Kevin Starr refers to Greene & Greene, writing that their “…Pasadena homes were poems of wood and light.” When reading that, I immediately recalled the wonderful light in the house at night and knew that I had found the title for this book. Since that evening, I have had the good fortune to visit numerous Greene & Greene houses. Each one, whether modest or masterpiece, is a wonder. In fact, each time I enter one, I am acutely aware of the privilege being granted me, of the opportunity to witness history and further understand the talented men who designed and built this incredible body of work.

At about the time that I began writing this book, my wife and I took a brief vacation to the Lodge at Torrey Pines in La Jolla, California. Perched on a prime piece of real estate overlooking the famed Torrey Pines golf courses and the Pacific Ocean, the lodge is likely the most substantial Greene & Greene-inspired structure ever built. While some purists might complain about compromises, one must bear in mind that this is not a private residence but a modern hotel that must meet strict building codes and accommodate guests in addition to presenting a beautiful reference to historic architecture.

While at the lodge, I met with Bill Evans, President of Evans Hotels, the lodge’s owner. The Lodge at Torrey Pines exists solely because of Bill Evans. It is a testament to his passion, energy and desire to create something exceptional. One of the first things Bill said to me was, “Does the world really need another Greene & Greene book?” He was joking. Mostly. I think. But it’s a valid question that deserves an answer.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0015_001]
The garage didn’t receive the same attention as the house, but it certainly wasn’t an afterthought. Like all things, it can, and should, be made beautiful. Thus, the garage is unified in design with the house.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0015_002]
The door is functional but exhibits typical Greene & Greene elements. Garage, David B. Gamble house, Pasadena, 1907-09.

In the past couple of decades a number of books about Charles and Henry Greene, and their work, have appeared. Among them are volumes by those responsible for the Greene & Greene renaissance and the continued resurgence of their legacy. Anyone with an interest in this topic owes a debt of gratitude to Randell Makinson for helping to rescue their legacy and bring the Greenes’ work back from the brink of obscurity. Randell has authored several volumes including The Passion and the Legacy.

Randell discovered Greene & Greene while an architecture student at USC. One day he went to see the Gamble house (when Gambles still lived there). As Randell stood outside the house admiring the design, the front door opened, and a man demanded to know what Randell was doing. That man was Cecil Gamble, son of David and Mary Gamble who built the house. After an impromptu tour, Randell was hooked. He went on to help engineer the transfer of the house from the Gamble family to USC and the city of Pasadena and to be the house’s director for a couple of decades.

Current director of the Gamble House, Edward (Ted) Bosley has an equally compelling story. As an undergraduate at the University of California at Berkeley, Ted one day saw a house that intrigued him. It was the home of the local chapter of the Sigma Phi fraternity. It is also known as the Thorsen House, the last of the Greenes’ “Ultimate Bungalows.” Built in 1910 for lumber baron William Thorsen, the house and its furnishings are among the Greenes’ greatest accomplishments. Remarkably, those accomplishments are still visible even though it has been a fraternity house for more than 60 years.

Ted pledged Sigma Phi and lived in the house for four years. That he went on to become director of the Gamble House is one of those great American stories, like the kid who meets Babe Ruth and then grows up to play for the Yankees. Greene & Greene is Ted’s history of the brothers and their work. It is the definitive volume on the topic and a stunning achievement.

There are, of course, other excellent books on the subject of the Greenes and/or their commissions. Greene & Greene: Masterworks by Bruce Smith and Alexander Vertikoff is, in my opinion, the most notable. Bruce’s Greene & Greene scholarship is among the very best. His upcoming book on the Duncan-Irwin house is highly anticipated. Alexander Vertikoff is an outstanding architectural photographer, well known in the Arts & Crafts world. He is my photographic hero. His photos in Masterworks are beautiful.

This brings us back to the question that Bill Evans asked me, “Does the world really need another Greene & Greene book?” The unspoken subtext of that question goes something like this: “There are already many excellent books on the topic. Do you have anything new to add?” I believe that the answer to that question is “yes.” I submit that there is something new in these pages.

I have not tried to reinvent the wheel by writing a definitive history. Any such attempt would be doomed to failure by comparison. Makinson, Bosley and Smith have set a very high bar. Unlike the others, I came to Greene & Greene through woodworking. I was drawn to their spectacular designs: spare and graceful, with subtle details that define many pieces and, more generally, their style. Woodworkers, even hobbyists like me, develop an eye for details and a curiosity about how those details are implemented. It’s a blessing and a curse (go to a furniture store with a woodworker and you’ll see what I mean).

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0016_001]
Greene & Greene took great care with seemingly minor details, such as doors. Patio doors, William R. Thorsen house, Berkeley, 1908-10.

Think of this book as a guided tour through the Greene & Greene store. There are many photos here of exteriors or entire rooms. What makes this book different, however, is that there are also many photos that focus on details. While the best books on the topic are filled with photos of pieces of furniture, the reader is often left wanting to see more, to see close-ups of inlays, pegs and joinery, the beautiful details that help define what we know as the Greene & Greene vocabulary. In these pages the reader will find those close-up shots along with discussion of the broader themes of the designs.

The topic of this book then is Greene & Greene design with a focus on the details that distinguish their work. Pegs and lifts are obvious and often used by designers to make a piece “Greene-ish.” Of course, there is much more variety, and subtlety, in the Greene canon. We explore that here. Additionally, it is best to examine Greene & Greene pieces in context. Every piece of furniture was designed to occupy a particular place in a particular house. Though much of the furniture no longer resides in the houses for which it was designed, we can consider the recurring, unifying themes that are an important aspect of the design philosophy, one that merits closer examination.

Only you can judge if this work has, in fact, contributed anything new to your enjoyment of and appreciation for the incredible output of Charles and Henry Greene. I sincerely hope that to be the case.

DAVID MATHIAS
 December 2009



Greene & Greene: An Introduction
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“A designer knows he has attained perfection not when there is nothing left to add, but when there is nothing left to take away.”

ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPERY

One hundred years ago, in Pasadena, California, two young brothers were in the midst of an astonishing period of creative success. Fueled by the artistic genius of the elder brother and the wealthy clients willing to provide a great deal of freedom, they created a new and distinctive architectural style that is instantly recognizable still. The brothers were Charles and Henry Greene. Their style, a synthesis of the Arts & Crafts with Asian influences, a casual, California sensibility and obsessive attention to detail. They uniquely combined these elements to create an innovative style, a “new and native architecture.”1 An architecture well suited to the lifestyle in Southern California at the dawn of the 20th century.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0017_002]
A single piece that contains many trademark details, this table may be a perfect piece of furniture. Hall table and armchair, David B. Gamble house, Pasadena, 1907-09.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0018_001]
Beautiful under any circumstances, The Gamble House is magical at night. View of east façade, David B. Gamble house.

One often reads of “the Greene & Greene style” as if it was static, constant. Such references are almost certainly to the fully mature forms represented in their best-known commissions, those from 1907-1910. That style, of course, was the culmination of a period of development, of an evolutionary process that resulted in many lesser known but beautiful houses and decorative arts objects. Even during their most productive period, a brief four-year span, the style was not static. Their designs continued to evolve, the vocabulary growing with each new project.

Interestingly, despite this continued development, one thing remained constant: Greene & Greene applied their style, whatever the current iteration, equally to houses large or small. Materials would vary, as would the degree to which they designed furniture and decorative objects, but the basic vocabulary was used without regard for the size of the commission. In this sense they were creators of a form of “democratic art” with architecture as their medium. In fact, they have been credited with creating “…the type form from which sprang the most delightful little houses we have ever had.”2

To describe a complex object is difficult. One might easily express the idea of a simple geometric shape, such as a square (though imagine trying to do so for someone completely unfamiliar with the vocabulary of geometry). However, to convey the intricacies of an object of beauty could be impossible. Consider the Chrysler Building or a 1962 Ferrari 250 GTO. Now put one of them into words. Both are iconic and familiar. Yet neither can be easily described. Certainly, the exercise is no less demanding when speaking instead of the work of Greene & Greene. There are, however, a number of factors that help distinguish the designs of the Greenes, factors that might aid in our descriptive task. These include graceful forms, unifying themes and attention to detail.

Graceful Forms

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0018_002]
Representative of the fully developed Greene & Greene style. Detail, dining-room armchair, 1909-10, William R. Thorsen house, Berkeley, 1908-10.

Decorative arts objects of the Arts & Crafts period, including furniture, are noted for their clean lines and functional quality, eliminating excess ornamentation in favor of an existential purity. One result of this move, particularly at the outset, was the loss of a sense of grace in many designs. Arts & Crafts furniture can appear overly spartan, rectilinear, plain. That is not to say that some of these designs aren’t appealing, even beautiful, but many cannot be described as graceful. Graceful, however, is exactly the right term to describe most Greene & Greene designs. Subtlety and the harmonious interplay of numerous elements are largely responsible. Lifts, tapers, almost imperceptible curves, all contribute to the effect if only in the viewer’s subconscious. Variation in planes is another important factor, as when two components meet offset by 1/8″, or in pegs or inlays that stand proud of the surface. Grace absent the ornate, or perhaps, grace resulting from that absence.

Unifying Themes

During the decidedly ornate Victorian era, it was common to decorate a room by filling it, seemingly at random, with as much unrelated clutter as possible. Greene & Greene, and more generally proponents of the Arts & Crafts movement, rebelled against this trend. The Greenes, however, went much further than simply reducing clutter and promoting use of complementary decorative objects. They merged various aspects of a house — exterior, interior, furniture and objets d’art — through commonality of design elements. These unifying themes were incorporated at the outset of the design process. No mere add-ons or appliqués, the motifs were established with the elevations of the house. English Arts & Crafts designer M.H. Baillie Scott expressed this idea in 1897.

“For it is not enough that furniture should possess intrinsic beauty, unless it also possesses this further quality of exquisite appropriateness to its position and to its use. It should appear almost to be a piece of the room in which it is placed and in absolute harmony with its surroundings.

“It is in this respect that the various kinds of fixed furnishings become of especial value in the effect of a room, filling the gap between the house and its furniture, and thus giving an appearance of unity and harmony. The fixed seats to the inglenook, the mantelpieces and bedroom fitments, all appear as part of the structure itself and so form a connecting link between the movable furniture and the house.

“The essential point then in the choice of furniture may be said to be not so much the individual merit of a particular thing as its relation to everything else in the room. The furniture should appear to grow out of the requirements of the room, to represent the finishing touches of a scheme which had its inception when the first stone of the house was laid, and not an alien importation from the upholsterer’s of spick and span suites, at war with themselves and their surroundings.”3

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0019_001]
Keys for the Culbertson secretary are representative of the Greenes’ extreme attention to detail. Keys for secretary, c. 1911, Cordelia A. Culbertson house, Pasadena, 1911-13.

That is, the concept of the room and the furniture should be one and the same, indistinguishable in design and implementation. It is worth noting that Greene & Greene saw fit to ensure that not only did each piece relate properly to all else in the room, but also that it stood on its own merit, thus going beyond Scott’s thesis. Fifty years later, author Jean Murray Bangs, who helped rediscover the Greenes in the middle of the 20th century, wrote eloquently about this aspect of their work:
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Stairs, switch plates, ventilation grates, no aspect of a project escaped the architects’ touch. Hall stairs, David B. Gamble house.

“The imaginative flights of Maybeck, his superb handling of historic form; the plastic quality so desired by Wright and the mastery of it which gives his work its characteristic quality, were lacking in the work of Greene and Greene. To a greater degree, however, than was achieved by Wright, Greene and Greene houses were beautifully integrated structures in which the interior and exterior of the house, the furniture and the garden were all parts of one harmonious and beautiful whole.”4

Attention to Detail

Integrating various aspects of a home through use of a common vocabulary is certainly one hallmark of the unique Greene & Greene style and is one aspect of attention to detail. In both design and implementation, however, the Greenes’ attention to detail went well beyond. Henry Greene once noted, “…the whole construction was carefully thought out and there was a reason for every detail. The idea was to eliminate everything unnecessary, to make the whole as direct and simple as possible, but always with the beautiful in mind as the final goal.”5 No object was too trivial to receive the architects’ attention — “a reason for every detail.” Doors and stairs were transformed into features of extreme beauty. Switch plates and escutcheons were treated creatively and with care. Even the pins assigned the task of aligning the halves of the dining room table were, in some cases, elevated to art.

Charles Greene wrote of his firm’s principles for domestic architecture, that they strove “…to make these necessary and useful things pleasurable.”6 Charles was not alone in this sentiment. As Anne Mallek notes, Charles Greene and William Morris were kindred spirits.7 Morris famously said, “Have nothing in your house that you do not know to be useful or believe to be beautiful.”8 A social philosopher as well as poet and entrepreneur, he expressed this idea at much greater length. In a later-published lecture to the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings on the topic of the lesser arts of life, he said:

“You understand that our ground is, that not only is it possible to make the matters needful to our daily life works of art, but that there is something wrong in the civilisation that does not do this: if our houses, our clothes, our household furniture and utensils are not works of art, they are either wretched make-shifts, or what is worse, degrading shams of better things.”9
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Interesting details are not limited to the interiors. Post and beam elements with metal strapping are part of the iconic style. Detail, northeast corner, Robert R. Blacker house, Pasadena, 1907-09.
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The Robinson house is not as wooden as is typical for Greene & Greene but it is a wonderful example of their versatility. Detail, south façade, Laurabelle A. Robinson house, Pasadena, 1905-06.

Adherence to this principle,10 as much as any other factor, propelled the Greenes’ work to levels of refinement in design and quality in implementation far beyond what was common and helps explain their continued legacy. The idea that even the simplest objects in a house, such as stairs, can be artful and the source of pleasure is likely more alien today, when low prices are the sole enticement for our largest retailers, than it was a century ago. A quote attributed to John Ruskin addresses this point with amazing prescience. Ruskin, a proponent of social change in 19th century England, and an inspiration to Morris and others in the English Arts & Crafts movement, is often quoted thus: “There is nothing in the world that some man cannot make a little worse and sell a little cheaper, and he who considers only price is that man’s lawful prey.”11 An article in the August 1912 issue of The Craftsman highlighted the work of Greene & Greene. In concluding, the author addresses the attention to detail in their work, particularly with respect to construction. “… the quality of materials and workmanship that goes into the houses built by Messrs. Greene & Greene renders them of necessity expensive. The construction is always of the best and includes much hand labor — which obviously cannot compete with machinery as to price, though the results, of course, far surpass machine work, both in durability and taste. In every instance, the dominant note of their work is sincerity…”12

The Style in Brief

The well-known Greene & Greene exterior style is familiar, probably even iconic. Walls are often, though not always, shingled and stained in various hues of green and brown, colors found in the surrounding natural landscape. Eaves are deep to provide shade. Rafter tails are exposed and protrude resulting in wonderful shadows. Charles Greene, on at least one occasion, cited the lovely shadows as the reason for this well recognized feature.13 Arroyo stones, or boulders in some cases, are given numerous tasks. Most frequently they are mingled with clinker bricks in retaining walls or stout fences. They also appear in chimneys and occasionally support wooden posts as in the Japanese idiom. Posts and beams are both structural and decorative, often sculpturally shaped and creatively joined with iron straps and wedges. Main entry doors are always interesting and often stunningly beautiful, incorporating custom art glass.

The well-known exterior vocabulary is not, however, the only one used by the Greenes. A number of their houses add elements to the common recipe while others deviate more significantly. The Ware house (1913) provides an example of the former with the second story finished in stucco while the first story retains the familiar wood shakes. The James Culbert-son house (1902) which, in original form, predates the familiar style, is an example in the English country idiom. It was a triumph, its English stylings not alone in the Greene annals.14 The Robinson house (1905) is a commanding Gunite-coated structure that is simultaneously quite distinct from the Greenes’ trademark style and sufficiently similar to give clues as to its heritage. It stands as wonderful testament to the firm’s versatility.
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Perhaps the ultimate implementation of the Greene & Greene aesthetic; a perfect space. Living room, Robert R. Blacker house.
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A wonderful green light peeks through the perforated ebony pegs on this sconce. Living-room sconce, 1907-08, Freeman A. Ford house, Pasadena, 1906-08.

Interiors of Greene & Greene houses vary considerably, correlating with time frame and budget, though some elements are used throughout their canon without regard to such distinctions. Rich woods (mahogany, teak, Port Orford cedar, redwood) are used liberally for paneling and wainscoting. Stairways include a landing with a window to provide light and a perch from which to admire nature, particularly when a window seat is incorporated. Stair railings and posts are taken as an opportunity for creativity and unexpected beauty. In some homes even lowly stair risers are a decorative element. Windows are used generously, providing for ample natural light and circulation of fresh air. An added benefit is that it brings the outdoors in, helping blur the distinction between the typically delineated spaces.

Interior trim is custom-made and integral to the design. Typically finger-jointed and pegged at outside corners, it serves to unify architecture and furniture as described by M.H. Baillie Scott. Picture rails are ubiquitous and functional but also provide a break in the wall, an opportunity to distinguish the frieze level and prepare it for decoration in the form of murals or carved panels. Lighting is, after 1903, typically custom designed to suit a house’s interior (or exterior in the case of lighting outside the house). Unifying themes and attention to detail revisited.

Greene & Greene furniture is among the most beautiful ever designed. That is a bold statement. And given that there is no universal scale for beauty, it’s a statement that can be neither proven nor disproven. Ultimately, it is best to allow the designs to make their own argument, to speak for themselves as it were — which is precisely the strategy employed in Chapter 4.
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With the Robinson dining room, Greene & Greene demonstrated a new sophistication in their furniture designs. Dining room furniture, 1906-07, Laurabelle A. Robinson house.

Much Greene & Greene furniture is constructed of mahogany though woods such as teak and walnut are used as well; quality materials, as noted in The Craftsman. Finishes are simple leaving a close-tothe-wood look and feel that well suits the expertly prepared surfaces. Subtle decorative elements are used to stunning effect: ebony pegs, inlays, carvings, heavily eased edges and surprising details all serve to stamp pieces as unmistakably Greene & Greene. As with the architecture, mundane elements are used as an opportunity to introduce unexpected beauty. Breadboard ends are more than functional necessities, they are wonderful design features. Drawer joinery becomes the dominant visual theme of some pieces. Table extensions are functional as they should be, but also quite beautiful and inventive. Variations in these details serve to enhance the surprise and draw one into the designs. Once there, the lucky onlooker can consider for himself the claim above. The most beautiful furniture ever created? In the end, it doesn’t matter. For those with the good fortune to experience the genius of Greene & Greene, the question is rendered moot.
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Good things in small packages — this curio cabinet has an extraordinary number of details for a diminutive piece. Cabinet for Belle Barlow Bush, 1907, William T. Bolton house, Pasadena, 1906-07.



A Brief History
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“History is a kind of introduction to more interesting people than we can possibly meet in our restricted lives; let us not neglect the opportunity.”

DEXTER PERKINS

The Early Years

Genius is fascinating. Not the mere possession of a high intelligence quotient, but the gift of an innate talent to create something entirely new, something that has not existed previously. This capacity is exhibited in vastly diverse ways. Consider: Mozart, Einstein, Michelangelo, Newton, Ramanujan. One common factor among most creative geniuses, whether in the arts or sciences, is that their primary contributions occur when they are young. Wisdom may come with age, but genius is innate and typically manifests itself early.

Charles Sumner Greene was a genius. He and his brother, Henry Mather Greene, didn’t set out to be among America’s most accomplished designers. They trained as architects and set about the practice of that profession. Henry, the more logical of the two, may have been well pleased with this career choice. However for Charles, an artist at heart, it was a concession to his father. Like many fathers before and since, Thomas Greene wanted proper professions for his sons. Bohemian artist didn’t fit that bill. For an artistically minded young man, however, architecture would at least provide an outlet for creative energies.
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The house for James Culbertson signaled the arrival of Arts & Crafts in the Greene & Greene office including the first use of Stickley furniture by the firm. Southeast façade, James A. Culbertson house, Pasadena, 1902-14.

Thomas Greene, a Civil War veteran, married Lelia Mather of West Virginia in 1867. The young couple settled in a working-class section of Thomas’ native Cincinnati. They were joined, in short order, by Charles on October 12, 1868. Henry followed little over a year later on January 23, 1870. In 1874 the family moved to St. Louis where they remained, aside from a three-year return East while Thomas attended medical school, until Charles and Henry graduated college. The family enjoyed a comfortable lifestyle during the boys’ childhoods.1

By the last decade of the 19th century, the industrial revolution had been gaining momentum for roughly 100 years. The effects were far-reaching, influencing every aspect of human life. The move toward manufacturing resulted in a significant reduction in the traditional trades. For centuries, trades had been passed from master to apprentice or father to son. In the industrialized world, this was often no longer the case. Thus, many young men outside of agricultural areas might receive no training in the use of tools. Supporters of the manual training movement 2 sought to remedy this through a curriculum that included classical academic subjects, such as English and physics, along with drafting and shop training in both wood and metal.3

Calvin Woodward, first Dean of Engineering at Washington University in St. Louis, was a proponent of technical education. In particular, he believed that it was important for boys to be skilled in the use of tools in preparation for a career in an industrial society. In 1879 he opened the Manual Training School of Washington University. The purpose of the three-year curriculum was, as Woodward put it, to train the head, heart, and hand — “The cunning mind, the skillful hand”4 in the words of the school’s motto. It was not the goal of the school to create craftsmen or tradesmen. Fitting with Woodward’s beliefs, the program strove to prepare boys for the varied activities of careers in a quickly evolving society, particularly careers in engineering and related fields. Charles entered the Manual Training School in 1884 and was followed a year later by Henry.5
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The Manual Training School of Washington University provided sound fundamental training that would prove valuable to Charles and Henry during their careers.

Though the boys could not have known it, their education at the Manual Training School would figure quite prominently in their architectural careers. The first-year woodworking curriculum included courses in woodcarving, carpentry and joinery.6 Furniture designs by architects are often visually striking, but are not always well-designed with respect to function and construction requirements. Greene & Greene furniture is an exception. Their pieces are typically quite functional and well-engineered. Their knowledge of woodworking certainly plays a role in this regard.

The curriculum of the Manual Training School of Washington University required students to achieve proficiency in making a number of woodworking joints ranging from simple mortise and tenon to standard dovetails to complex mitered double mortise and tenon. Even a rafter joint is covered.7 Though Charles and Henry certainly would not have gained skills nearly as advanced as the craftsmen who would later implement their designs, their knowledge of joinery would allow effective communication with the craftsmen. More importantly, effective joinery is the key to well-constructed furniture. Thus, Greene & Greene proved to be case studies for the intended purpose of manual training.
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Charles Greene’s calling card.

From St. Louis, the brothers moved to Boston to pursue the study of architecture at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. MIT offered two- and four-year programs — Charles and Henry enrolled in the more typical, for that time, two-year course of study which they completed in 1891, a year later than planned. During and after their time at MIT, each engaged in internships and apprenticeships with prominent local firms.8

In 1892 Thomas and Lelia Greene moved to California with the hope that the climate would improve Mrs. Greene’s asthmatic condition. That the area was a healthful oasis is part of the Southern California mythology. Begun in 1857 with the publication of Climatology of the United States, by Lorin Blodget, the legend could do little more than taunt the Eastern populace as California must have seemed impossibly remote. In the 1880s however, the advent of relatively inexpensive rail travel made it possible for many infirm to make the pilgrimage. While some did recover their health, many others were less fortunate.9 Who can say how many of the success stories accrue to beneficial effects of climate?

The Greenes settled in Pasadena, drawn by the warm, dry climate that also attracted many wealthy families from the East and Midwest. The climate was not the only draw. Located at the foot of the San Gabriel mountains, Pasadena was, and is, a place of surpassing beauty. An arroyo seco — Spanish for dry river bed — nestled between the mountains and the town provided recreation for inhabitants as well as ample land for livestock and citrus groves. Very much a part of the frontier, Pasadena provided an appealing, even tempting, mix of climate, topography, nature and seemingly boundless possibilities. In short, the California dream.

Charles and Henry arranged in 1893 to follow their parents to Pasadena, arriving late that year. Pasadena at that time was a very small city quite distinct from Los Angeles and already home to several architects. It was not obvious that there was need of another architectural office to serve the limited population that existed there at that time. It is even less obvious that two young men with very little experience would be able to compete. Despite these apparent obstacles, in January 1894, Charles, 24 years of age, and Henry, 23, established their practice, Greene & Greene Architects.10 In September of that year they secured their first commission.

Houses for the firm’s earliest clients were modest though size and expense increased over the course of their first decade in practice. Designed in a variety of styles, these jobs constitute an eclectic set. Some designs had an English flavor with timbering and leaded windows. Others bore elements of the California Mission style. Many are easily identifiable as Victorian, though somewhat subdued for that form. Their first house, for Martha Flynn, is not unlike the chalet style to which they would return in the next decade.11

There is, of course, no vice in the use of various styles. Nor is there virtue in uniformity merely for uniformity’s sake. In the Greenes’ case, the diversity they displayed early on is indicative that they had not yet discovered a philosophy with which they were at ease. At this stage of their nascent careers, the young architects were exploring, searching, learning about themselves and the strange surroundings that would play a significant role in shaping them and their aesthetic. It may also be that, due to their tender years, they were not yet comfortable suggesting the unanticipated to their clients. Perhaps they were simply designing what they thought, or were told, was expected of them.12 At the dawn of the 20th century, however, the Greenes found their own voice, a voice in harmony with their environment and an emerging philosophy, a voice that would define them for posterity.
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The Glory of… Panels carved with natural scenes and quaint sayings were an important aspect of the Culbertson house. Carved panel, c. 1907, James A. Culbertson house.
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James Culbertson continued to engage the Greenes for years. This wall lantern demonstrates the evolution that occurred between 1902 and 1907. Lantern, c. 1907, James A. Culbertson house.

A New Direction

By 1902, when Charles undertook the design and construction of his own home on a desirable site overlooking the arroyo, the Greenes’ aesthetic had become distinctly simpler than during the eclectic period comprised of the eight years since opening their practice. Oakholm, as the house was known, was in constant flux during the 13 years that Charles shared it with his wife, Alice, and their ever-growing family. It expanded with the family and evolved with Charles’ style, serving as a canvas on which Charles would test his evolving ideas. From the outset though, it was a departure from their earlier work.

In another project dating to 1902, the Greenes demonstrated their versatility in a house design for James Culbertson. Sited on a corner lot very near Charles’ own home and even nearer the arroyo seco, the English-style house was quite lovely.13 Beauty, however, is not the reason for the significant position of the Cul-bertson house in the firm’s progression. In James Culbertson, Charles found an enlightened client, one willing to indulge artistic excursions into new territory. In this case, the territory was that of the “Morris movement” including the first use of Stickley furniture in a Greene & Greene commission.14 Culbertson remained committed to artistry and growth, returning to the Greenes often for additions and modifications. In this way, by the close of the decade, the house would contain many elements of the Greenes’ mature style — a style that found the genesis of expression in this house.

The house designed for Mary Darling in 1903 continued Greene & Greene’s movement to an Arts & Crafts aethetic. Though not one of their grand commissions, it is clear in the Darling house that the trademark Greene & Greene style was beginning to emerge. Certainly many of the elements we associate with their work are absent, but enough others are present to make the structure recognizable as theirs: stained wood shingles, deeply overhanging eaves, a broad front door and numerous windows. Two large bays on the front of the house are supported by large rocks15 presaging use of the Japanese technique of anchoring posts on stones more directly adopted for the Arturo Bandini house later in the same year.
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Though less polished than later pieces, this double sconce from the Jennie Reeve house is a wonderful example of decorative arts in early Greene & Greene houses. Sconce, 1903-04, Jennie A. Reeve house, Long Beach, 1903-04.

In the interior, an oversize brick fireplace, built-in cases and wooden sconce lighting mark the arrival in earnest of the Arts & Crafts sensibility begun during work for James Culbertson. Perhaps most significantly, for the Darling house Charles sketched complete roomscapes, incorporating Stickley furniture and standard Arts & Crafts decorative elements.16 This event is significant in that it signals Charles’ move into the realm of the gestalt. Henceforth, Greene & Greene would be increasingly involved in providing fixtures, decorative elements and furniture, rather than simply the structure.

If one were to create a genealogy of Greene & Greene clients, complete with all relationships, it might be natural to conclude that, were it not for referrals from earlier clients, the architects would have had a meager existence. Mary Pratt was a Vassar classmate of Caroline Thorsen. Caroline Thorsen’s sister was Nellie Blacker. Freeman Ford was a friend of Henry Robinson. Adelaide Tichenor was a close friend of Jennie Reeve. Jennie Reeve was Mary Darling’s mother. If this were truly a family tree, there would be a number of marriages between cousins. While the names Blacker, Thorsen and Pratt are associated with some of the Greenes’ greatest achievements, the last two relationships on the list are among the most significant.

Jennie Reeve was a pivotal client for Greene & Greene. She commissioned three houses in a span of four years, but volume was not the primary reason for her importance to the Greenes. She came to the firm at the dawn of their move toward designing complete environments and provided them the resources and freedom to move further along that path. For the Reeve house the Greenes designed 139 decorative objects including furniture, numerous lighting fixtures and built-in cabinets in addition to a well-documented living room inglenook.17 The Reeve furniture is quite simple compared to later pieces, even so it is indicative of developing trends. Architect Ted Wells has characterized the Reeve furniture as looking at the work of Gustav Stickley through a Japanese prism, a very apt description.18 Unusual for that time, the inglenook and stairs form a central island that can be circumnavigated via the living room, dining room and entry hall. The overall result was a wonderful success. One of the most significant aspects of the Greenes’ relationship with Jennie Reeve, however, was that she introduced the architects to Adelaide Tichenor
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Hanging dining room cabinets appear in a number of Greene & Greene houses. Dining-room cabinet, 1903-04, Jennie A. Reeve house.
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Adelaide Tichenor provided Charles Greene with the opportunity to design furniture for much of the house. The results provide a glimpse of what was to come. Bench, 1904-05, Adelaide M. Tichenor house, Long Beach, 1904-05.

In the pantheon of Greene & Greene clients, Adelaide Tichenor occupies a distinguished position. Mrs. Tichenor was a strong-willed, wealthy widow when she contracted Greene & Greene to design a large oceanfront house in Long Beach. The combination of her desire for a complete environment — even more so than Jennie Reeve she wanted an all-encompassing design including house, landscape, furniture, lighting and decorative arts — and her insistence on exploring a new aesthetic played a significant role in Charles’ artistic development. The relationship was not entirely pleasant for Charles, as Mrs. Tichenor did not allow him absolute freedom to implement the design according to his vision.19

In 1905, Greene & Greene Architects were presented with an opportunity to advance their practice by taking on a project of greater scope than any they had undertaken thus far. The previous several years had prepared Charles and Henry for the challenges of a project of a greater magnitude, for the design of a substantial landscape rather than smaller gardens, for the application on a grand scale of their new skills in the design of furniture and decorative arts. This opportunity came to them in the person of Laurabelle A. Robinson.

For the Robinson project, the Greenes were provided a beautiful parcel of land, a large budget and the charge to create completed interiors.20 In the hands of an artist, such as Charles, this happy set of conditions was sure to yield a very special result. And indeed it did. Given the distinct style of recent commissions, the Robinson house is something of an anomaly with its Gunite exterior bearing no resemblance to wood shingles. Though the exterior materials are distinct, many elements of their new and still emerging style remain: deep eaves with exposed rafter tails, integration of exterior spaces with the interior, a broad main entry door with decorative art glass, numerous windows, particularly on the West elevation to provide views of the arroyo below. Stylistically, the Robinson house defies easy categorization. The cementitious exterior evokes the California missions, but the house is clearly not mission; half-timbering recalls English forms, but the house is clearly not English; Asian elements abound but the overall effect is clearly not Asian. Despite this lack of identity, the whole is undoubtedly greater than the sum of its parts; the result is stunning.

For the interior, Charles designed a number of remarkable pieces of furniture. Best known are the dining room table and chairs and the spectacular, height-adjustable chandelier. The table introduces a form to which they would return for the Gamble house. The Robinson dining chairs evoke a Chinese design. The low-armed host and hostess chairs are particularly dramatic, a study in sublime, simple elegance. (This is a perfect example of the Japanese concept of shibusa. See Chapter 3 for more discussion of this topic.)
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Set at the edge of the arroyo seco, the Robinson house makes a strong argument for the genius of Greene & Greene. At night, the Gunite exterior exudes a warmth and almost seems to glow. View of east façade, Laurabelle A. Robinson house, Pasadena, 1905-06.

The importance of the Robinson house derives not solely from the scale, which is imposing, but from what it demonstrates about the abilities and direction of Greene & Greene. In this house we see a new philosophy as, for the first time, rooms are distinguished by different themes. Uncharacteristic curves and low, broad forms in the living room. Asian-inspired themes in the dining room. A rather traditional Arts & Crafts influence in the den. A lighter, more characteristic Arts & Crafts feel in the entry hall. Yet the whole is cohesive and harmonious. While the Greenes were already known for attention to detail, the Robinson house presages the arrival of their near obsession in this regard and serves as an introduction to the firm’s most productive period, soon to come.

It is generally agreed that the increasingly rapid development of the Greenes’ trademark style from 1905 onward was enabled, in part, by a shop of talented craftsmen able to implement their designs. Not coincidentally, during 1904 their firm began working with contractor Peter Hall and, soon thereafter, his brother John Hall.21 The Halls, Scandinavian-born woodworkers, came to Pasadena in the late 19th century. By the time they began collaborating with the Greenes, they had significant experience in construction and cabinetmaking. This provided the Greene firm with consistent, high-quality, one-stop shopping — the Halls and their craftsmen could implement almost every aspect of the ever more complex commissions. This included general construction, intricate finish carpentry and exquisite furniture.

The relationship between the Greenes and Halls was highly interactive. Examining original drawings, one can see evidence of this. One drawing, for a Pratt house desk, bears the notation, “Layout shelves and submit to architects.”22 Trust and mutual respect had fostered a synergy that benefited both the Greenes and the Halls but more significantly, the clients as well. By the time construction began on the Pratt house in 1909, Charles Greene and John Hall could likely read each other’s minds. Charles was known to visit the Halls’ shop almost daily to inspect, change and even help construct his works in progress. This collegial rapport continued through, and beyond, the timeframe of the Greenes’ most industrious phase.
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In the Robinson interior, we see details that are unusual for Greene & Greene, as in the curves on the front of this cabinet and the mantle across the room. Living-room cabinet, 1905-06, Laurabelle A. Robinson house.

That the Halls were significant in the success of the Greenes is neither hyperbole nor revisionist. To understand why, one need only look at Greene & Greene furniture constructed prior to the Greene-Hall collaboration. Pieces designed for the Tichenor house serve as examples. Tichenor pieces are interesting — they lack the grace and refinement of later work, but the designs are successful, their heritage identifiable. In particular, lifts and pegs are conspicuous if not yet fully developed. In execution, however, these pieces are clearly inferior to the Halls’ work. Stock selection is particularly suspect with wild, unattractive grain dominating and detracting from the result. Even the best designs can be diminished, or worse, by poor implementation. An improvement in craftsmanship was a matter of necessity in order for Greene & Greene to realize fully their goal of furnishings as art.
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In the year leading up to the Blacker house commission, Greene & Greene created several superb houses in which iconic elements first appeared. The Cole house makes a statement with its porte cochere and boulder chimney. View of southeast corner, Mary E. Cole house, Pasadena, 1906-07.
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Graceful and refined, with more than a hint of Chinese influence, this table for the William Bolton house is evidence of another step in the development of Greene & Greene decorative arts. Hall table, c. 1907, William T. Bolton house, Pasadena, 1906.

The quality of work exiting the Halls’ shop was first rate. Joinery is expertly executed, seamless. Pieces are shaped beautifully, giving an organic impression. Surfaces are silky, begging to be touched. Inlays are particularly impressive — incorporating a vast variety of materials from exotic woods to mother-of-pearl, semi-precious stones, copper and silver. Complex designs are masterfully executed. Given that the quality of the furniture and interiors improved significantly when this association began, one can’t help but wonder what course the Greenes’ practice would have taken had fate not brought them together with the Halls. We are fortunate not to know the answer to that question.
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The Pitcairn house is a nearly forgotten Greene & Greene gem. Sleeping porches, very deep eaves, an inviting patio and a cantilevered second story are all recognizable features. View of north façade, Robert Pitcairn, Jr. house, Pasadena, 1906.

Following the Robinson commission, Greene & Greene returned, for a while, to designing less grand residences. Homes such as those for Caroline DeForest, William Bolton, John Bentz, John Cole, John Phillips and Robert Pitcairn, all from 1906,23 were substantial, but not on the scale (in size nor scope) of the Robinson. What these homes provided Charles, though he likely didn’t realize it, was an opportunity to further refine his style in preparation for what was to come. The Bolton house is particularly significant in this regard.

The Bolton house was actually the third designed for Dr. William Bolton. The plan included many pieces of furniture in addition to a number of wonderful built-ins. Unfortunately, Bolton died shortly before the house was completed. His widow rented the house to Belle Barlow Bush who continued production of the furniture and commissioned additional pieces from Greene & Greene. The Bolton/Bush pieces demonstrate progress toward the Blacker and Gamble furniture.

It has been well documented that furniture for the Bolton house was the first to include square ebony pegs. While significant, particularly given the importance of this detail in later pieces, it is not the most noteworthy development. The most significant change is, perhaps, less concrete. Bolton/Bush furniture exhibits an elegance and grace of form that is well beyond the brothers’ earlier work. The well-known hall table serves as an example. Lifts on the stretchers are more sculptural and organic than those on previous pieces. A subtle, almost subliminal, arc on the stretchers juxtaposes the primarily rectilinear form. A superb gateleg library table is similarly elegant. The side stretchers and aprons are molded to accommodate the gates when closed. The effect is that of a lift, but in the horizontal plane. It is a fantastic detail that is both functional and stunning. A fern stand includes a form of Greene & Greene finger joints and includes cutouts that presage a Thorsen side table. Pieces in the dining suite are wonderfully unified by use of struts adjacent to the legs. This is an early example of reserving a detail for use in only one room of a house. Dining room furniture also includes inlays that begin a trend of very successful and innovative uses of this design element.

Perhaps the most important legacy of the houses from this era is that they demonstrate the Greenes’ mastery of creating “livable” houses, houses suited to the needs of the occupants and the environment in which they existed. Features such as sleeping porches, great rooms, patios, and 36-inch high kitchen counters all served to enhance the lives of the families who were the firm’s clients. Even careful siting of the structure had a role to play in enhancing the homeowners’ experience. Not all of these characteristics were present in every house, but Greene & Greene developed a repertoire that allowed them to choose appropriately to meet the clients’ practical and aesthetic requirements.
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Charles and Henry Greene reached the architectural pinnacle very quickly. The Gamble House appeared only six years after the James Culbertson house. Detail, west façade, David B. Gamble house, Pasadena, 1907-09.

The Legacy Years

By 1907 the Greenes’ synthesized Arts & Crafts/Asian/California style was fully developed. It would evolve still, but more incrementally than during the preceding years. The result is a series of houses known today as the “Ultimate Bungalows.” The Blacker, Ford, Gamble, Pratt and Thorsen houses, all built between 1907 and 1910, constitute an amazing body of work. Designing these homes and hundreds of furnishings in such a short period must have taxed the Greenes’ practice. However, the extreme workload did not detract from the results as it was for these homes that Greene & Greene designed the iconic furniture, and interior and exterior elevations revered today.

What is an Ultimate Bungalow? How do these houses differ from others in the Greene & Greene canon? Merriam-Webster defines a bungalow as, “a house having one-and-a-half stories and usually a front porch.”24 In common usage the term typically implies, in addition, a house of modest size with some built-in cabinetry and generous use of unpainted wood in the interior.25 While some of that definition applies to the Ultimates, these homes are certainly not modest. All are substantial with generously proportioned rooms. Some have entrance halls larger than most modern family rooms. “Ultimate” does not, however, refer only, or even primarily, to size. The materials chosen were the finest available: mahogany, teak, ebony, Port Orford cedar and redwood. The smallest details, such as switch plates and doors, were given significant attention and incorporated into the meta-level design. An overarching artistic vision permeated each project and guided every detail. Thus, in the end, what makes these homes ultimate is that they embody the fully mature vision of a creative genius at his peak.

Much of the last several paragraphs certainly applies not only to the Ultimates but also to the Robinson house. In scale, detail and execution, it is surely on par with the others. Why then is it not a member of the club? There are several possible explanations for exclusion. Clearly, Charles was still, at the time of designing the Robinson, defining his style. The house is in this sense transitional — distinct from that which came before, but not yet completely in the style we associate with Greene & Greene.26 Another possible factor is timing. While the Ultimates were designed more or less consecutively, the Robinson preceded the Blacker, the first Ultimate, by roughly two years.

The term “Ultimate Bungalows” was coined by Randell Makinson and Robert Judson Clark as a way to distinguish the Greenes’ greatest work from the rest of their output. (Makinson no longer favors use of this phrase, thinking it inappropriate.27) At that time, the Robinson was in a state of disrepair. This might also have played a role. Now fully restored, however, the house makes a strong argument on its own behalf. Finally, the Robinson is less “woody” than the others, perhaps less bungalow-like. As we’ve seen, however, none of the Ultimates truly fit the definition of a bungalow. In the end these arguments are unconvincing. With due respect to the well-considered opinions of esteemed members of the Greene & Greene community, the Robinson is included here as an Ultimate Bungalow simply by virtue of the end result.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0037_001]
The Blacker house presents a dramatic visage. This massive porte cochere is one of the best conceived exterior elements on a Greene & Greene house. View of north façade, Robert R. Blacker house, Pasadena, 1907-09.

The Ultimate Bungalows have been widely documented and will be more so later in this volume. There is no need to go into great detail here, though some discussion of the firm’s best work is called for. The Greenes considered the Blacker house to be their masterpiece. Touring the Gamble house can make one somewhat skeptical about this fact. However, even a brief time inside the magnificent Blacker makes clear that the Greenes’ choice was correct. The entry hall and stairway alone could constitute a life’s work. The living room is sheer genius, incorporating many elements yet yielding a result that is soothing with an appearance of simplicity. Barring the privilege of a visit, Randell Makinson’s excellent book dedicated to the house is the best available substitute.28

The only Ultimate to have undergone significant structural changes,29 the Freeman Ford house is an underappreciated gem. Like the Robinson house, it’s exterior is cementious — each of the other Ultimates is clad in wood shakes. Furniture designed for this house is likely less known than that for the other Ultimates, as very little is on public display. One iconic piece, a serving table, is quite well known and on loan to the Huntington Library, Art Collections and Botanical Gardens, where it is available for view. Other dining room pieces are as lovely but in private hands.

The Gamble house is surely Greene & Greene’s best-known work. The house remained in the Gamble family from its completion in 1909 until it was donated to the University of Southern California in 1966. For 57 years the house was maintained essentially as built, even the original furniture remained intact save for a couple of minor pieces in the possession of family members. Thus, visitors are able to see the house largely as intended by Charles and Henry. Recall that each piece of Greene & Greene furniture was designed for a particular location. While beautiful when viewed in any context, viewing the pieces in the original setting certainly enhances the experience.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0039_001]
The house for Freeman Ford has been substantially altered. However, the courtyard still invites one outdoors into the California sunshine. View east from courtyard, Freeman A. Ford house, Pasadena, 1906-08.

Built on more than 40 acres in the foothills of the Ojai valley, the Pratt house sits in a more rustic setting than the other Ultimates (or most Greene & Greene houses). Always one to carefully consider siting, Charles was especially attentive in this case, even allowing the site to dictate the footprint of the structure. The resulting obliquely-angled design maximizes mountain views. Furniture for the Pratt house may be the most sophisticated designed by the Greenes. Inlays, in particular, are at another level, beyond any done previously.

Berkeley’s Thorsen house is the last of the Ultimates and the only one outside Southern California. A compact mansion in an urban setting, the Thorsen announces its pedigree with the magnificent clinker brick work visible from the street. Painted friezes in the living and dining rooms are a highlight as is the elegant dining room suite.30 Despite the small lot, the Greenes created a wonderfully private yard through use of an L-shaped plan. Even in this setting they successfully blurred the distinction between indoors and out with numerous windows and patio doors. Even some interior doors are leaded providing an open feel.

From 1905 to 1910 the Greenes designed and oversaw construction of these six masterpieces. The duration of their architectural nirvana was brief indeed. Each project included a substantial house, numerous pieces (in some cases, dozens) of exquisite furniture, lighting fixtures, andirons and fire screens (as well as the fireplaces) and enough fantastic interior woodwork to deplete a rain forest. Architectural trim is given the same careful attention as fine furniture, blurring the line between structure and furnishings. Stairways are especially beautiful perhaps because the Halls had particular expertise in this area.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0040_001]
Furniture designs for the Pratt house, the penultimate Ultimate Bungalow, illustrate the Greene & Greene style at the evolutionary zenith. The whimsical wave motif appears in several forms. Living room armchairs, 1908-11, Charles M. Pratt house, Ojai, 1908-11.

Of course, there were many other jobs moving through the firm during this time including additions or alterations for a number of earlier clients. It’s small wonder then that in 1909 Charles, on whom the bulk of the design work fell, and whose obsessive nature made such a quantity of work doubly difficult, was in need of a break. He took his family to England for an extended stay while Henry oversaw the business. Charles returned later that year resuming work on several of the larger commissions, particularly the Thorsen house in Berkeley. For all practical purposes, however, this was the end of the heyday of Greene & Greene. Charles and Henry Greene had been able to enjoy, if only for a brief time, the artist’s dream of enlightened clients with nearly limitless budgets.

The brothers continued to work together for several more years, most notably on the Mortimer Fleishhacker estate in Woodside, California, and the Cordelia Culbertson house, built by three maiden sisters of James Culbertson on the same Oak Knoll street as the Blacker house, but the firm was winding down. In 1916 Charles moved his family north to Carmel-by-the-Sea. Though Greene & Greene Architects wasn’t officially dissolved until 1922, the brothers worked independently save for some projects for past clients.

After relocating, Charles was mostly content to pursue the life of the Bohemian artist he had always wanted to be. He undertook a handful of new commissions, such as the D.L. James house — a stone masterpiece on the cliffs of Carmel — but was more interested in writing, painting and working on his studio. He was not yet 50 years of age.

Henry remained in Pasadena and continued a solo practice for a number of years. New commissions were much more scarce than during the heyday though he did design a number of houses. He also continued to design additions and alterations for earlier clients. Unfortunately, he was never again able to attain the level of success he and Charles had found in that remarkable period during the first decade of the 20th century. 31

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0041_001]
An example of extreme grace, this table combines a perfect form with incredible detailing such as carved scrolls and fantastic inlay. Living-room table, c. 1910, William R. Thorsen house, Berkeley, 1908-10.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0041_002]
Charles Greene’s studio in Carmel may be the ultimate expression of his personality. Note the scrolled brickwork at the upper right. Fence and gate, Charles S. Greene studio, Carmel, 1923-24.

[image: 9781440302992_ps_0042_001]
This inglenook represents a career in microcosm. The elements work together in a way that only a genius could have foreseen. Detail, living-room inglenook, David B. Gamble house.
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