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At Home With 
Anderson Todd 
Frank Welch 

Anderson Todd, professor emeritus of 
architecture at Rice University, has begun 
his academic retirement with a bang by 
building a sparkling new house for him-
self and his wife. Iris, at Bolsovcr and 
I lazard. It is the second house he has 
designed for himself, and in both formal 
style and execution it perfectly reflects the 
talent and philosophy of this architect 
and educator. That means a structure that 
adheres closely to the precepts identified 
with Mies van der Kobe. 

While .1 student .it Princeton, Andv 
Todd met Mies, who would serve as his 

architectural and philosophical mentor, 
Todd recalls his first personal encounter 
with the newly emigrated architect: "Mies 
came to Princeton when I was a freshman. 
No one would help him hang the exhibit 
of his precise drawings of bricks, so I did. 
Little did I know what the future with 
this man held for me." Todd, in rum, 
served his teacher in 1956 by helping see 
to it that Mies received the commission 
to design I aillinan I Kill and later the 
Brown Pavilion for Houston's Museum 
of Fine Arts. 

It Mies was Todd's architectural 

lodestar, Jean Laharut was his inspiration 
.is an educatot. Born in f ranee and edit 
cated at Paris's Lcole des Beaux-Arts, 
Labatat joined the Princeton faculty in 
I92N and remained there until his retire-
ment in 1967. The Princeton teacher 
inspired Ills students in the manner of the 
humanist-liberal tradition with analysis, 
kimw ledge, and synipath) for all peril ids 
of architecture. "He was the greatest 
teacher and meant everything ro me, he 
was my patrone," Todd recalls. On his 
first visit to l.abattir's office, in 19,19, 
Todd saw a photograph of Mies van der 
Robe's Barcelona Pavilion. The professor 
explained, "It is one " I the ways architec-
ture wil l be built in the future." The two 
great influences on Todd's architectural 
and academic career merged in this one 
moment or revelation, Labatut wide-
ranging and inclusionist, Mies strict, 
rigorous, and methodical. 

There was a third important figure: 
Todd's maternal grandfather, John 
1 lampton Barnes, in whose Philadelphia 
house Todd first heard architecture dis-
cussed. A successful Philadelphia lawyer, 
Barnes hired his best friend, Wilson Eyre 
— a prominent Philadelphia architect — 
to design the family house on Waterloo 
Road. Later, as chairman of his bank 
board's building committee, Barnes was 
instrumental in approving the choice of 
George I lowe and Will iam I.esca/c .is 
architects for the country's first modern 
skyscraper, the Philadelphia Savings Lund 
Building in Philadelphia. Todd's paternal 
grandfather and his father's brother were 
both architects in North Carolina. 

" I have never," Todd declares, "said 
to a student: 'Do it like Mies would do it.' 
Never. Never!" Some longtime Todd 
observers understand that he actually 
feels this in his heart, but in truth Todd's 
passionate beliefs lead directly ro Mies. 
Former student John Casbarian thinks 
Todd really believes that he teaches with-
out bias: "His love and respect for Mies 
van der Rohe is so embedded in him he 
doesn't recognize if. It's like being so 
close to something, one can't see it. Farly 
in his career Andy found the philosophy 
th it Mined hint, and lie loi.ilK absorbed 
it into his being." Todd asserts emphati-
cally, "1 try to inspire |students] with 
certain basic principles: how to organize 
space in a rational manner, how to con-
ceive a structure with logic and directness, 
and how to assemble its parts with com-
mon sense and grace!" If God is in the 
details, for Todd it is a wise, analytical 
God ol Sachlicbkeit — directness, objec-
tivity, and realness. 
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T o d d ' s new house ar 1932 Bolsover is 
located on proper ty that had been used as 
a site fo r house design projects in T o d d ' s 
Rice studios for more than 20 years. " T h e 
lot is not qu i te long enough nor th -south 
for the sort o f modu la r o rgan iza t ion I 
was asking the students for , hut nobody 
caught the discrepancy in al l those years 
except one f e l l o w . " In spite o f the site's 
d imens iona l intransigence, his new house 
str ict ly adheres to T o d d ' s fami l ia r p r inc i -
ples o f m o d u l a r i t y and respect fo r the 
c lar i ty of p lann ing , the roles o f mater ia ls 
and their exact assemblies. In concept it 
is a j un io r version o f the house T o d d 
designed for his fami ly at 9 Shadow law n 
Circ le in 1959, but as Hous to n architect 
W i l l i a m Stern says, " m o r e y o u t h f u l , less 
M ies ian , more l ike the 1950s Ca l i f o rn ia 
Case Study houses." T o d d himsel f 
describes his new house as " q u i r k y , 
qua in t , and cozy. " 

The o lder S h a d o w l a w n house is larger 
than the Bolsover house, r icher in tone 
and execut ion, and more somber in m ien . 
11 is l ikewise a cou r t ya rd house but w i t h 
high wa l led courts on its east ,un\ west 
sides bracket ing a rectangular, b lock 
p lan. A f te r a visit many years ago, Ph i l ip 
Idl i t iMin Jr-,, r ibed Todd's award w i n n i n g 
house as " m o r e Mies than M i e s ' ' There 
is a g rand sweep to the central spaces, 
w i n c h lock a round the walnut -sheathed 
core. The larger house f inds a mu ted echo 
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in the more in t imate bolsover s t ructure. 
The Bolsover furn ishings are mel lower : 
W i n d s o r and Tugcndha t chairs coexist, 

Key to bo th houses is the element 
Todd considers o f pa ramount impor tance 
in p lann ing the m o d e m house: the cen-
t ra l ized k i tchen, "There are no servants 
anymore , very few even in River O a k s , " 
he asserts, " I grew up in a b ig three-story 
house in Phi ladelphia w i t h t w o acres of 
lawn in f r on t , served by a statf o f n ine 
tak ing care o f every th ing f r o m garden ing 
to chauf feur ing . N o w , w i t h servants at a 
m i n i m u m , it makes ex t rao rd ina ry sense 
to locate the k i tchen r igh t in the center o f 
,i house." Whi le the Shadowlawn ki tchen 
is hemmed in between the l i v ing and 
sleeping areas, its on ly natura l l ight c o m -
ing f rom a small ish sky l ight , the Bolsover 
k i tchen benefits f r o m a glazed no r th wa l l 
fac ing the house's inner cour t . 

A h igh-wal led cou r t , reminiscent o f 
one .it the earl i i r house, on i h i south side 
o f the Bolsover house runs a long Hazard 
tn 11irin an entry al ley, centered on steel 
gates facing Bolsover. Part o f w h a t gives 
the new house its you th fu l feel ing is the 
buoyancy o f the l ight - re f lect ing wh i te 
steel s t ructure, wh i te d r y w a l l in ter io r , 
grey l i n k e d whi te te r raz /o f loor , and 
l ight g rey -b rown br ick . The derails are 
s imi lar , though sharper and more a r t i cu -
late at the Shadow law n house: the black 
steel fascia has a cr isp channel reveal dear 

Todd KOUK, plan. 

to T o d d that is missing f r o m Bolsover. 
" I t cost t oo much to repeat t h a t , " Todd 
notes regret fu l ly as he gently segues i n t o a 
mant ra concern ing masonry m o d u l a r i t y . 

'• O the rw ise the diverse parts o f the assem-
bled new structure are as carefu l ly and 
though t fu l l y o rda ined as in the ear l ier , 
more expensive house. I le is wel l k n o w n 
for his passion on the subject o f the per-
formance of mater ia ls . He d raws ful l-scale 
deta i ls , w i t h every br ick in w a l l elevations 
and dimensioned plans as precise and 
succinct as his in tent ions. He sketches and 
slaps his extended hands together at r ight 
angles, i l lus t ra t ing h o w w o o d members 
should relate and f i t . Suddenly he asks: 
" W h a t size does Shcctrock come in?! Aha ! 
'T igh t foo t and ten f o o t ' — every archi tect 
gives the same answer. N o n e o f them 
k n o w there is n ine- foot Shcc t rock ! " The 
Bolsover cei l ing height is 9 feet 2 ' / J inches 
high w i t h a Vi - inch reveal at the cei l ing 
and a 1 ' /2-inch recessed base at the f loor . 

M a n y architects f r o m his t w o genera-
t ions o f Rice design studios st i l l see T o d d 
regular ly . Members o f his f irst g radua t ing 
class of 1955 meet once a m o n t h in 
H ous to n for lunch . Me l I l i l d e b r a n d l , one 
o f the '55 regulars, comments on T o d d .is 
a teacher: " Three things about h im stood 
ou t . Pirst was his enthusiasm for architec-
ture. He made you believe i t was impor -
tant . Second was his interest in each 
person ind iv idua l l y ; there was the sense 
that one had personal value. A n d t h i r d , he 
made me believe that I cou ld achieve. I 
owe h im a l o t . " 

Ano ther member o i Todd's first class is 
Benson Hord, w h o t h rough Todd's 
encouragement and tact ical help went on 
to the wider w o r l d o f Pr inceton on a 
scholarship. " Y e s , A n d y made the 

Pr inceton experience 
possible because he 
believed in me, a kid 
f r o m Pasadena, Texas. 
I i isi \ i i d \ .n Rice and 
then Jean I .aha tu t at 
Pr inceton were the 
great influences on my 
l i fe. ! v i \ idly remember 
T o d d s i t t ing w i t h a 
g r o u p o f students ho l d -
ing th is b lock o f w o o d , 
mahogany , I believe, 
t u rn i ng it over in his 
hand and asking: 
' W h a t is this piece of 
w o o d all about? W h a t 
do you do w i t h i t? ' 
W e were s tumped , o f 
course. It was an oar-
lock f r o m a Venet ian 

gondo la , i le was pushing us to analyze, 
v isual ize, and seek answers based o n the 
evidence. Th is bone-lean oar lock was 
very beaut i fu l and puzz l ing bu t , secretly, 
perfectly func t iona l . That was his and 
Labatu t 's way: charg ing us to f i nd ou r 
o w n answers about t r u t h , c lar i ty , and 
s imp l i c i t y . " (T'ord later was the con t rac to r 
for the Shadow lawn house.) 

" W h a t we t r ied to teach were princi-
ples o f goo d archi tecture in its var ious 
guises," T o d d expla ins. " T h e n , in 
Labatut 's wo rds , we to ld them n> 'close 
the hook and create a forget fulness' and 
move o n . I wanted them to f ind ou t w h a t 
was good and learn t o l ike i t . There are 
th ings that make good archi tecture that 
you don ' t see. There must be a m o r a l 
f r a m e w o r k . Yes, sure, v i r tue is its o w n 
reward — i t 's the on ly reward you 
real ly ge t . " • 


