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On view at the University of 
Texas School ol Architecture 
inni i October I through Octo-

her 27. 1947 the exhibition entitled The 
Eicbler Unmet: Building the American 
Dream paid homage to an unusual 
moment of care and taste in mass In ins 
inj; development in America. The exhibi-
tion featured photographs and other arti-
I .KIS from the design, construction, and 

marketing of the Northern California 
tract houses developed by Joe I ichler. It 
was co-curated by UT faculty members 
Paul Adanison and Kevin Alter, with a 
lucid commentary by Alter.1 

r.verytliinj> about the 12,(100 mod 
ertiist houses built by Tichler in the 
1 950s and 1960s smacks ol efficiency 
and durability (slah-on-grade founda-
tions, post-and-beam construction). 
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"Beams vary in depth commensurate to 
their -.pan, and plywood cladding tortus a 
lightweight diaphragm," Altcr's commen-
tary informs us. I he post acts as a "uni 
versal joint to winch glazing, paneling, 
and door frames can he interchangeably 
secured." Architects of the Fielder houses 
turned Federal Housing Administration 
and Veterans' Administration loan re-
strictions into virtues: "( onstrucrion 
method remains evideni in tin' final 
product dU{.\ the nhic|uitous module gen-
erates rhythm and meter in the space. 
The compelling presence ot these COT] 
siructional and fiscal concerns in the 
completed houses imhue them with a 
character beyond their identity as mini-
ma! dwell ing." 

The word "character" is the ke) to 
appreciating the achievement of these 
structures. Though minimal hy legal deli-
union and built within strict budgetary 
constraints, the dwellings were not mean 
in feeling or vision. These modernist 
houses ottered space and style at a price 
affordable to the middle-class Inner. 
Eichlet chose Quincy [ones and Anshen 
i i : Allen, significant architects for such 
projects, to design his prototypes. Unlike 
William I cult 's huiises in Fcvittown, 
New York, also huilt for World War II 
veterans and to which Eichler's houses 
are often compared, Fielder I lomes 
in i hi idled a contemporary aesthetic 
ideal, not I ape (.1 id-type houses of the 
I .1st but Case Study-type houses and 
tin- California modernism of Richard 
Neutra and Rudolph Schindlef. 

F.ach house was entered through ,1 
landscaped courtyard, and, because of 
the abundance ol glass, the outdoors 
seemed part of each room. The open plan 
and multipurpose central room, which 
incorporated kitchen and social spaces, 
encouraged togetherness, yet doors and 
drapes afforded privacy. The visual conti-
nuity in the relatively small space (start-
ing at 1,200 square feet], made the hous-
es seem larger than they were. Against 
all odds the mass-built Fielder Homes 
maintained individuality, a challenge that 
the more lavish and expensive houses of 
their aesthetic forebears did not face. 

I.very inch wis thought out, and it 
some of the finish details were not tine, 
stil l, great care was taken. A swing-out 
kitchen table helped transform the family 
kitchen into a place for entertaining. The 
radiant heating cast into the foundation 
slabs made the floor a comfortable place-
tor toddler and adult. Fielder I lomes 
advertised that the floors would "warm 
your slippers and bathrobe as you slept." 

Cork flooring, mahogany veneer walls, 
cabinets painted in /ol-o-Tonc paint 
(durable, easy to clean, and formulated 
lor Fielder I lomes), custom stains spe-
cially produced by Cabot — all these 
details were built into the houses. Joe 
Fielder, his architects, and his hand-
picked construction crews went to a lot 
of trouble tor the houses and the neigh-
borhoods they bui l t Clearly, Eichler 
wanted his buildings to make it possible 
for gracious family living to take place 
within them. His consistency, practicality, 
and taste made his developments popular 
— as ihe> still are nearly S~(> years later. 

lo in.n L I his 111 w houses, I ichlel 
formed a talented team of art director 
Mat) Kahn, who still lives in an Eichler 
house, and photographer Frnest Hraun, 
who produced a series ot photographs of 
the construction process (heroic portraits, 
almost like Soviet Realist posters of noble 
workers) and of the finished product to 
be used in the sales office and lor adver 
tising. These photographs make up the 
bulk ot the exhibition along with contem-
porary shelter magazines; |oe Eichler's 
business card and stationery; and a sam-
ple of post-a ml-beam construction. The 
installation is clever: partitions broken 
by frosted glass, and full-scale images 
blown up to mimic the walls of the I ich-
ler I lomes, 

Another type ol ad included 111 the 
exhibition appears radical even now: 
instead of a picture of a house, there is .1 
flower, for example. 01 .1 vase, .md a sin-
gle evocative word. The exhibition also 
contains delightful drawings hy UT archi-
tecture students Ernesto Cragnolino ami 
Will iam Jackson (a la David Macaulc\ s 
madly detailed drawings [or his children's 
books), showing two Eichler houses in 
current usage, one of them Matt Kahn s. 
Fhe drawings are playfully detailed down 
to Kahn's African masks and menorah 
and express the true flexibility and liv-
ability ot the original houses. 

Ernest Brawn's black-and-white pho 
rographs have a life of their o w n , apart 
f r o m the moment they por t ray in a rch i -
tectural lustorv. I he photographs do not 
show bu i ld ings as empty arch i tectura l 
objects but as houses l ived in by admir-
able, yet fami l iar , people in ideal , yet pos-
sible, act iv i t ies. Kahn chose g o o d - l o o k i n g 
models, wel l -designed fu rn i t u re (Fames 
chairs and cabinets, for example) , and 
o ther props to ar t icu late the best features 
of the house and to narrate stones of life 
w i t h i n them. 'Fhe cr isp and beautiFull) 
composed photographs are not the stilt 
equivaleni o l home movies, for the) are 

Eichler Home, Luccti Volley, California, Quinty Jonei and Frederick Emmons, arthitettt, ca. I960. 

del iberately posed, nor are the) ovcrex 
tended fashion photographs . They do 
their j ob , pu l l i ng us in to the l i fe in the 
house, expressing a way o f l ife made 
possible by the buddings. The bui ld ings 
themselves are not the d o m i n a t i n g ob-
jects. 1 he photographs instruct us not 
to desire the house as a beaut i fu l object , 
but to wan t it for the life 11 frames ami 
perhaps makes possible. File l i fe por-
trayed is, for those w h o grew up in fhe 
fift ies and sixt ies, a fami l ia r yet idealized 
pos t -war hopefulness, ch i l l i ng ly accurate. 
Fhe people in the photographs teel on 
top of the w o r l d , ready to make a 
sophis t icated, se l f - fu l f i l led, s l ight ly 
avant -garde, and who l l y un i ron ica l l i fe 
in their new ne ighborhood . 

In one n igh t t ime scene, pho tographed 
I rom outside, one sees t w o generations o f 
a fami ly — a young couple w i t h a f r i end , 
or perhaps a younger sister, and v is i t ing 
parents — singing together to the accom-
paniment o f a gu i ta r s lung over the shou l -
der ot the young husband. In another, a 
teenage gi r l in a nasty shag haircut lies on 
her bed, her back to the rest o l the house, 
and talks on the phone. She is apart f r o m 
the fami ly, hut she is st i l l sale at home. As 
another expression of the possibi l i t ies o f 
middle-class h ie, a y o u n g wi fe in toreador 
pants, pony ta i l , and an o d d ear -muf f - l i ke 
ha i rdo sits weav ing at her l o o m . She has 
leisure t ime. She is able, in her Eichler 
house, t o express herself. In another 
pho to a man is pa in t ing , his f inished can 
vases rest ing on the wa l l beh ind his easel. 
T h r o u g h the open d o o r w ay the mu l t i pu r -
pose r o o m , the f i replace, the shag rug are 
vis ib le. Fie is a Sunday painter par excel-
lence, nu r tu red w i t h i n the house. In an 
ou tdoo r shot , a young couple is decor.u 
iug the fence ot their t iny yard w i t h 
abstract cut -outs . 

In a party scene 110 ch i ldren are in ev i -
dence, on ly adu l ts , together 111 the k i tchen 
area o f the mu l t ipurpose r o o m . The g r i l l -
ed chicken and po ta to salad, the stack o f 
Rttssel Wr i gh t d inner plates are read) for 
dinner. For cockta i l snacks there art-
ol ives, p ickles, and celery st icks. Everyone 
is d r i n k i n g highbal ls . M a n y o f the people 
are laugh ing . There is an atmosphere o f 
f reedom, sexual i ty, and the possib i l i ty o f 
being in ter rupted at any moment . These 
are not single people, after a l l . These arc-

men returned f rom war, women tu rn ing 
their hands to ra is ing ch i ldren and keep 
ing house. In the same k i t chen, but 
opened up to show- the rest ot the house, 
a d i f ferent scene, the l ight ing o f a chi ld 's 
b i r thday cake. 

Most interest ing of all is the message 
the pho tographs send about fami ly l i fe. 
One w o u l d hard ly expect .1 marke t i ng 
campa ign based on photographs o l fami ly 
t ights, but there is a mute acknow ledg 
i iu-i i i of the strains o l l . im ih hie. O f ten 
fami ly members are in one ano th i r's line 
o l sight yet stay apar t , in separate rooms. 
In the fo reground of one p h o t o , wh i ch 
might be t i t led "Sunday A f t c rn 1 , " .1 
mother (a dead r inger for Jeanne ( ra in] 
sits, mend ing basket in her lap. sewing in 
hand . N e x t t o her is her y o u n g daughter. 
M o t h e r and daughter look at each other, 
engaged. Beyond them, in the same r o o m , 
the young son watches te levis ion, his eyes 
011 the tube, his body across a bench. In 
the next r o o m , l a the r leads die paper. Me 
can sec his fami ly and his fami ly can see 
h i m , but he doesn't have to talk to them. 

Fhe people in Brawl 's photographs 
are l o o k i n g th rough the house at other 
fami ly members in their sol i tude or toget-
herness or l ook ing th rough the entrance 
cou r t ya rd ai nature enclosed by the 
house. Photographs are si lent, o f course. 
In real i ty, the ensemble separateness o f 
fami l y l ife w o u l d have been impinged on 
by the smell o l d inner 111 the oven and by 
sound: Daddy's new hi- f i , the boy's I V, 
and possibl) I b i s on an unseen teenager's 
rad io . In the silence o l the photographs 
the family is at peace in thei i I ichlei 
H o m e , together and apart s imul taneously, 
the perfect so lu t ion to fami ly l i fe. • 

I. No catalogue was produced li>r ihis exhibition. 
Kevin Alu-r's comments were in rhe form ol k^i-iuls 
Accompanying items m the exhibition, 


