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"Notwithstanding all efforts to improve tin1 product, the American 
small house is still a pressing needy, hungry, confused issue." 

— Frank l.loyd Wright, Anbileitural forum, 19.18 

THOUGH THE NEW AMERICAN HOUSE grows ever 

larger, the small dwelling eotuituics to 
engage our domestic imaginations and 
challenge our design instincts. You know 
the type — two bedrooms, one bath, i 
starter home for some and a lifetime 
house for many. Whether because ol a 
tight budget, a need to build quickly, a 
confined site, environmental concern, 
or the desire lor simplicity, the small 
house has endured as a distinguished it 
bumble form of shelter. The small house 
is a dwelling reduced to its essentials; 
the insightlul editing required to reach 
that state has intrigued both architects 
and historians. 

The roots of the small house might be 
traced back to 1753, when Abbot Marc-
Antoine Tangier presented an extreme 
version ol the idea: a primitive but 
"pared down to four columns that sup-
ported an inclined roof of leaves to keep 
out ram and sun." 1 le argued for a 
reduction to the essential components 
ami warned against any item "added by 
caprice." The hut was a miniature 
proscenium where the beginnings ol 
domestic drama could play out — an 
archetypal house form full of possibility. 
The descendants of the hut are plentiful, 
and tin nigh the walls have been filled 
and the footprint enlarged, the scaled-
down program is still valid. 
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1. Primitive hut. Abbot Mnrc-Anloine Lougiei, 1753-
1. Cape Cad variations. 
3. Leviltown, New York, 1948. 
4. Marcel Breuer's and Walter Gropius' Chamberlain Collage, 1941. 
5. Le Carbinier's Le Cabanon, Cop Martin, 19S0. 
6. Charles and Ray tames' prototype (or the Expandable Little House, 1959. 
7. Project Row Houses, Houston, 1939/1994. 

In 1845, Henry D a v i d T h o r c a u spent 

S2K. I2 to comple te his 150-squarc- foo t 

treatise 00 self-suff ic iency next t o 

VValden Pond. He band-bu i l t the cabin o i 

rough-hewn lumber, and its craf ted deta i l 

and pastoral set t ing gave it a presence 

that exceeded his goal of s impl ic i ty 

achieved independent ly. 

In the I Sil i century, the t a p e C o d 

house was ingeniously conceived to 

expand incremental ly , a precursor to the 

prefabr icated, expandable home. The hal l 

Cape C o d , k n o w n as the " h o n e y m o o n " 

cot tage, t rans formed in to the three-quar-

ter mode l when ch i ld ren a r r i ved , and 

then a fu l l Cape C o d as the fami ly grew. 

Af ter W o r l d War I I , Cape t o d var ia-

t ions and "comp le te commun i t i es ' ' such 

as l . cv i r rown, N e w Y o r k , p rov ided the 

SOUght-afrer t w o - b e d r o o m , one-bath 

model to accommodate g r o w i n g famil ies. 

A l t hough their houses were relentlessly 

similar, Lev i t towncrs embraced the idea 

o f a def ined space to cal l their o w n , a 

p lo t o l l and , and an open l i t mono to -

nous) view. In fact, there was someth ing 

admi rab le in the sameness: a democraev 

o l size that fostered a neighborly a t t i tude 

o f equal i ty. 

These are just a few of the invest iga-

t ions in w h i c h bui lders and owners re-

sponded, tor var ious reasons, to the lure 

o l reduced square footage. 

harty modern architects also 

embraced the idea of par ing d o w n a 

dwe l l i ng to its essence, l-'or 21) years fo l -

l ow ing the Depression, Frank L l o y d 
Wr igh t developed his I ' soman houses, 
o f fe r ing p lann ing i nnova t i on and new 
const ruc t ion techniques in spite o f mate-
r ia l shortages. In the 1,.140-squarc foot 
Jacobs house, buil t in I'HcS tor $5 ,500 , 
Wr igh t placed the hearth and k i tchen as 
the center binge of public and pr ivate 
u m g s — w i t h al l in ter ior spaces open to 
an expansive garden. 

In 1941 , Marce l Krener. assisted by 
Walter Grop ius , designed a screened. 
wood-c lad dwe l l i ng that appeared to 
f loat above its rock base, re de l i nmg the 
t rad i t i ona l cabin and porch in cr isp m o d -
ern vocabulary. A freestanding f i replace, 
the only bui l t in ter ior element, d iv ided 
the publ ic and pr ivate /ones. 

Far f r om Walden Pond (and a century 
later), Le Corbusier bui l t a one- room 
cabin in France. Clad in a more rusin. 
palette than his fami l iar prist ine bui ld ings, 
the retreat nevertheless offered insight into 
his thoughts on p ropo r t i on , w i t h the m o d -
ular man inscribed boldly on the vertical 
w o o d facade. I or the single r o o m , I e C or 
busier designed furni ture that both defined 
(lie spai.es and directed a precise choreog-
raphy o l inter ior c i rcu lat ion. 

In i lie l l ) si Is. t harles and Kay l ame s 
conceived o f an "expandab le l i t t le house" 
not un l ike the Cape Cod — grids o f space 
that cou ld be strung together hor izonta l l y 
or stacked vertically. As a p lann ing t o o l , 
the l imi ted ki t of parts offered a nearly 
l imitless variety o l conf igurat ions. 

Wha t is the lesson o l the small house, its 

lean and elegant legacy? I l istor ic I louston 

otters ,i i inge • >l dels. A series i il In >u-. 

es bui l t in 1939 on I fo lman Avenue 

demonstrates a mod i f ied f o rm o l the Llas-

sie shotgun-style house — one r o o m wide 

and several rooms deep. Fach room f lows 

to the next , w i t h no square footage 

squandered on entry rooms and hal lways. 

Instead, t ransi t ion comes in the fo rm of 

f ront and back porches, wh i ch extend the 

simple volumes to the streets and shared 

yards o l the larger ne ighborhood. 

Th is type o l rowhouse became the 

celebrated subject o l artist John l i iggers. 

1 le said, " A s I came upon this special 

potency, I to ld myself , hey, I've got to 

show this who le commun i t y as i l is, w i t h 

women on their porches, and show their 

meaning, that what they see and do t ru ly 

is dynam ic . " 1 l i iggers understood that 

these small houses were enlivened by their 

inhabi tants. I le placed impor tance on the 

house as a backdrop to dai ly rout ine and 

r i tua l , and he realized that the rowhouses 

gained power th rough repet i t ion. Thcv 

were enlarged by their sheer number and 

abi l i ty to f o rm an urban ensemble. 

In 1994, artist Rick Lowe led a 
g r o u p ef for t to rehabi l i ta te the (by then 

abandoned) 22 houses on H o l n i a n . 

Project Row I louses found a fresh use 

for the histor ic dwe l l i ngs , conver t ing 

them in to a v i ta l , l ively c o m m u n i t y o f 

gal lery spaces, hous ing , and ne ighbor-

hood services. 

In a very d i f fe rent mode , Fredr ick 

Leon Webster bui l t a three-story vi l la 

on Hyd e Park Bou levard . He named his 

Med i te r ranean-s ty le t owe r " I T n c o r e , " 

l ike ly a reference to his pos i t ion as 

d i rec to r o f the L i t t le Theater o f 

H o u s t o n . Hy the elegant name, Webster 

showed aspi rat ions to fashion a g rand 

home in spite of the conf ines of a 20 bv 

22- foor lo t . In the Architectural (.m,!'-

to Houston, h is to r ian Stephen Fox 

observed, " I t is a p r ime example of the 

fascinat ion w i t h the qua in t , the d i m i n u -

t ive , and the exo t i c that t yp i f ied 

Amer i ca n arch i tec tura l eclect ic ism 

in the 1920s. " 

W h a t is the fate o f the smal l v i n -

tage I lous ton house? Arch i tec t D i l l o n 

Kyle has w o r k e d tor f ive \ca rs on an 

ex is t ing house in the Sou thamp ton area, 

where many smal l houses are replaced 

rather than renovated. Th is compact 

house — now Kyle's o w n home — was 

o r ig ina l l y designed by I l a rv in M o o r e 

.\\u\ I l e rmo i i 1 loyd in 1940. Kyle's 

t h o u g h t f u l insert ions and delet ions have 

resulted in a co l lec t ion o f m o d e m 

detai ls seamlessly st i tched i n to we l l -

w o r n br ick and s id ing. W i t h l im i ted 

prospect lor resale, his re invented smal l 

house is a quest ionable investment . l int 

as houses cont inue to expand , requ i r ing 

greater resources to bu i ld and operate , 

Kyle's house serves as an admi rab le 

example of quiet reuse, p rov ing that less 

can be exquis i te ly enough . • 


