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A DESIGN SOLUTION FOR WARTIME MATERIAL SHORTAGES AND
THE DESIRE FOR FAMILIES TO BE CLOSE TO ONE ANOTHER AFTER
THE TRAUMA OF WAR, OPEN PLAN LIVING HAS PROVIDED
FREEDOM, LIGHT, AND COMMUNION FOR MORE THAN A CENTURY.
IS THAT WHAT WE NEED NOW? 

After months of lockdowns during the worldwide covid 19 pandemic, our residential
realisation has become a cause for consideration. It is challenging to find moments of
repose when there is little privacy or separation of spaces at home. These moments of
silence are essential as they counterbalance the energy required to cope in testing times.
Our world seems so far removed from the idealised version of Pierre Koenig’s 1960 Stahl
House, a most iconic striking example of open-plan modernism, a perfect balance between
the building’s bold, cantilevered exterior and chic, comfortable interior.

Time Magazine has called Koenig's Los Angeles house "the most successful real estate
image ever taken," stating it perpetuates the 'American Dream.' An ethos for freedom,
prosperity, and success. This image is both beguiling and beautiful. The perfect balance of
repose and energy. Impressive with its complicated engineering and careful placement of
the corner aspect over a clifftop. To survey a stylish scene of serene sympathies empowers
us to believe in this dream—a vision for a bygone era. 

Architect: Pierre Koenig
Photographer: Julius Shulman 



When people worked nine to five in offices, schedules strictly delineated days; it was
impossible to work from home. The twenty-four-hour clock was something only Wall Street
stockbrokers and spacemen acknowledged. The home was a place for rest, relaxation,
privacy, domestic duties, and dinner parties. Today the house has many more functions. For
large numbers of people, it has become a workplace, educational facility, and hospice
(hospital in the home), placing more pressure on a century-old design.

Architect Mies van der Rohe, Farnsworth House 
Photograph by Jon Miller, Hedrich Blessing 

Covid 19 lockdowns have forced families to spend months on end with one another. The
many parts of ourselves that we share with others have collided into one dimension. There is
less separation between self and the space we occupy. The people we work with can now
look into our private lives via a screen. The freedom and democracy that informed open-plan
design can no longer be maintained. Modern architecture leaves some of us feeling trapped
within this transparency. 

It was a world event that triggered the open plan design; it came from the calamity of war.
One of the first explicit formulations of the open-plan as a universal principle came from
Swiss architect and polemicist Le Corbusier in the 1920s; he coined the term "le plan libre,"
the free plan a five-point manifesto published in 1927. The key to it was pilotis (columns)
instead of load-bearing walls. Corridors became obsolete. Large expanses of glass became
synonymous with streamlined modernist designs. 

Many houses became iconic markers for what it was to be snatched (hip) in the sixties, from
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe's slimline Farnsworth House in Illinois (1951) to Frank Lloyd
Wright's Neils House in Minneapolis (1951). People felt liberated from war, and the usual
tension between freedom and safety did not exist.



'Modern architecture leaves some of us feeling trapped within this
transparency.' 

Architect Frank Lloyd Wright, Neil’s House
 

Wright pioneered open plan living in the US with his most famous house Falling Water,
built-in 1939, portraying his concept of 'organic' architecture. Later Wright built Neil's
House, which boasts a post-war Usonian architectural design. A term assigned by Wright
refers to a group of around sixty middle-income family homes designed by the architect
himself that were affordable and typically small, single-story open-plan dwellings. The
homes impart a feeling of weightlessness, as though one is floating between the interior
and exterior, a seamless blend of nature and nurture. Perfect for this moment in time. 

Australia's love affair with the open-plan is also essential to modern post-war living. Much
like our European and American counterparts, we too appreciated the economies of
simplicity and the free-form open spaces. Prominent modernist homes built by mid-century
architects sat majestically in the Australian suburban landscape. 

One such home, Studley Avenue House, has had the gentle touch of two awarded
architects. Originally designed by architect Guilford Bell and then extended by architect
Robert Simeoni in 2015. At this time, the desire to preserve and develop the open-plan
ethos remained—the new addition of a glass box cantilevered over the pool, a supposition
of timeless serenity. The update also incorporated a series of smaller interstitial spaces of
indeterminate scale. Simeoni says, ‘the adhoc quality of fellow space denotes intimacy.' 
A moment to reclaim repose. 



Architect Robert Simeoni, Studley Avenue House
Photographer Trevor Mein

When I explore the hypothesis of open-plan being over, Simeoni can quickly contextualize
his thoughts. He speaks to the internationally awarded Powell Street house completed in
2019. This existing 1930's duplex comprised a ground floor and first-floor apartment. The
owners wished to unite these two dwellings to form a single residence. The new design
does not liberate the back, and there are no large panes of glass, the standard treatment
for home alterations, with the goal of an open plan. Therefore, I perceive the completed
Powell Street house as an iconoclastic declaration that the open plan is dead. But that is
not how architect Simeoni reads the interventions undertaken.

He developed Powell Street with deliberate quietness and a long diagonal aspect through
the existing shallow floor plan. Simeoni says this glimpse defers a new suggested view, an
implied sense of containment, with a release. A refined interpretation of the open-plan
where we can observe how architecture intersects with the interior of a private dwelling
and how this relates to the outer world. Creating an opportunity for the inhabitant to
curate how much or little is observed by others.  What about the notion of corridors being
obsolete? Simeoni says corridors have a reverberative quality, and inadvertent things
happen in corridors.' And then I am lost; my mind wanders away, to memories in corridors.

Architect Robert Simeoni, Powell Street House
Photographer Derek Swalwell



Architect Robert Simeoni, Powell Street House
Photographer Derek Swalwell

'Simeoni says corridors have a reverberative quality,
and inadvertent things happen in corridors.' 

People’s lives unfold in buildings, and architecture provokes metaphysical reactions in both
the architect and the inhabitant, such as feelings, thinking, and memories. Architecture
becomes a form of truth-telling. Living through a pandemic has been challenging for many
people, and individual circumstances limit our place in the trajectory of this timeline. I
keep returning to a quote by French philosopher Henri Bergson, “The pure present is an
ungraspable advance of the past devouring the future." And so, by the time we understand
this moment in time, it will have passed. While we seek repose and energy in our everyday
existence, open plan living continues to be part of the chaos.


