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Robert M. Rubin

Looking for
Pierre:
Chareau

in Exile

.

Pierre Chareau fled France for America in 1940. He died
in East Hampton, New York, ten years later. Archival
traces of his decade of exile are frustratingly few. We
know he participated in a few wartime events organized
by the French enclave in New York—“Free French
Week,” “France Forever,” “France Comes Back”—and
was a speaker or otherwise a participant in symposia at
cultural institutions such as the New School for Social
Research and the New York Public Library. He was
involved in preparations for General Charles de Gaulle’s
visit to New York in 1944. After the war, he designed
what must have been very modest exhibitions at the
French embassy in New York, among them installations
on the architect Auguste Perret and the hundredth
anniversary of the death of Honoré de Balzac. Although
he continued to design furniture in the 1940s, very little
seems to have been made (pages 168—71)."

His architectural work was similarly sparse, and in
consequence has received relatively little attention.
He designed a house and studio for the artist Robert
Motherwell in East Hampton in 1947; in payment, he
received the right to build his own little cottage on
the premises. He designed one other built work in the
United States: La Colline, in Spring Valley, New York
(1950), a house for the pianist Germaine Monteux and
the writer Nancy Laughlin (page 268).

Chareau and his wife, Dollie, seem to have known
virtually everyone in New York’s cultural circles,

but there are few surviving traces where one might
reasonably expect to find them. We know he had
dealings with the Museum of Modern Art because he
sold the museum art from his own collection as well as
acting as agent for the Dalsace family (for whom he had
built the Maison de Verre). The architect Philip Johnson
certainly knew of him, but ignored him. While other
refugee architects benefited from Johnson’s networking,
there is no documented contact between the museum
and Chareau, other than relating to art acquisitions in
which he played a role. Although Johnson had visited
the Maison de Verre with Le Corbusier while it was
under construction, the house was glaringly absent
from Johnson’s 1932 International Exhibition of Modern
Architecture at the museum. As with the exclusion of
another key French architect and rival of Le Corbusier,
Robert Mallet-Stevens, from the same show, this was
clearly a conscious omission.?

In 1943 Chareau was involved in the design and
construction of the Cantine La Marseillaise, a Free
French cafeteria and watering hole in Manhattan.®
So was Alexander Calder, but no document or letter
regarding their interaction is to be found in the Calder
archives—which is surprising, given what a pack rat

Detail of a 1948 article on Chareau’s
house for Robert Motherwell.
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The exterior of the Cantine La Marseillaise, New York,

c.1943-45. The facade, with its striking horizontal stripes,
suggests a modernist aesthetic, but the design cannot be
firmly attributed to Chareau.

Calder was. The architect Oscar Nitzchké, one of
Calder’s closest friends, drew and signed the plans
for the Motherwell house on Chareau’s behalf, since
Chareau was not a licensed architect. He also helped
Chareau get a small grant of $250 from the American
Committee for Refugee Scholars, Writers, and Artists.*
So Chareau and Calder are tantalizingly close from
several angles, but no records of their relationship have
been found.

Chareau reached outside New York architecture cir-
cles for a patron. The young painter Robert Motherwell
was an active presence in the art scene of the 1940s,
and had spent time before the war in Paris, absorbing its
avant-garde cultures. He met Chareau during the war,
and after its end invited him to serve as architecture edi-
tor of Possibilities, a new “occasional review,” along with
Motherwell himself (art), Harold Rosenberg (writing),
and John Cage (music).® Among more extensive contri-
butions from the other three, one finds from Chareau
two pages of photographs of a 1946 church designed
by Oscar Niemeyer, whose curvilinear forms evoke the
Motherwell house, begun the same year. But there is no
text—not even the name of the church or its location.
Just this: “Oscar Niemeyer. Church. 1946. Reinforced
concrete. Brazil.” It is frustratingly elusive, but still a
fragmentary clue as to what architecture Chareau was
absorbing at the time when Motherwell approached
him to design a house in the country.

The Motherwell house was a compound, made from
easily found, inexpensive materials. It comprised a
house, a studio, and a little cottage for Chareau himself.
The house was a modified Quonset hut (a prefabricated
metal structure developed by the military). Additional

materials were a found industrial greenhouse window,
concrete blocks for retaining walls, and plywood. The
floors were brick and (even more economical) disks sliced
from oak logs, laid in poured concrete. “We wanted to
use tiles,” recalled Motherwell, “but | couldn’t afford
them.” The curving metal crossbeams that supported
the roof were exposed and painted bright red, evoking
the vertical I-beams of the Maison de Verre. The design
was an open plan, with two bedrooms and a bath off
a second-floor balcony—perhaps also a nod to the
Maison de Verre. The replacement of one wall with the
salvaged greenhouse lent the space “a Mediterranean
light.” A second Quonset hut was converted into the
artist’s studio (pages 262-67).°

The cottage Chareau built for himself nearby,
known as the Maison “Piéce Unique” or Petite Maison
de Repos, was of concrete and terracotta block. Its
modest dimensions (thirty-five by twenty-six feet) and
sophisticated program anticipate Le Corbusier’s Petit
Cabanon of 1951, his tiny end-of-life retreat on the
French Riviera, as if the concept of the “primitive hut”—
so beloved of architectural theory—was in the postwar
air. Le Corbusier may even have seen Chareau’s cottage
on one of his visits to East Hampton (page 269).

Chareau incorporated sleeping, dining, storage, and
studio spaces around a central core with a wood-burning
stove, bathroom, and kitchen. He combined this format
with such subtle details as windows set at a slight angle,
installed unframed in order to open onto the exterior,
and cinder and terracotta blocks in alternating sections.
Clearly, Chareau’s subtlety was not extinguished, but
rather stimulated, by the paltry budget.

The Motherwell house was written up in Harper’s
Bazaar in June 1948, but it was not until more than
twenty years later, with the publication of the Yale
architectural journal Perspecta 12, that Chareau’s
reputation in the wider architectural milieu began to be
resurrected. The focus was on the Maison de Verre. The
influential critic Reyner Banham went so far as to say
that he might have featured it in his canonical Theory
and Design in the First Machine Age (1960), had he
been aware of it at the time of writing. Later, in The
Architecture of the Well-Tempered Environment (1969),
Banham described the house as a successful example of
modern architecture, favoring it over the 1931 Aluminaire
House by Le Corbusier’s disciple Albert Frey.”

Against these hosannahs, the Motherwell house
barely registered. There are several reasons for this. The
Museum of Modern Art in New York was the leading
tastemaker of the 1940s, and the artists of its circle were
powerful. Neither the director of the architecture and
design program, Philip Johnson, nor the department’s
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Chareau’s wordless article on Niemeyer’s
church, published in Possibilities, a short-
lived journal published in 1946.

curator, the architect and critic Peter Blake, were fans
of Chareau. Both Blake and Johnson were firmly in
Le Corbusier’s corner, and seem to have seen other
French architects as rivals. Thus, Blake’s |later negative
assessment of the house in his memoir is hardly
surprising: Chareau’s work was “rather uneven” and
the Motherwell house was “a bit of a joke—Chareau,
like other French visitors, was greatly impressed by
American technology.” Blake derided him for the idea
that wartime Quonset or Nissen huts (which he likened
to “sheet metal igloos,” temporary shelter for soldiers
in “inhospitable climes”) were “just the thing to use
in building a fairly luxurious summer house in the
Hamptons.” He asserted that Chareau’s “exotic notions
about interior finishes” were a financial burden and the
reason Motherwell “never quite finished the house.”
Blake asserted that Chareau was among several French
refugees whom Motherwell was supporting (though
there is no evidence that their relationship continued
beyond the architectural commission). The house, Blake
concluded with a sneer, was “viewed as a landmark,

especially by those not condemned to living in it.”

Those French gentlemen supposedly blinded by
technology had a somewhat different view of the house,
as did the following generations of European architects.
Jean Prouvé listed it in 1977 as one of the great landmarks
of modern architecture, alongside American works by
Walter Gropius, Marcel Breuer, Frank Lloyd Wright, and
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. Norman Foster and Richard
Rogers visited the house while architecture students at
Yale. The publisher Barney Rosset, who bought it in the
winter of 1952, recalled regularly receiving architectural
pilgrims and architourists of the time.®

It is always referred to as the Motherwell house,
but it was Rosset who really took on the house for the
long haul. Though not the original client, he deserves
full credit for its custodianship: Motherwell occupied
it for less than five years, Rosset for three decades. He
took the time to deal with some of the ergonomic and
climatic issues initially posed by the design and its low-
budget finishes. He shingled the roof and took down
a wall Motherwell had put in, because he thought it
“knocked out the fireplace’s usefulness” and “spoilt the
craziness of the house.”®

At the level of architectural preservation and
what constitutes legitimate adaptive reuse, one can
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The Motherwell house was covered by
Harper’s Bazaar in its June 1948 issue. The
magazine referred to Chareau as “one of the
foremost modern French architects.”
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Influences from the Maison
de Verre can be seen in
various touches throughout
the Motherwell house: left,
the main staircase in the
Maison de Verre; opposite,
the original staircase in
the Motherwell house,
before it was altered by
Barney Rosset.



The Motherwell house in East Hampton, New York,

designed by Chareau, 1947. The visual analogy
between the Niemeyer design and Chareau’s use of

the Quonset hut is clear.

certainly question some of Rosset’s interventions, but
he did make the house a home. Rosset unabashedly
loved it and embraced its impracticalities—it leaked
and lacked insulation, among other things. As he said,
he understood its “texture” and “playfulness.” But the
program of the compound changed significantly with
his arrival. Motherwell’s studio became a guest house-
cum-studio and photo lab, with linoleum laid over the
concrete floor. Rosset removed the central bath and
kitchen facilities of Chareau’s cottage, inserted a pool,
and domed the ceiling. Perhaps owing to his reputation
as a sexual libertine, this pool has often been described
erroneously in oral testimonies as a hot tub.

For nearly four decades, the house was a busy inter-
section of diverse avant-gardes. Motherwell painted his
early Elegy to the Spanish Republic paintings there. He
recalled in an interview that Mies van der Rohe once
stopped by to purchase a painting. In 1952 Willem de
Kooning rented the studio for the summer. Rosset
bought the property soon after he acquired the fledg-
ling Grove Press; he was twenty-eight and dreamed of
creating a compound around it for his extended publish-
ing family. At one point he bought a tiny church, moved
it to the site, and, by removing one wall, made a little
theater out of it—the Evergreen Theater, named for his
magazine, Evergreen Review. Samuel Beckett spent con-
siderable time there, as Rosset was his American pub-
lisher. In addition to Motherwell and his friends and then
Rosset’s Grove Press entourage, virtually every painter,

255

writer, and architect in the artistic enclaves of eastern
Long Island was a guest or visitor at one time.™

Rosset sold the house in 1980 (the “stupidest single
act of my life”), and it was torn down in 1985 to make
way for an Adirondack-style Hamptons McMansion,
despite efforts by the architectural historian Alastair
Gordon and others to save it.”?

One significant artifact of the house survives, how-
ever: Norman Mailer’s idiosyncratic film Maidstone,
shot there over five days in July 1968, with the nearby
grand estate of the painter Alfonso Ossorio providing
the haute Hamptons WASP establishment location. The
film was screened at the Whitney Museum of American
Art, New York, in fall 1970 and then failed commercially,
but it is widely considered Mailer’s most interesting
and ambitious attempt at moviemaking. It is a frustrat-
ing film for a Chareau scholar to watch. There are no
establishing shots of the exteriors of the main house,
the studio, or Chareau’s cottage. The interior of the lat-
ter, as depicted in the film, is more evocative of a six-
ties swingers’ club than of poetic functionalism. Apart
from fleeting glimpses of the original oak-and-concrete
floor, there is not much grist for the researcher’s mill.
However, Mailer used five camera crews, and hours of
unexamined outtakes survive. Perhaps some stills can
be gleaned from these to fill out the visual chronology of

the house started by Hans Namuth and Ronny Jaques in
the Motherwell era and closed out by Alastair Gordon’s
haunting images of the empty house in 1985, just prior
to its destruction.”®

Setting aside architectural preservation and history,
Chareau’s inventiveness, even in this modest project,
leads us to consider what architecture is supposed
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to do, in a broadly creative sense. It is particularly
noteworthy that a man whose freestanding built
structures can almost be counted on one hand created
two residences that were avant-garde hothouses—live-
work environments each of which is emblematic of the
creative cutting edge of its time and place: interwar
Paris and postwar New York.* In this respect, Maidstone
crystallizes the bohemian East End scene out of which
the Motherwell house emerged in much the same way
that Marcel L'Herbier’s 1924 film L/nhumaine reflects the
cultural milieu that produced the Maison de Verre. It is
also a memory site of the influence on postwar American
culture of refugee European avant-gardes. Motherwell
(who had visited France before the war but did not
meet Chareau until later) was a major conduit. So was
Chareau, if a silent one. And Maidstone—a film about a
Maileresque movie director filming a hard-core remake
of Luis Bufuel’s 1967 Belle de Jour—was likewise in the
vanguard of American independent filmmaking in the
era when directors in the United States were digesting
European art-house cinema.®®

Pierre Chareau was not an architect by training. He
was licensed in France as an ensemblier, a term that
literally means “one who puts things together” and that
loosely translates as “interior designer.” The Motherwell
house is, in some sense, as much ensemble as unified
concept. Collage is another word that comes to mind.
The compound is a juxtaposition of Quonset hut,
industrial greenhouse, concrete, and humble wood.
But Chareau’s legacy—especially when the avant-garde
bouillabaisse simmering around the Motherwell house
is jJuxtaposed with the interwar avant-garde of Paris that
gathered at the Maison de Verre—is also one of bringing
together and collaging disparate iconoclastic milieus.
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