
E x p l o r a t i o n s

B
illed as� “Lex-
ington’s second 
revolution,” the 
profusion of 

mid-century modern 
homes built by archi-
tects largely influenced 
by Bauhaus founder 
Walter Gropius forms 
the center of Lextopia: 
Lexington’s Launch of Mid-
Century Modern. It’s a multipronged exhibit, 
organized by the Lexington Historical So-
ciety, that explores the town’s significant 
pioneering role in the American modernist 
movement. A rare tour of four private dwell-
ings designed by Henry B. Hoover, M.Arch. 
’26, opens the show on May 31; the exhibit 
starting on June 19 chronicles the origins of 
modern communities, such as Six Moon Hill 
and Five Fields, and highlights original fur-
nishings and dishware, along with the work 
of resident architects such as Hugh Stubbins, 
M.Arch. ’35, Sally Harkness, and Benjamin C. 
Thompson, who founded Design Research 
in Harvard Square. (Gallery discussions are 
slated for this summer, and a second, larger 
house tour concludes the exhibit on October 
4; www.lexingtonhistory.org.)

The society typically focuses on Lexing-
ton’s pivotal importance to the early days 
of the American Revolution: it manages 
three museums that have all been restored 
within the last eight years—the Buckman 
and Munroe Taverns and the Hancock-
Clarke House—and runs related educa-
tional programs and events. This foray into 
modernism, explains Elaine C. Doran, the 
society’s curator and archivist, reflects a 
growing recognition that, “to our knowl-
edge, there really is no other concentration 
of modernist neighborhoods of this size in 
the country.” The “influx of professors and 
engineers and mathematicians and scien-
tists,” she adds, also permanently altered 
the town’s character. “We did not have 
this kind of demographic before; we had 

been a quiet, rural, farming community.”
Hoover and American architect Edwin 

Goodell were designing modern structures 
before Gropius fled Nazi Germany and 
arrived in Cambridge in 1937  to chair the 
department of architecture at the Harvard 
Graduate School of Design. But the earliest 
of the town’s modernist cul-de-sacs, Six 
Moon Hill (1948) and Five Fields (1951), 
were planned as experimental utopian 
communities by The Architects Collabora-
tive (TAC), founded by Gropius and oth-
ers, including Harkness and Thompson, in 

The Modern Revolution
Bauhaus-inspired architects built their domestic visions in Lexington and on Cape Cod. 

by nell porter brown

Lexington’s modernist communities 
include a Peacock Farm house by Henry 
Hoover (top images), and homes in 
Turning Mill/Middle Ridge (lower left) and 
Six Moon Hill (lower right).
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C U R I O S ITI   E S :  Branching Out
What it will be,� nobody exactly knows: neither the 50 volunteers who will have 
happily trudged for hours through muddy woodlands north of Boston to gather 
tractor-trailer loads of saplings—linden, beech, Norwegian maple, depending on 
what the thaw has yielded—nor the artist 
himself, Patrick Dougherty. Only during the 
three weeks spent laying out those saplings, 
planting some, and then bending, twisting, and 
weaving them all together do the final, fan-
tastical forms emerge. Dougherty, who hails 
from North Carolina and earned degrees in 
English and hospital administration before 
pursuing art, has erected more than 250 such 
sapling-based structures across the country 
and around the world during the last three 
decades. Judging from these, what ends up on 
the lawn of the colonial-era Crowninshield-
Bentley House in Salem, Massachusetts, on 
May 23, might feature turrets or Russian 
onion domes, or look like a condensed Mo-
roccan palace. It could resemble a softer, 
sway-backed version of Stonehenge, a clump of medieval thatched huts, or skinny 
teepees pushed askew by the wind. Dougherty’s constructions tend to have doors 

and windows, but they are not homes. “Seussical” 
is too whimsical a description; the dreamscapes are 
more suited to a van Gogh landscape, or even The 
Scream. What might add another twist in Salem is 
whether, and how, Dougherty juxtaposes his instal-
lation with the symmetrical, squared-off Georgian-
style home and its formal front entrance. Built by 
fish merchant and sea captain John Crowninshield 
in 1727, the house is a historic site now owned by 
the Peabody Essex Museum, which commissioned 
Dougherty’s work. Whatever the resulting forms, 
they are expected to stay up for two years—unless 
nature reclaims them first.   vn.p.b.

Peabody Essex Museum
Stickworth: Patrick Dougherty
Opens May 23
www.pem.org/exhibitions

1945. The firm would soon grow to take on 
many more who trained at Harvard, where 
Gropius and his Bauhaus colleague Marcel 
Breuer were influential forces for years. 
Many of these designers, Doran says, were 
drawn by Lexington’s proximity to Cam-

bridge and the availability of in-
expensive, open land.

The two original neighbor-
hoods were quickly followed by 
others. Middle Ridge (1955) was 
developed by another Gropius 
student, Carl Koch ’34, M.Arch. 
’37, who also designed the 1950s 
homes in the Conantum com-
munity, in Concord. (Thou-
sands of his Techbuilt homes, 
assembled from prefabricated 
elements, also appeared across 

the country.) Peacock Farm (1953), Rum-
field Road/Shaker Glen (1959-60), and Up-
per Turning Mill (1962-65) were based on 
designs by MIT-trained architects Walter 
Pierce and Danforth Compton.

Other custom-built modern homes 
and civic-minded enclaves still exist in 
Greater Boston—such as Kendall Com-
mon in Weston, Snake Hill in Belmont, and 
Brown’s Wood in Lincoln—and are dot-
ted throughout New England. Their ini-
tial popularity coincided with the arrival 
of European designers and intellectuals 
who fled World War II, a nascent Ameri-
can push to modernism, and the postwar 
“building boom and optimism about de-
sign and technology’s roles in progress,” 
says Peter McMahon, founding director 
of the Cape Cod Modern House Trust, 
which has restored and now manages three 
homes in Wellfleet (www.ccmht.org).

As those houses have aged, he adds—
with many already demolished and others 
under threat—local historical societies, 
preservation groups, and museums are in-
creasingly apt to add modernism’s artifacts 
to their repertoires. Historic New England, 
for example, has long owned and managed 
the Gropius House in Lincoln, Massachu-
setts, where Friends of Modern Architec-
ture/Lincoln helps preserve and promote 
the eclectic array of modern homes in 
town. On October 9, the Concord Museum 
mounts its own Middlesex County Modernism 
show (www.concordmuseum.org).

Of this surge in activity and interest, 
McMahon also notes, “Post-modernist 
structures have aged very badly, and now-
adays architecture is just very chaotic. 

Clockwise from above: Sortie de Cave 
(Free At Last) 2008, in Chateau-
bourg, France; Summer Palace 2009, 
in Philadelphia; Patrick Dougherty
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At Brookhaven
lifecare living is as good as it looks.

Brookhaven at Lexington offers an abundance of opportunities for  
intellectual growth, artistic expression and personal wellness. Our residents  
share your commitment to live a vibrant lifestyle in a lovely community. 

Call today to set up an appointment for a tour!

www.brookhavenatlexington.org
(781) 863-9660 • (800) 283-1114

A Full-Service Lifecare Retirement Community

Step Outside with 
Outward Bound Professional!

(617) 830-5114
eharris@thompsonisland.org

www.thompsonisland.org
OUTWARD BOUND PROFESSIONAL

EVERY DAY A DIFFERENCE

THOMPSON ISLAND

Boston Harbor Islands National Park

“Harvard has worked with OBP for 20+ years. OBP custom designs 
our program to provide students the opportunity to examine their 

team’s development and become aware of their leadership 
assumptions. OBP masterfully provides this experience.”

- David King, Faculty Chair, MPA Programs, 
Harvard Kennedy School of Government

Photo by: Tom Fitsimmons

Twentieth-century modernism was, in ret-
rospect, a golden age.”

Lextopia’s co-curator, the writer and 
documentarian Rick Beyer, sees relevant, 
contemporary themes, such as “climate 
change and the environment and foster-
ing community, that are making some 
of these houses very relevant to people 
again.” Modernists incorporated their ide-
als into their designs, emphasizing utility 
and affordability, as well as flexible pri-
vate and public spaces. These were not 
McMansions, but human-scaled, tightly 
constructed homes with built-ins, spare 
furnishings, and a dearth of structural or-
namentation. “The practical, minimalist 
aesthetics are appealing,” Beyer notes, and 
support current efforts to curb energy use. 
The open layouts promoted group gath-
erings, while bathrooms and bedrooms 
tended to be small and peripheral.

At Six Moon Hill (where Benjamin 
Thompson lived for 16 years in a house he 
designed; his widow, Jane, will give a gal-
lery talk this summer), much depended 
on group decisions and stewardship. “You 
didn’t just buy a house, you bought a way 
of life,” says Doran, who has recorded oral 
histories with former residents. “The neigh-
bors were like one big family. The kids all 
played together and you never knew which 
house they would end up in for dinner; you 
just accepted whoever came over.” Beyer is 
creating a video for the exhibit using clips 
from 8 mm home movies that reflect daily 
life in these communities—such as the an-
nual pool clean-up day at Six Moon Hill. “I 
think some of the people who were design-
ing these neighborhoods 50 years ago were 
thinking about the same things we are to-
day: how do you bring people together and 
create positive interactions in a communi-
ty?” he adds. “Nowadays so many people live 
shut up and isolated.”

Modernists, again presaging current 
concerns, also valued human connections 
to the natural world. Residences were 

This low-lying, woods-bound home is 
located in the Peacock Farm enclave.
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Providence, ri

Exceptionally fine Federal period mansion set 
amid lush gardens on 1.2 acres near Brown 
University. Architecturally significant interior 
offers elegant rooms, handsome fireplaces 
and generous space. 6bedrooms/6baths. 
Heated garage, guest cottage and additional 
family/rental area. $3,450,000

Nancy Lerner | C. 401.741.0301

©2015 Coldwell Banker Residential Brokerage. All Rights Reserved. 
Coldwell Banker Residential Brokerage fully supports the principles of the 
Fair Housing Act and the Equal Opportunity Act. Operated by a subsidiary 
of NRT LLC. Coldwell Banker, the Coldwell Banker Logo, Coldwell Banker 
Previews International, the Coldwell Banker Previews International logo 
and “Dedicated to Luxury Real Estate” are registered and unregistered 
service marks owned by Coldwell Banker Real Estate LLC. 73199 3/15

527 Main Street, East Greenwich, RI 02818

COLDWELLBANKERPREVIEWS.COM

If you would like to list a property in our July-August issue, 
contact Abby Shepard: 617.496.4032

Premier Properties

Phone: 617-593-7070
Email: BarbaraCurrier50@gmail.com
Web: www.BarbaraCurrier.com

BARBARA CURRIER
T H E  C U R R I E R  T E A M   |   F I N E  P R O P E R T I E S 

C A M B R I D G E

CLINTON ST, MID-CAMBRIDGE 

171 Huron Avenue 
Cambridge, Mass. 
02138

2 new townhouses. Exquisite attention to 
detail. Designer kitchens & baths. Off street 
parking. 5 bedrooms & 5 ½ baths. 4 bedrooms 
3 ½ baths. Private fenced gardens. In the heart 
of Cambridge convenient to the T, shops, 
restaurants & universities. 
      Exclusively Offered - $2,400,000 & $1,995,000

HARVARD SQUARE 
376 Harvard Street, Cambridge 

Queen Anne Victorian multi-family with 
8 room Owner’s unit featuring 7 fireplaces, 
beautiful stained glass, deep moldings, pocket 
doors and handsome period woodwork. A 
free-standing exercise studio in rear could be 
converted back to a garage. Driveway fits 4 
cars. Two rental units provide income or could 
be combined to make a 4,400 sq ft gracious 
single family home.                        $2,600,000

Lisa J. Drapkin
617-930-1288

Nancy M. Dixon 
617-721-9755

www.TrueHomePartners.com

Belmont...Unique in its architecture is this sun-
fi lled, single family located in a highly desirable 
neighborhood abutting the 88 acres of Mass 
Audubon Habitat conservation land. On a lot 
of over 28,000 SF this artfully renovated home 
has fi ve bedrooms, two en-suite, including a 
grand master bedroom with cathedral ceilings, 
a covered porch overlooking the expansive 
grounds, and a fi replace.         ...$2,190,000
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CAROL KELLY & MYRA VON TURKOVICH
Vice Presidents, Hammond Residential Real Estate

carolandmyra.com | hammondre.com
617.835.5008  &  617.834.0838  

Hammond Residential
Real Estate

JUNIPER ROAD

carefully sited to blend in with the exist-
ing rural landscapes. Often, plate-glass 
walls blurred boundaries between inside 
and outside; in some cases, as in a 1957 
Peacock Farm home designed by Henry 
Hoover, “trees are growing up in the 
middle of the living room,” notes Doran. 
A woman who grew up in the house told 
her that “staring out those windows in the 
winter when it was snowing was just like 
being inside a snow globe.”

That property is on the May 31 tour, as 
is the much earlier 1937 home that Hoover 
built for himself and his young family in 
Lincoln, Massachusetts, which remains in 
the family, according to his children, Hen-
ry B. Hoover Jr. and Lucretia Hoover Giese. 
Proceeds from the tour will help support 
their forthcoming book, Breaking Ground: 
Henry B. Hoover, New England Modern Architect. 
The structure, Giese notes in an e-mail to 
the historical society,  reflects his “fore-
most concern with siting and spatial or-
ganization, which accentuated the house’s 
integration with the land. Overlooking the 
Cambridge Reservoir, the house remains 
eminently livable and beautiful.”

Modernism also migrated� to Cape Cod, 
primarily Wellfleet and Truro, starting in 
the late 1930s. The Cape Cod Modern House 
Trust last year published the stunning Cape 
Cod Modern, coauthored by McMahon and 
Christine Cipriani, on the history and range 
of experimental homes on the outer Cape. 
The trust rents out its three restored homes, 
sponsors an artist/scholar residency, and runs 
tours and events, including the symposium 
“Rural Communities Today,” on May 30-31.

Gropius, Breuer, and other artists, writ-
ers, and arts patrons (including Peggy Gug-
genheim), began renting cottages there—
primarily at the behest of Jack Charles 
Phillips Jr. ’30, Ds ’39. Phillips, descended 
from the founders of Phillips Andover and 
Phillips Exeter academies, had recently re-
turned from studying painting in France 

A house in the Five Fields neighborhood 
nestles against trees.
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A l l  i n  A  D ay :  

The Fruit of  Others’ Labor
Sue Greene,� coordinator of The West Spring-
field Community Garden in Boston’s South End, 
has a few simple rules. Don’t plant trees and 
shrubs that will someday cast unwanted shade. 
Grow what you want. Have fun. “I’ve tried to 
cultivate the idea that everyone’s garden is 
unique,” she says, laughing at her word choice. 
Creativity rules in these 35 (mostly) vegetable 
plots, as it does in the dozens of other urban 
green spaces that are also open to the public dur-
ing the annual South End Garden Tour on June 20. 
The self-guided tours run from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.; all proceeds 
benefit the volunteer-run South End & Lower Roxbury Com-
munity Gardens. (The $20 ticket also includes a post-tour recep-
tion where paintings by professional local artists, created during 
the day in some of the gardens on view, are displayed for sale.) 
Visitors can explore upward of 30 private oases, besides the 
West Springfield plots: shaded sunken patios; lush flower  
beds; rooftop container gardens; and compactly built havens that 
may feature fountains, vine-covered walls, stonework, murals, 
and al fresco dining spots. Also on tap are the neighborhood’s  

parks and community-
planted greenways. The 
variety of styles, grow-
ers, and multitude of 
community gardens (16 
in all, but only a few are 
on this year’s tour) re-
flect the South End’s 
historic diversity. These 
open spaces “are where 
residents come togeth-
er to cultivate food and 
flowers, create beautiful 

green places for everyone 
to enjoy, and grow friend-
ships that make neighbor-
hoods strong,” notes tour 
chair Maryellen Hassell. 
Many West Springfield gar-
deners have grown food 
there since the first plots were established in 1976; others are 
energetic newcomers. Most of the gardens are tended together 
by families or friends. This year, Greene reports, a young Jamai-
can couple will attempt to grow greens to make callaloo, a tra-
ditional island dish. Others will pursue an okra that offers a 
pinwheel-shaped white flower with a crimson center, even if 
harvesting the vegetable proves tricky. Greene’s husband, Mi-
chael F. Greene, A.M. ’12, and a friend grow hops to make beer, 
while she has had remarkable luck with tomatillos: green bulbs 
covered in papery husks native to Mexico and Central Amer-
ica. “It’s like they’re on steroids, the way they take over,” she 
reports. “We only put in four plants and we get bushels of  
them in September and October.” Luckily, salsa freezes—and 
goes especially well with chips 
and a tall glass of her husband’s 
home brew.   vn.p.b.

South End Garden Tour
June 20 (rain or shine)
www.southendgardentour.org

and chose to settle on 800 acres he had in-
herited in Wellfleet. Even though Provinc-
etown already had an art colony, much of 
the outer Cape “was wilderness, a no-man’s 
land,” at the time, McMahon says—and 
Phillips built the first modernist house 
there in 1938. Known as “The Paper Palace,” 
it was made of pressed-paper wallboard.

“He was the paterfamilias,” McMahon 
adds, for what soon became a close-knit 
communal blend of the European archi-
tects and academics and another group of 
self-taught builders and artistic experi-
menters, such as Princeton graduate John 
“Jack” Hughes Hall and Hayden Walling, 
who tended toward radical philosophies. In 
1944, architect Serge Chermayeff, who was 
friends with Gropius and Breuer and led 

the architecture department at Harvard in 
the 1950s and early 1960s, bought the cabin 
he had rented from Phillips; it became an 
informal think tank for the bohemian en-
clave. Chermayeff eventually turned the 
cabin into a connected series of right-angled 
structures painted in primary colors. His 
son, Cambridge architect Peter Chermayeff 
’57, M.Arch. ’62, now summers there; he has 
been an active supporter of the trust and 
will host part of the May symposium.

“The Cape Cod land was this blank slate 
and in the early days they all built stuff out 
there, mostly of found materials,” notes 
McMahon. With no commercial pressures, 
they “designed homes to suit themselves 
and their friends, often incorporating old 
shacks and a prefab army barracks. You 

had this very high-concept, low-budget 
utopian community of people who also 
loved nature, fishing, and farming.”

By 1961 the land under these creations be-
came the Cape Cod National Seashore. Pre-
1959 structures were “grandfathered in,” 

Boston’s South End residents treasure 
their green spaces—which make urban life 
more vibrant for all.

The Kugel/Gips House (1970) was restored 
by the Cape Cod Modern House Trust. 
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77 Avenue Louis Pasteur, Boston, MA 02115 | 617-432-8992 | theconfcenter.hms.harvard.edu

Research the possibilities...

Host your next event in the 
contemporary New Research 

Building at Harvard Medical School. 

• Distinctive conference center 
in a unique location

• Elegant Rotunda Room with 
views of the Boston skyline

• State of the art ampitheater 
with seating for up to 480

• Catering provided by 

Harvard
Medical
School

THE JOSEPH B. MARTIN Conference Center
AT HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL

but more than a hundred modern houses 
built as the legislation was debated ulti-
mately became the property of the National 
Park Service (NPS). They sat vacant, some-
times for decades, and fell into disrepair; by 
the 1990s most had been condemned.

McMahon, who grew up vacationing on 
the Cape, moved there from Manhattan in 
2003. He became fascinated by the history 
and the homes, and focused on research-
ing, archiving—and then saving—what he 
could. He and others formed the nonprofit 
trust in 2007 and have worked closely with 
the park service to identify seven of the 

100 NPS-owned buildings that were his-
torically important. Of those, two have 
been fixed up by the park service itself 
and three meticulously restored by the 
trust, and are now protected as part of the 
National Register of Historic Places. The 
trust holds long-term leases on the three 
homes: the Kugel/Gips House (1970, by 
Charles Zehnder); the Hatch House (1961, 
Jack Hughes Hall); and the Weidlinger 
House (1953; Paul Weidlinger, an engineer, 
was a former Harvard faculty member).

The Weidlinger home sits across the 
pond from Breuer’s cottage. A wooden box 

on a platform, it juts out in front atop con-
crete piers. A row of windows faces the 
woods and water, offering views of the light, 
wind, trees, and skies rearranging the land-
scape into a constantly evolving painting.

As a movement, modernism’s emphasis 
on nature, form, and simplicity make it par-
ticularly agile. If McMahon is right—that 
“post-modernist structures have aged very 
badly”—the modernist aesthetics seem only 
to ripen. “There’s the sense that modern has 
been classical, and now it’s modern again,” 
muses Lexington’s Rick Beyer. “It’s timeless: 
what’s old is new again.” 

The simply decorated Weidlinger House (1953) on outer 
Cape Cod is now open for renters and scheduled public tours. 
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