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    For those who have not found the home they want, do not 
despair. Building anew can, indeed should be a delightfully 
creative experience –  if you take care to follow basic principles. 
Informed thoughts on this issue came to me recently when ar-
chitect Olivier Vidal was introduced by friends who came to 
stay with my wife and me for le weekend. He is French born and 
educated but entirely international professionally, having a ca-
reer spanning four decades and including major projects around 
the world. Le weekend proved to be a delightful seminar on the 
current state of architecture which he sees as having diverged 
from its sensible purposes. He laments the new brand of archi-
tects who see themselves as artists rather than artisans, as media 
stars instead of practitioners of an applied art. 
   By way of example, Vidal 
spoke of  Frank Gehry, cele-
brated for his titanium-clad 
sculptural creations. (Bard 
College has his Center for the 
Performing Arts).  Gehry has 
“branded” his own style and 
applied it to a number of pub-
lic buildings -- with little re-
gard for their different pur-
poses and locations. For Vidal 
this is putting the cart before 
the horse. As he views an ar-
chitect’s responsibilities, 
buildings exist to serve the 
needs of people and design 
should evolve first and fore-
most from perceptive consid-
eration of those needs. What 
the building looks like from 
the outside will naturally 
evolve from its functional 
concept and specific require-
ments -- hopefully in a beauti-
ful and evocative way. It 
should not be a “work of art” 
imposed from without upon those within. An architect  must 
serve the needs of his clients, giving good counsel but, like a 
good doctor, providing prescription only after careful diagnosis. 
How has architecture gone astray? 
   Like successful contemporary artists, some architects who 
have become the darlings of the media for their visually exciting 
creations have established careers based more upon how their 
projects please, even excite, the public eye than upon how the 
comforts and wallets of their clients are to be satisfied. This may 
be good for architects but detrimental to owners, some of whom, 
according to Vidal, have even gone bankrupt when the extra 
frills they have been talked into  make it impossible to produce 
enough commercial income to service the required financing. 
How could a corporate board authorize such irresponsibility? 
Vidal explained that a board is mostly made up of people who 
have no expertise in building, often not even in marketing. They 

hire a name firm or personality who they think is the finest 
architect available with the misplaced confidence that he will 
do the best for them. They trust in the judgment and taste of  
“professionals,” and are usually too inhibited to ask challeng-
ing, common sense questions in front of others. Concerning 
what looks well it seems that boards are as gullible as the me-
dia and general public precisely because they may, collectively, 
not have the ability or sensitivity to ascertain the invisible:  
Will the concept work? Is it likely to be profitable? 
   Architecture, Vidal explains, is not primarily about what you 
see (facades and decorative features), but rather about what is 
going on in the spaces between the walls - the spaces where 
you live, where store products are displayed, where the public 
walks, sits or eats. This principle applies to residences as well 
as to commercial buildings. He showed us a picture of a house 

he built for a European client 
who comes to Canada to visit 
one of his factories every 
now and then. Although his 
client could have afforded a 
multi-million dollar home, 
Vidal created for him a 
small, much simpler home, 
in appearance more like a 
barn than a conventional 
house. It was remarkably 
inexpensive for its size, visu-
ally “chaste” one might say. 
Light filled, energy efficient, 
open and airy with clean 
lines and surfaces - rather 
Scandinavian in feeling and 
certainly appropriate for a 
Canadian woodland setting. 
This example is a reminder 
that a house should not only 
reflect the needs of its owner 
and sensible cost, but should 
appear appropriate to its set-
ting which is Vidal’s third 
principle of architectural 

design (after needs and cost). In a region of farms, the outside 
of such a barn-like structure appears culturally fitting. The in-
side can be whatever creates comfort and appeals to all the 
senses. 
   This Canadian house reminded me of a new house in Colum-
bia County I took clients to see the other day. It too is objec-
tively in the form of a barn and features sliding barn doors 
which close over huge single pane glass windows. Two 1900’s-
style galvanized sheet metal ventilators have been placed along 
the top of a corrugated bright metal roof. Even the walls are the 
same, setting one up to anticipate a bright, hard-edged interior, 
like so much contemporary art - almost screaming in your face. 
Upon entering, however, the visitor’s senses were immediately 
calmed. It was like stepping into a medieval monastic hall: 
clean white, high walls; soft, but full light streaming through 
huge windows; the outdoor woodland almost transferred in-
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A house as barn.  
  Nestled in the woods of Columbia County is a structure whose 
form is  reminiscent of a barn of a century or more ago yet its mate-
rials and interior are contemporary. Within, proport ion, symmetry 
and balance combine with minimal hues and features to create an 
all-senses serenity - the soul of this dwelling. Being spacious yet 
minimal a person easily projects their own feeling into the experi-
ence rather than reacting to complex or colorful features.  



doors; and, of course, cathedral ceilings. We took off our shoes 
to walk on perfectly smooth bleached poplar floors, doing so as 
much for benefit of silence as for protection of the floors. This 
calming, sound-decaying ambience was perfectly wrapped in an 
aural surround of Baroque music. Eleven roses  had each been 
placed at the same angle in eleven glass tubes on a glass top 
table. It  is a large room, 26 x 30 feet, with a stainless steel 
kitchen set in one end wall and a fireplace in the opposite end 
wall. A bedroom and bathroom are beyond each end wall.  
  The dramatic effect is breathtaking. It has what architect Den-
nis Wedlick (a Columbia County resident with residential com-
missions all over the country) calls “soul” - “no matter how up 
to date... a house will turn out disappointingly if it does not reso-
nate with our emotions.” 
   This serenity was created 
by designer/owner Angela 
Patterson (and master builder 
Jim Romanchuck). She ap-
parently started with a con-
cept, drawn from feeling, and 
worked up the structure from 
there. She did not start by 
haphazardly choosing appeal-
ing pictures in magazines 
thereby creating a pastiche.  
Angela began with a central 
concept, serenity, and only 
then determined the features 
necessary to support it -- with 
nothing extraneous in either 
the structure or its furnishing. 
Nearly all my senses were 
inspired: perfect sound 
(hearing), soft light every-
where (seeing), all smooth 
surfaces (touching), warm 
white walls balanced by black 
granite counter tops (seeing 
and touching) and slate stone 
hearth (again seeing and touching). The bed and bathrooms sug-
gest even more. And more than anything else, the smell was 
clean and fresh. 
   As we know, the grace of an iceberg comes from the nine-
tenths of it which is invisible. Here the walls are a foot thick 
with insulation, creating even heating and cooling, as well as 
silence, with the necessary equipment being located in a sepa-
rate garage (more silence). Olivier Vidal  clearly approved of the 
way in which the designer/owner had gone about creating this 
home. He did, however, make one interesting suggestion: In 
Europe a  method of air conditioning has been developed which 
is analogous to the current desire here for in-floor heating. 
Tubes are set in the ceiling and plastered over. In summer cold 
liquid is run through the tubes, cooling the ceiling to 35 degrees 
and thus also cooling the rising warm air which then drifts gen-
tly down into the room. No noisy noxious drafts of  blown air 
and no air-born mold. Why don’t we have this technology read-
ily available? More traditional air conditioning is a big industry 
in America, Vidal wryly observed. 
   From concept to reality, the same principles which should 
guide the architectural design of hotels, malls, office buildings, 
and condos should also be applied to single family residences. 

Begin with fundamental human needs and proceed with the 
minimal use of the resources required to meet those needs.  
In this way you are less likely to go over budget in both build-
ing a structure and in maintaining it. You can then add decora-
tion as you want, either as architectural features or in furnish-
ing. Keep in mind, Vidal cautioned,  buyers often come with 
their own decorators who may pan your creation if there is 
nothing left for them to do.  
    Interestingly, among my friends and clients I have noticed  
that those who have lived in an older period house, no matter 
how elegant or restored, often get the yen for its opposite.  
I have not seen this interest go the other way.  In a way I have 
even  experienced this myself. Having lived in an early Dutch 

house for two decades, I got 
the urge to build a “new” 
house. In our case, for my 
wife DeGuerre was enthusi-
astically involved, a summer 
in Italy inspired a small ver-
sion of Andrea Palladio’s 
sixteenth century villas. Its 
design has incorporated fea-
tures which I have come to 
realize are among those many 
weekenders envision in the 
ideal country home: interest-
ing style (old or new), high 
ceilings, a first floor master 
bedroom and bath, privacy, 
water (or view), and, if it can 
be accommodated, a perfect 
kitchen. Conversely, often the 
major frustration for those 
coming to upstate New York 
to buy  is the relative paucity 
of homes expressing such 
ideals. A search of real es-
tate listings will typically 
produce relatively few prop-

erties fitting the bill, of which many will have at least one seri-
ous issue involving location, privacy, condition, room size and 
arrangement, or style. When actually serious, such issues are 
not easily cured -- most such properties should be avoided.             
   To avoid such problems, start anew. Many believe being 
challenged to find just the right parcel to build on is enough. 
But finding the right designer/builder/architect is even more 
important. Applying Olivier Vidal’s principles should help to 
ensure a successful match of professional and client. Fortu-
nately there are very talented people in our area who are good 
listeners, careful craftsmen, and fine designers. Get to know 
them; spend time talking with them. In collaboration you  may 
create your own special environment – one hopefully serene 
both for your present and for your future. Searching your own 
soul (and just as importantly your partner’s) is the most impor-
tant step to creating a place which resonates within both of you. 
As I have pointed out before, a home is the third leg in a trian-
gular (more if the kids count) relationship which can help ad-
vance your partnership or, if the “souls” within all three are not 
compatible, can break it.  
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A house as a villa 
   Apparently so different from the house as barn, yet this pavilion is 
equally appealing in its proportions, symmetry and balance yet clas-
sical features throughout illicit personal response to historical allu-
sions, pleasurable for those with such a background.   


