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Frank Lloyd Wright’s Pope-Leighey House:

Nice To Look At, But I Wouldn’t Want To Live There!


Nestled in a small wooded nook on the grounds of the Woodlawn Plantation (Thomas Jefferson’s former residence), lies one of Frank Lloyd Wright’s lesser famous architectural creations, the Pope-Leighey House.  Originally built in 1940 in Falls Church for the Pope family, the house was moved in 1964-5 by the government and its second owners, the Leighey family, to protect it from a highway project to its current location.  This tiny house cost a mere $5,000 to construct and 62 years later is now worth more than a half of million dollars, because the man who planned it, vested it with his own genius and ahead of its time technical advancements.


From the distance, the Pope-Leighey House looked like little more than a small, contemporary house made of aging wood with some interesting windows.  If that was all, I didn’t see what the big deal was.  I was thoroughly unimpressed.  We took the tour which was enlightening and allowed us access to the interior and at which point my passive indifference became outright awe.


The roof structure and exterior walls were supported, not by the usual foundation and frame construction that is typical in houses, but by a single steel I-beam balanced upon two interior brick walls.  In this fashion, the roof was set in place first and the walls and everything else second.  This enabled workmen to work in the rain and bad weather and the interior of the structure remained dry.  Wright also created the first covered carport, which is a seemingly unsupported plane that juts out about 15 feet from the front door.  The self-supported roof also allowed for one of the finest artistic features on the inside.  Surrounding the eating space are 6-foot vertical windows, which are hung on top and bottom pivots, so that they can swing out into the open outdoors.  The unexpected twist is that the two windows that come together at the right angled corner are anchored away from that corner so that when they open they form a narrow doorway leading to a patio and make the corner disappear.  Frank Lloyd Wright consistently explodes his corners to invite the outside in and the inside out.  He repeats this motif by hanging the windows in the bedrooms at the corners the same way.


The heating and cooling systems are also revolutionary. The exterior walls were not hollow, filled with insulation and covered with sheetrock and siding, but wall only as thick as the planks of wood used to enclose the space.  The head is passive.  Hot water supplies travel through the cement floors heating them as it goes and as heat rises, the warm floor keeps the whole house at a moderate temperature.  In the spring and summer there are high windows in all of the rooms, which allow the rising heat to escape and cross breezes to circulate.


The widows also allow for a great deal of natural light.  They are art in their own right.  Windows are frequently cut in dramatic, non-objective, abstract patterns and the same single window pattern is used over and over again throughout the house.  The effect is striking and decorates otherwise blank walls.  Other lighting is built into the eaves, the walls and the ceiling.   All the lighting is recessed and the fixtures are hidden.  This was also a new idea of Frank Lloyd Wright.


All the furniture, fixtures, storage, and appliances are controlled by the architect himself and made to work as a unified whole.  The house is unified in style and function from one end to the other.  Such was the attention to detail that every screw in the wall had to be screwed so that the line on its head lay in exact parallels to the lines of the wooden beams and the floor.  


The house though passing fair to look upon and admire, seemed to me more than passing uncomfortable.  The halls and doorways were narrow.  The bedrooms and closets were too small.  The kitchen was impossibly tiny.  The house dictated not just a style of decorating, but a way of living.  In order to live in this house, one would have to have a meticulously ordered life, a minimal number of possessions, and not to mention short and skinny.  You couldn’t curl up on the sofa, because there was no sofa, just a collection of minimal uncomfortable chairs that you could push together.  

Living in a life-sized sculpture, you sacrifice person comfort to the grander style.  It’s not something I would choose for myself.  I can look at the Pope Leighey House and be impressed by all the marvelous chances Wright took and all the staggering advancements he made in the world of architecture.  I am awed and inspired by his windows and disappearing corners.  I am humbled by his courage, creativity, and his genius.  Even though I would not want to live in a house he designed, I think the world is a better, more interesting place than it would have been with out him.  

